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Abstract 

This contribution aims to break a lance for the use of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) to advance the 

understanding of motivation in the field of work and organizational psychology. SDT is an encompassing 

motivation theory detailing how individuals can thrive when displaying particular types of motivation. Starting 

from a positive view on mankind, SDT maintains that individuals feeling supported in their basic psychological 

needs will display optimal functioning and develop high quality motivation. This high quality motivation may 

take the form of the 'why' of motivation (i.e., autonomous and controlled motivation) as well as the 'what' of 

motivation (i.e. intrinsic versus extrinsic value pursuit). Herein a conceptual and empirical overview of SDT in 

the context of work is given and several pathways for future research are highlighted. As such, this contribution 

aims to inspire scholars to further the theoretical understanding work motivation assisting practitioners aiming to 

enhance motivation in organizations.  
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Work Motivation: A Perspective 
from the Self-Determination Theory 
 

Motivation is a critical issue for employees 

and organizations: it adds to employees’ well-

being and performance, and hence contributes 

to organizations’ productivity and competitive 

advance (Pinder, 2008). To date, work 

motivation has mostly been approached via 

Expectancy-Instrumentality-Valence Theory 

(Vroom, 1964), leading for example to research 

on the Theory of Planned Behavior and Goal-

setting Theory (Latham & Locke, 2006). In 

addition to this literature, this editorial aims to 

foster research on work motivation in line with 

recent developments in motivation psychology 

using Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & 

Ryan, 2000; 2008) as the conceptual 

framework.  

Over the past four decades, SDT has 

developed into a grand theory of human 

motivation and optimal functioning. It has been 

applied to various life domains such as 

education, therapy and health psychology (Deci 

& Ryan, 2008, 2012) and gains momentum in 

the field of work and organizational psychology 

(Gagné & Deci, 2005). Although some of 

SDT’s ideas share resemblance with other well-

known concepts and theories in work and 

organizational psychology (see Van den 

Broeck, Vansteenkiste, & De Witte, & 

Andriessen, 2009), SDT is rather unique in 

providing a coherent and encompassing 

framework in which the quality, in addition to 

the quantity of motivation, is a key topic.  

SDT encompasses five different mini-

theories (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Vansteenkiste, 

Niemiec, & Soenens, 2010), but can be 

summarized in terms of three core concepts 

(Deci & Ryan, 2008; Van den Broeck, 

Vansteenkiste & De Witte, 2008): (1) basic 

need satisfaction, (2) autonomous versus 

controlled motivation or behavioral regulation 

and (3) intrinsic and extrinsic goal pursuit. This 

editorial aims to highlight this three core 

concepts and to provide an overview of the 

research in the field of work and organizational 

psychology. It concludes with some suggestions 

for future research which may stimulate 

scholars to employ SDT to further the 

understanding of employees’ motivation and 

the development of SDT.  
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Meta-theories and basic 
psychological needs 
 

SDT starts off from the assumption that 

individuals are active, growth-oriented 

organisms who actively interact with their 

environment (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Rather than 

being passive, reactive entities which need to be 

forced into particular behaviors, SDT maintains 

that individuals are active human beings, 

striving towards intra- and interpersonal 

growth. On the personal level, individuals are 

naturally inclined to realize their potential, 

learn, develop their talents, and integrate their 

experiences into a coherent and meaningful 

sense of self. On the social level, individuals 

are apt to interconnect with others, to engage in 

meaningful relationships based on mutual care 

and respect. Rather than being just influenced 

by their surrounding, SDT furthermore 

maintains that individuals equally act upon and 

influence the environment.  

However, the environment plays an 

important motivational role. SDT assumes that 

individuals’ inherent active growth orientation 

does not automatically come to expression, but 

needs to be nourished by the social 

environment. Just as one’s biological needs 

must be fulfilled to maintain physical health, 

SDT argues that individuals’ psychological 

needs must be satisfied in order for them to 

function psychologically well. At least three 

psychological needs are considered essential for 

individuals to thrive, that is, the needs for 

autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000), which are also referred to as 

Autonomy, Belongingness and Competence, or 

the ABC of SDT (Van den Broeck, 

Vansteenkiste, & De Witte, 2008).  

