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Abstract
This article explores the synthesis between the theories and practice of Humanistic Man-
agement and Self-Determination Theory of Motivation (SDT). Moving from Economistic 
to Humanistic Management involves considering human action as uniting internal and 
external dimensions, having ethics as a guide for a good life, viewing society as a com-
munity of people, and being open to beauty and transcendence. The recently elucidated 
50-year legacy of SDT describes it as a truly human science of motivation that takes 
into consideration our attributes as persons, including our capacities for awareness and 
self-regulation. It also focuses on one’s capacity for autonomy as it applies to individual 
functioning, interpersonal relationships, and societal interactions. SDT posits a continuum 
of motivational regulation ranging from amotivation through controlled to autonomous 
motivation. The current empirical study of Millennials' motivation to support local and 
global hunger charities based on social media communication employs the complete SDT 
continuum. Digitalization and globalization have fundamentally changed the nature of 
human communication. Millennials are central to the humanistic functioning of today’s so-
ciety. The study findings of the dominance of integrated personal value autonomy demon-
strates the necessity of assessing the complete set of SDT motivations in various contexts 
and situations. Given that SDT and Humanistic Management investigations have mainly 
involved corporations, one must also be open to investigating the humanistic manage-
ment of non-profit social and governmental organizations. The non-greenwashed triple 
sustainability values of corporate, social and environmental good are pertinent targets for 
Humanistic Management research and Practices.

Keywords Humanistic management · Self-determination motivation · Millennials · 
Online and offline hunger charity support · Non-and for-profit management
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Introduction

Humanistic Management is related to several theories that value highly human growth, 
potential, and dignity (Ferris 2013). This entails considering human action as uniting inter-
nal and external dimensions, having ethics understood as a guide for a good life, society 
viewed as a community of people, and being open to beauty and transcendence. (Domingo 
and Mele 2022). According to the Humanistic Management Center (2018); (a) humans 
deserve and rightfully expect our dignity to be respected under all circumstances (b) ethical 
consideration must form part and parcel of business decisions, and (c) it is essential to initi-
ate and maintain an ongoing dialogue with stakeholders. Various theories of management 
and organizational studies still need to consider the human being in his or her integrity and, 
thus, fall short of being humanistic. Humanistic Management is often perceived as a move-
ment away from an economistic perspective, mainly involving profit-making corporations. 
One must also be open to viewing Humanistic Management principles as crucial to their 
applications by non-profit social and governmental organizations (Ferguson et al. 2021).

The current article proposes that the Self-Determination Theory of Motivation (SDT) is 
highly compatible with Humanistic Management theory and practices. This proposition is 
supported by the current empirical study conducted in the context of millennials’ motivation 
to support local and global hunger charities based on Social Media Communication. Digita-
lization and globalization have fundamentally changed the nature of human communication 
(Entschew 2021). A recent review of the 50-year Legacy of the Self-Determination Theory 
of motivation (Ryan et al. 2021) has particularly focused on people’s capacity for autonomy 
as it applies to their individual functioning, interpersonal relationships, and societal interac-
tions. SDT posits a continuum of motivational regulation (Fig. 1) ranging from amotivation 
through controlled to autonomous motivation (Deci and Ryan 1985; 2000; Gagné and Deci 
2005; Pelletier et al. 2013).

The lowest form of self-determination is amotivation where a person lacks intention or is 
not conscious of why he or she is doing an activity. Conceptually, self-determined motiva-
tion increases up a continuum moving from external, introjected, identified, integrated, and 
onto intrinsic regulation. Controlled motivation involves both external and introjected regu-

Fig. 1 The complete self-determination theory motivational continuum
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lation. External regulation occurs when behaviour is imposed on the person through implicit 
approval or punishment and rewards. Introjected regulation explains behaviour resulting 
from feelings of guilt, lowered self-esteem or attacks on ego. Autonomous motivation can 
be engendered regardless of whether the person perceives it to be intrinsically interesting 
or not (Vallerand 1997). Identified regulation of autonomous motivation describes experi-
ences that are personally important and worthwhile. Integrated regulation of autonomous 
motivation occurs when a person’s behaviour is experienced as an integral part of their sense 
of self, who they are, and what they value. Intrinsic motivation results from the inherently 
interesting characteristics within the behaviour.

Intrinsic motivation has been shown to involve three distinct constructs: to experience 
stimulation, acquire knowledge, and accomplish tasks (Ferguson et al. 2015; Vallerand et 
al. 1989; Vallerand et al. 1993). Carbonneau et al. (2012) described this as the Tripartite 
Model in which the intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation is seeking sensations, 
excitement, or aesthetic enjoyment; the intrinsic motivation to know is doing an activity 
for the pleasure and satisfaction of learning, exploring, or understanding something new 
and; the intrinsic motivation toward accomplishment is deriving pleasure and satisfaction 
from attempting to surpass oneself or engaging in the process of accomplishing or creating 
something. The authors report that exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses in several 
contexts (education, work, leisure, and sports) demonstrate that the three dimensions of 
intrinsic motivation, although related, are distinct constructs.