According to SDT, the need for autonomy 

is satisfied when individuals experience 

authorship of their actions and feel 

psychologically free. Such feelings can be 

achieved when individuals chose their own 

behavior. The need for autonomy can however 

be equally satisfied when individuals 

volitionally follow others’ instructions, for 

example because they can fully concur with the 

requested behavior. The need for belongingness 

or relatedness is satisfied when individuals feel 

connected to others, when they feel loved and 

cared for and they can love and care for others. 

Finally, individuals feel competent when they 

master their environment and bring about 

desired outcomes. Employees will experience 

need satisfaction when they conduct their work 

with a sense of volition, feel part of a team and 

feel they can effectively reach their goals.  

In defining needs as essential nutriments, 

SDT takes a particular approach to the concept 

of needs. Other theories detailing individuals’ 

needs (e.g., Murray, 1938) typically focus on 

inter-individual differences in need strength, 

which drives individuals’ behavior until the 

needs are satisfied.  In contrast, SDT considers 

the degree to which needs are satisfied as the 

most important motivational mechanism and 

maintains that all individuals benefit from 

experiencing satisfaction of the inherent needs 

for autonomy, belongingness and competence, 

as this energizes their behavior and well-being.  

In support of SDT, several studies evidence 

that the satisfaction of these basic needs co-

occurs with optimal functioning, in terms of 

well-being (e.g., higher job satisfaction and 

engagement and less burnout), positive attitudes 

(e.g. higher organizational commitment and 

readiness to change), and adaptive behavior 

(e.g. higher performance and less organizational 

deviance; see for example Lian, Ferris & 

Brown, 2012; Lynch, Plant & Ryan, 2005; Van 

den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, Soenens, 

& Lens, 2010). Work related basic need 

satisfaction is furthermore suggested to affect 

live outside work, as it relates for example to 

higher general adjustment (Baard, Deci, & 

Ryan, 2004) and  self-esteem (Ilardi, Leone, 

Kasser, & Ryan, 1993).   

Moreover, in line with SDT, several studies 

indicate that basic need satisfaction functions as 

a mediator explaining the impact of the social 

environment on employees’ functioning. Deci, 

Ryan, Gagné, Leone, Usunov and Kornazheva 

(2001), for example, showed that supervisory 

and environmental autonomy support adds to 

employees’ engagement, self-esteem and 

decreased anxiety via the satisfaction of the 

basic needs. Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, 

De Witte and Lens (2008) furthermore specified 

that demanding and resourceful job 

characteristics relate to basic need frustration 

and satisfaction, respectively, and therefore 

associate with burnout and work engagement. 

At the more general level, Greguras and 

Dieffendorf (2009) likewise indicated that 

feelings of fitting into the organization, team 

and job contributed to the satisfaction of the 

needs for autonomy, relatedness and 
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competence and therefore relate to 

organizational commitment and performance.  

Apart from relating to the various aspects 

of employees’ functioning, according to SDT, 

the basic needs also co-occurs with high quality 

motivation, both in terms of the 'why' of 

behavior, that is, the reason why individuals 

engage in particular behavior, and the 'what' of 

behavior or the type of goals they pursue (Deci 

& Ryan, 2008). These core concepts of SDT are 

detailed below. 

 

 

The 'why' of behaviour: 
Autonomous and controlled 
motivation 
 

The conceptual development of SDT took 

off with the differentiation between intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivation (Deci, 1975). Intrinsic 

motivation is defined as the engagement in an 

activity for its own sake, i.e. for the inherent 

satisfaction and enjoyment experienced while 

performing the activity as such. Extrinsic 

motivation, in contrast, concerns the 

engagement in an activity to obtain an outcome 

that is separable from the activity. Rather than 

just adding up to a general inclination to engage 

in particular behavior, early studies in the realm 

of SDT revealed a complex interplay between 

these two types of motivation (see Deci, 

Koestner, & Ryan, 1999 for a meta-analysis). 

This has led to the differentiation of four types 

of extrinsic motivation, which differ in the 

degree to which the reason for conducting the 

behavior is external to the individual or 

internalized as part of one’s self (Ryan & 

Connell, 1989).   

First, external regulation refers to the 

engagement in an activity to obtain external 

material or social rewards or to avoid 

punishments. Externally pressured employees 

may, for instance, work hard to obtain a bonus 

or to prevent disgrace. Second, introjected 

regulation refers to being motivated by 

internally pressuring reasons such as a desire to 

attain pride or avoid guilt and shame contingent 

upon the behavior. Working overtime to offset 

guilt would be an example of introjected 

regulation. As little or no internalization took 

place, external and introjected regulation are 

accompanied by feelings of pressure, and are 

therefore grouped as controlled motivation 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000).  