Global, contextual, and situational factors can influence the effect of the continuum of 
SDT motivational regulations (Vallerand 1997). Over the last three decades, substantial 
research has indicated that the social context can diminish or enhance autonomous motiva-
tion (Moller et al. 2006). For example, managers but also coworkers can act in an autonomy 
supportive or thwarting way, which fosters or impedes intrinsic motivation, respectively 
(Jungert et al. 2013, 2021). In this respect, a significant portion of SDT development and 
research application has involved the context of employee work motivation in organizational 
behaviour (Howard et al. 2018, 2020). This includes employee well-being, attitudes, and 
organizational citizenship behaviour. A recent meta-analysis (van den Broeck et al. 2021) 
of employee motivation described the added value of assessing the majority of the SDT’s 
types of motivation in predicting organizational behaviour and examined SDT’s core propo-
sition that increased self-determined types of motivation should have increasingly positive 
outcomes. Intrinsic motivation was found to be the most important type of motivation for 
employee well-being, attitudes, and behaviour, whereas identified regulation was stronger 
in predicting performance and organizational citizenship behaviour. Also, introjection regu-
lation could have both positive and negative effects, whereas external regulation had limited 
associations with employee behaviour. Amotivation only had negative consequences.

However, it must be recognized that the above research regarding the influence of SDT 
motivational regulations only in the context of employee organizational behaviour has, in 
most studies, yet to include integrated motivation. This has been justified by the findings 
that in the context of motivation in organizational behaviours, there has been no significant 
difference between integrated and identified types of regulation. This may explain why only 
a few studies in other areas have assessed both identified and integrated constructs in the 
assessment of autonomous motivation (Amiot and Sansfaçon 2011; Ferguson et al. 2015; 
Pelletier et al. 2013; Schattke et al. 2018). Also, research in the above context of organiza-
tional behaviour did not include the Tripartite Model of intrinsic motivation. Most impor-
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tantly, there is a recent call to expand SDT research to studying the effects of the complete 
SDT motivational regulations (Carbonneau et al. 2012; Ferguson et al. 2015; Miquelon and 
Castonguay 2017; Schattke et al. 2018). The importance of assessing the effects of the com-
plete set of SDT regulations has been shown in the context of non-profit social behaviour, 
particularly regarding motivations in support of charitable causes.

The Empirical Study

The present research clearly aligns with the concept of integrating humanistic behaviour 
through two of the UNESCO Sustainable Development Goals developed by the people and 
for the people. It addresses the global Zero Hunger Goal by comparing the context of global 
and local support for hunger charities and b) the Quality Education Goal by applying the 
complete continuum of Self-Determination Motivation in situations assessing factors that 
trigger Millennials’ online and offline charity support following others-versus-self social 
media persuasions. Charities and non-profit organizations are important to our society as 
they provide essential services and job opportunities, complement public service and boost 
economic development. However, charities encounter an unprecedented crisis because of the 
competition of limited resources and funds with for-profit companies, and other local, and 
international charities (White and Peloza 2009). Also, as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
communication via digital media has become more present than ever (Entschew 2021). Sub-
sequently, donations, giving time, and participating in non-profit organization growth” has 
been difficult with the lockdown and social regulations imposed in many countries.

For this reason, most charities and non-profit organizations have added the persuasion of 
their services to social media to reach more supporters and maintain daily operations (Jen-
sen 2020). In the fierce market competition, charities have become “special business-like 
organizations;” thus, they must embrace humanistic management and marketing-oriented 
strategies to promote themselves effectively (Andreasen and Kotler 2014; González et al. 
2002). Rob and Joseph (2016) demonstrated that multimedia-related content (e.g., photos, 
videos, images) results in greater charitable donations. Compared to the traditional charita-
ble model, social media charity persuasions highlight timely information and online spread 
ability, strengthening explanatory capacity and publicity (Salido-Andres et al. 2021). This 
humanistic management perspective allows positive for- and non-profit managers of change 
to engage mindfully with the world around us providing solutions to large social and envi-
ronmental problems.