Identified and integrated regulation are the 

two remaining types of extrinsic motivation 

(Ryan & Connell, 1989). In case of identified 

regulation, the goal of the behavior is 

personally endorsed and considered important. 

Integration goes one step further and requires 

that the behavior  fits into one’s broader set of 

values and beliefs. A scholar identifying or 

internalizing with teaching, would considers 

this task valuable, or as an inherent aspect of 

their personality, respectively. Both in case of 

identified and integrated regulation, individuals 

enacted with a sense of volition. These types of 

motivation are therefore grouped as 

autonomous motivation, together with intrinsic 

motivation, which reflects individuals’ inherent 

spontaneous interests (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Rather than focusing upon intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation, SDT-scholars consider the 

differentiation between autonomous and 

controlled motivation as most important to 

understand individuals’ motivation.  

According to SDT, controlled motivation 

likely frustrates the basic psychological needs 

and therefore leads to less beneficial outcomes, 

while autonomous motivation is accompanied 

with basic need satisfaction and therefore leads 

to optimal functioning. A multitude of studies 

supported these assumptions. Van den Broeck, 

Vansteenkiste, De Witte, Soenens et al. (2010) 

for example indicated that controlled 

motivation does not support the basic needs, 

while autonomous motivation relates positively 

to the satisfaction of each of the basic needs. 

Fernet (2011) furthermore showed that 

autonomous types of motivation related to 

higher job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment and lower burnout, while 

controlled motivation showed the reversed 

pattern. Gagné, Forest, Gilbert, Aubé, Morin, 

and Malorni (2010) expanded these results, 

indicating that autonomous motivation for work 

related to lower turnover intentions and higher 

general well-being and even better physical 

functioning, while controlled motivation was 

unrelated or even negatively related to these 

outcomes.  

Mirroring the research on basic need 

satisfaction, autonomous motivation has been 

modeled as the underlying process in the 

relationship between aspects of the work 

environment and employees’ functioning. 

Autonomous motivation explains for example 

the impact of job demands such as overload on 
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the development of burnout (Fernet, Guay, 

Senécal, & Austin, 2012). Similarly, perceived 

organizational support assists employees in 

adapting to change because it increases their 

autonomous motivation (Mitchell, Gagné, 

Beaudry, & Dyer, 2012). Finally, autonomous 

and controlled motivation have also been 

modeled as moderators. As such high quality 

motivation is considered to play the role of a 

personal resource making employees more apt 

to benefit from positive events as outlined in 

the Conservation of Resources Theory 

(Hobfoll, 2002). Specifically, employees 

holding high autonomous and low controlled 

motivation have been shown to benefit more 

from job control, both in terms of direct well-

being effects of job control and via the stronger 

buffering effect of job control on the negative 

impact of job demands (Fernet, Guay, & 

Senécal, 2004; Parker, Jimmieson, & Amiot, 

2010). High levels of autonomous motivation 

and low levels of controlled motivation also 

assist employees in engaging wholeheartedly in 

their work behavior, leading to increased 

performance (Grant, Nurmohamed, Ashford, & 

Dekas, 2011).  

 

 

The ‘what’ of behavior: Intrinsic and 
extrinsic work values 
 

A third important concept figuring in SDT 

refers to the goals or - on a more abstract level -

values individuals can pursue. Specifically, 

SDT makes a distinction between intrinsic 

values, such as contributing to the community, 

affiliating to others, and self-development, and 

extrinsic values, such as accumulating wealth, 

acquiring fame and achieving power (Kasser & 

Ryan, 1996).  As intrinsic values allow for the 

satisfaction of the basic psychological needs, 

SDT maintains that the pursuit of these values 

leads to more adaptive outcomes than the 

pursuit of extrinsic values, which are less likely 

to contribute to, and may even distract one from 

basic need satisfaction (Vansteenkiste et al., 

2007).  