A majority of the active participants on social media platforms are the younger genera-
tion of Millennials who, as early adopters of the internet account for a large proportion of 
this activity and can be regarded as a distinct group (Bolton et al. 2013; Ferguson et al. 
2015; Schattke et al. 2018). Millennials have higher passions to engage in charitable events, 
especially to dedicate their time and energies to making positive contributions and changing 
the world (Paulin et al. 2014a; b; Reed et al. 2007). Helping via social media platforms is a 
novel research topic. We need to know more about the motivation of millennials to respond 
and engage in online prosocial and social well-being. Online persuasion can supplement 
offline support with the addition of other ways of stimulating societal contributions. Thus, 
it is necessary to investigate Millennials’ motivations in the context of support of charitable 
causes, especially in various situations of social media stimuli.
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Method

Participants and Procedures: The participants in this research were students at a Canadian 
university business school with 7500 undergraduate students, approximately 1500 of whom 
are in their first year. First-year students gain 2% of their compulsory course grade by par-
ticipating in research projects. Historically, over 65% of first-year students do participate in 
these projects. No monetary or other incentives for participation are offered. The sample of 
Millennial students in this study involved a total of N = 198 students (n = 109 women; n = 88 
men; n = 1 preferred not to say) of whom 183 (92.4%) were younger than 25 years, while the 
remaining 15 participants (7.6%) other were between 26 and 40 years old. Given the social 
media context of the study, students participated in online platforms. Four participants had 
technical issues during the online study and 14 experienced distractions. Therefore, we 
excluded those participants from further analyses to ensure data quality.

Participants were assigned randomly to one of four different situations, each of which 
presented a social media promotional video and an online poster. Two situations included 
self-and-others benefit promotions of a Local hunger charity and two situations included 
self-and-others benefit promotions of a Global hunger charity. The Local promotions were 
for the “Food Bank Canada,” a food charity for preventing hunger, and how this was impor-
tant to the community, especially during critical times. The Global promotions were for 
the “Global Citizen,” an organization encouraging citizens to help solve issues describ-
ing the serious hunger in the world and calling for everyone to join the movement. The 
self-benefit poster mentioned that the result of their contributions will be to “build your 
resume by developing and practicing job skills, enjoy networking opportunities and meet-
ing new people, give yourself a reason to be happy” and, in the end, mentioned that “You 
feel valued!” The others-benefit poster listed the results of contributions to “help those less 
fortunate, help make the community a better place for everyone, give others a reason to be 
happy,” and “Others feel valued.” Out of the N = 180 participants included in the analyses, 
n = 47 was presented with the other/local situation, n = 45 the other/global situation, n = 47 
the self/global, and n = 41 the self/local situation.

Measures: The independent variable predictors included the complete SDT continuum 
regulation scales introduced with the question, “Why would you engage in supporting this 
charitable cause?” Participants self-reported their motivations including external regula-
tion (α = 0.87), introjected regulation (α = 0.86), identified regulation (α = 0.83), integrated 
regulation (α = 0.88), and the three dimensions of intrinsic motivation. The three dimen-
sions of Tripartite intrinsic motivation include: to experience stimulation (α = 0.88) as a 
positive sensorial experience (e.g., excitement, enjoyment), to acquire knowledge (α = 0.91) 
as the desire for novel things and, to accomplish (α = 0.89) is related to self-surpass and new 
achievements. Each set of the scale includes four items and thus 28 items were measured.

Dependent variables included online and offline supportive intentions about preventing 
hunger, which was assessed with five-point Likert scales ranging from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree. Online support was measured with five items including “respond that I like 
some of the postings,” “post my comments online to the charity,” “share it with my friends 
and others in my network,” and “share some of the videos, pictures and links of the charity.” 
Offline support was assessed by three items including “make a monetary donation,” become 
a volunteer,” and “join the organizing committee.” The internal consistency for online inten-
tions was good (α = 0.85) and that for offline intentions was acceptable (α = 0.75).
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Results

The relatively strong correlation (r(180) = 0.48, p <.001) between online and offline inten-
tions support indicates that both are related, yet distinct constructs. Table 1 shows the 
means, standard deviations, and correlations of the SDT Motivational Regulation contin-
uum with online and offline supportive intentions for all four experimental Charitable Situ-
ations (Local/Other; Global/Other; Local/Self; Global/Self). Integrated regulation showed 
the strongest correlations with online and offline support across all four situations. On the 
other hand, identified regulation was only significantly correlated with online and offline 
intentions for the Local/Self and Other/Self situations. The Tripartite intrinsic motivations 
to experience stimulation, gain knowledge and accomplish or create something were signifi-
cantly and somewhat closely correlated with both online and offline charity support with the 
Local/Self/ and Global/Self situations. This was not at all the case for the Local/Other and 
Global/Other situations. Finally, external regulation was positively correlated with online 
intentions in the Global/Self but negatively in the Global/Other situation. Combining the 
complete set of motivation regulation data from the four charitable situations simultane-
ously in a regression analysis, demonstrated that only integrated regulation significantly 
predicted online, b = 0.37, SE = 0.09, β = 0.36, p <.001, and offline intentions, b = 0.47, 
SE = 0.09, β = 0.43, p <.001.