Following this reasoning, the pursuit of 

intrinsic values has been shown to be more 

beneficial than the pursuit of extrinsic values, 

particularly in the long run (Vansteenkiste et 

al., 2007). Although holding extrinsic values 

might be tempting, as it leads to momentary 

feelings of satisfaction, it has a negative relation 

with more enduring aspects of well-being, such 

as job satisfaction and work engagement. It 

furthermore relates to higher burnout, more 

work-family conflict and increased turnover 

intention, which suggests that a predominant 

extrinsic orientation may not only yield 

negative consequences for employees, but also 

for their organizations (Vansteenkiste et al., 

2007). 

Apart from these main effects, SDT’s value 

orientation has also been examined in terms of a 

personal resource adding to individuals’ 

optimal functioning. Specifically, Van den 

Broeck, Van Ruysseveldt, Smulders, and De 

Witte (2010) revealed that intrinsic oriented 

employees benefit more from the availability of 

learning opportunities and autonomy in terms 

of enhanced work engagement and decreased 

exhaustion, as compared to employees attaching 

less importance to these intrinsic values.  

Also the unemployed may experience long 

term benefits of pursuing particularly intrinsic 

values. Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, Lens, 

and De Witte, (2010) indicated that extrinsic 

values might withhold the unemployed from 

adapting flexibly to the labor market, although 

such a flexible approach might increase their 

chances on finding employment. Interestingly 

extrinsically oriented unemployed are 

particularly not willing to lower their 

reservation wage. At the same time they 

however refuse to attend additional training to 

increase their skills. As such, they seem to be 

looking for a high outcome, without showing 

the willingness to put additional effort, a 

conclusion which has also previously been 

supported among children (Vansteenkiste, 

Timmermans, Lens, Soenens, & Van den 

Broeck, 2008). Intrinsically oriented 

unemployed on the other hand likely are 

flexible. Moreover, they seem to display 

particularly these types of flexibility which 

might assist them in finding high quality 

employment, such as the flexibility to attend 

additional training.  

 

 

Some avenues for future research 
 

From the presentation of the core concepts 

of SDT, it becomes evident that SDT received 

already quite some empirical support in the 

field of work and organizational psychology. 

Several interesting issues however remain 
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relatively understudied, for example, relating to 

the antecedents, consequences and roles of the 

different motivational states.  

First, future research could further tap into 

the antecedents of high quality motivation in 

terms of need satisfaction, autonomous versus 

controlled motivation and intrinsic as opposed 

to extrinsic values. In addition to the research 

on task (e.g. job demands and resources) or 

team characteristics (e.g. supervisory support) 

as outlined above, scholars might examine the 

impact of broader human resources strategies 

such as training and education, recruitment and 

selection, organizational culture and 

remuneration practices on employees' 

motivational states. Such research, expanding 

the scope of the antecedents of employees’ 

motivation, might build on previous research on 

organizational fit (Greguras & Dieffendorft, 

2009) and earlier work of Gagné and Forest 

(2008) on compensation systems. Such research 

might not only be timely in the realm of SDT, 

but might also answer the call for opening the 

black box through which human resource 

practices lead to the organizations’ competitive 

advantage (Collins & Clark, 2003). Particularly 

research on the antecedents of employees work 

values seems most welcome, as within SDT 

intrinsic and extrinsic values are mostly 

considered to be passed on from parents to their 

children (e.g. Duriez, 2011). The impact of 

organizational socialization on these values is 

yet to be examined. Such an impact might 

however exist, particularly at the entrance of the 

labor market, as during that period individuals 

seem to experience a shift in work values (Jin & 

Rounds, 2012).  

A second potential route for future research 

pertains to the outcomes of high quality 

motivation. Although the associations between 

high quality motivation and aspects of optimal 

functioning have been well established, 

research on the dark side of employees’ 

functioning has been relatively scarce in the 

realm of SDT. In addition to the research on 

organizational deviance (Lian et al., 2012), 

future research could tap into more specific 

counterproductive behavior such as workplace 

bullying, social loafing or sabotage. In addition, 

scholars might aim to uncover some unexpected 

outcomes of the different aspects of high 

quality motivation. Does need frustration, for 

example, always turn employees into passive 

entities, as would be expected from SDT’s 

meta-theory? Or could the inborn active 

tendency also lead employees to change their 

environment in which need satisfaction might 

become prominent? Such a reasoning might be 

build on earlier need theories, in which the urge 

to satisfy particular needs is said to stimulate 

individuals’ behavior (e.g. Murray, 1938). In a 

similar vein, scholars might examine whether 

autonomous as opposed to controlled 

motivation might have downsides. Initial 

research, for example already indicates that 

autonomous motivation, and particularly 

identified motivation, associates with excessive 

work, a component of workaholism (Van 

Beeck, Hu, Schaufeli, Taris, & Scheurs, 2012; 

Van den Broeck, Scheurs, De Witte, 

Vansteenkiste, Germeys, & Schaufeli, 2011), 

suggesting that identified motivation might lead 

to being over-committed to work. Future 

research might shed further light on this finding 

and explore for example whether being highly 

identified with work yields negative 

consequences for one’s task approach and 

social interactions at work.  