Discussion

As demonstrated by the empirical evidence in the current research, global, contextual and 
situational factors can influence the effect of the diverse continuum of SDT motivational 
regulations. Here, in the context of pro-social Global and Local hunger charity support, 
we see that following social media persuasions for Millennial business school students, 
the highly autonomous integrated SDT regulation was the significant motivation across 
each of the four situations. However, unlike the Global/Other and Local/Other situations, 
the Global/Self and Local/Self situations also demonstrated significant Tripartite Intrinsic 
motive correlations with the online and offline charitable supports. Note that identified regu-
lation was significantly correlated with online and offline Global/Self and Local/Self in self 
situations but did not overtake the overall significance of integrated regulation.

These results are in line with previous research (Ferguson et al. 2015) where millennial 
participants’ online and offline support of charitable events for the causes of breast cancer 
and homeless youth was assessed with the complete continuum of SDT regulations. Par-
ticipants were exposed online to Facebook event pages appealing to helping others. When 
the often-omitted integrated autonomous regulation was included in the model, it was the 
strongest predictor of supportive intentions. Without integrated regulation in the model, the 
relatively minor influence of controlled introjected regulation would have been overesti-
mated. Furthermore, intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation had a unique positive 
influence on online and offline supportive intentions. Such was not the case for the dimen-
sions of learning or accomplishing. A similar study of the influence of the complete set of 
SDT regulations also included supporting a hospital charity associated with attendance at a 
for-profit women’s fashion show (Schattke et al. 2018). Not only was integrated regulation 
dominant, but some significant motivation was found for introjected regulations (appeal to 
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self-esteem, etc.). These findings in a social media context for charitable support highlight 
the importance of analysing the possible influence of the complete set of regulatory styles 
within the continuum.

The 50-year legacy of SDT, elucidated by Ryan et al. (2021), describes it as a truly human 
science of motivation that “… takes into consideration our attributes as persons, including 
our capacities for awareness and self-regulation, as well as vulnerabilities to defensive-
ness and control”. The authors focused mainly on one’s capacity for autonomy applying to 
individual functioning, interpersonal relationships, and societal interactions. Autonomy is 
central to relatedness, attachments, care, love, and prosocial behaviors. Vallerand (2021) 
emphasized that this SDT legacy document clearly posited the innate psychological needs 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. He also focused on how SDT’s processes could 
“…apply to activities that people love, thereby leading to harmonious and obsessive forms 
of passion and how these affect the quality of people’s life.” SDT is an important example 
and application of humanistic management.

What must be recognized is the fact that global, contextual, and situational effects on life 
have and still are evolving rapidly for all generations. However, Millennials are central to 
the humanistic functioning of today’s society. This generation is aware of the influence of 
global movements (e.g., climate change, ecological disturbance, imbalance of social and 
economic wealth, and significant movement of populations). In the post-COVID-19 society, 
they work with others in-person and remotely at home. They have specific political views 
on ecology, social medicine, and societal well-being, including the need for better housing, 
urban planning, co-working, and co-sharing expertise with many stakeholders within and 
outside organizations. These points relate to the fact that this generation needs to take an 
autonomous perspective in all aspects of their life. Given these current and future significant 
changes, it is imperative to investigate SDT motivation capacity for autonomy as it applies 
to their individual functioning, interpersonal relationships, and societal interactions (Ryan et 
al. 2021). Therefore, assessing the effects of the complete set of SDT motivation regulations 
in various contexts and situations has become important.

In conclusion, there is a synthesis between the theories and practice of Humanistic Man-
agement and Self-Determination Theory of Motivation. They need to apply to corporate and 
societal organization management. One can refer to the example of Sustainability, another 
complementary theory that also requires a movement from corporate economistic to a more 
humanistic one (Ferguson et al. 2021). A humanistic perspective of management requires 
business and business schools to adopt a new holistic language capable of leading stu-
dents towards decisions contributing to the triple sustainability values (Arora et al. 2018). 
The concept of truly sustainable business (and social organizations) requires thinking and 
acting from outside-in strategies creating these triple values: for the corporate good and 
societal and environmental good. Tregidga et al. (2018) argue that despite the rapid expan-
sion of research on business sustainability, the actual framing of questions and theoretical 
approaches have become overly narrow, representing a cleverly masked corporate hege-
mony. Therefore, one must also be open to viewing Humanistic Management principles as 
crucial to the management of non-profit social and governmental organizations (Ferguson 
et al. 2021).

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1007/s41463-024-00171-1.
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