Third, future research employing SDT to 

understand employees’ motivation needs to take 

into account the aspect of time. In contrast to 

the current cross-sectional approach, such 

studies could shed light on the development of 

high quality motivation and its causal relations 

with environmental aspects of employees’ 

functioning. On the one hand, such research 

could take a long term approach and examine 

inter-individual motivational dynamics over the 

course of several months or years. On the other 

hand, it could scrutinize short term intra-

individual dynamics within days or weeks via 

diary studies. Previous longitudinal (e.g. 

Sheldon & Krieger, 2007) and shortitudinal 

(e.g. Ryan, Bernstein, & Brown, 2010) SDT-

related research in other life domains might 

serve as a source of inspiration to also uncover 

the motivational dynamics in the field of work 

and organizational psychology.  

Future research tapping into the 

motivational processes might also take into 

account the different organizational levels 

influencing employees’ motivation. Rather than 

tapping into employees’ overall work 

motivation, previous research might for 

example explore motivation at the task level, as 

previous research already suggested that 

teachers or principles might hold different 

levels of autonomous and controlled motivation 
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across different tasks (Fernet, 2011, Fernet, 

Senécal, Guay, March, & Downson, 2008). 

Future research could expand these results 

towards other occupational groups and explore 

need satisfaction rather than autonomous and 

controlled motivation. Furthermore, scholars 

could also tie in with recent developments in 

work and organizational psychology examining 

(the dynamics of) team level motivation (see 

also Schaufeli, 2012) as employees are 

increasingly becoming interdependent (Parker, 

Wall & Cordery, 2001). Future research also 

needs to explore whether SDT’s propositions 

are generalizable across organizations of 

different sectors, ranging from profit to non-

profit organizations, SME’s to multinationals. 

Although SDT has been supported across 

different context, including even different 

countries (Deci et al., 2001), few studies take 

into account employees particular 

organizational context, which might however 

alter individual dynamics (Rousseau & Fried, 

2001). Such studies might particularly tap into 

the question whether SDT holds in each 

organizational context or whether a fit in 

organizational dynamics (i.e., autonomous and 

controlled motivation or the pursuit of intrinsic 

versus extrinsic values) between employees and 

their colleagues, supervisors or organizational 

culture might yield addiotnal beneficial results, 

as suggested by the person-environment fit 

literature (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & 

Johnson, 2005)  

 

 

Summary and Conclusion 
 

Self-Determination Theory is a broad 

motivation theory assisting in understanding 

individuals’ motivation across domains as 

diverse as education, health promotion and 

psychotherapy (Deci & Ryan, 2012). SDT has 

also been fruitfully applied to the context of 

work. Research indicated that high quality 

motivation in terms of basic psychological need 

satisfaction, autonomous as compared to 

controlled motivation and intrinsic relative to 

extrinsic values may spur employees’ optimal 

well-being, positive attitudes as well as 

performance. It furthermore explains the 

motivational effects of particular organizational 

phenomena such as job design and leadership. 

It also serves as a personal resource assisting 

employees to adapt to and make optimal use of 

motivational sources in the work environment.  

To expand our knowledge, it seems 

worthwhile to further scrutinize the antecedents 

of high quality motivation, also at the 

organizational level and to explore its 

consequences beyond optimal functioning, 

although such consequences might not be 

expected at first sight. Scholars furthermore 

need to take into account the dynamics of 

employee motivation over time and the 

organizational level on which these dynamics 

occur.  

This is not an exhaustive list of interesting 

avenues for future studies, but just some 

suggestions which might stimulate scholars to 

shed further light on the complex phenomenon 

of employee motivation. Understanding when 

and why employees might be motivated and 

knowing what the consequences are of the 

different aspects of motivation, might assist 

practitioners to enhance employee motivation, 

for the benefit of the organizations and 

employees alike.   
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