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Abstract

Purpose — This study examines how individuals’ causality orientations formed early in life and coaching-based
leadership (CBL) jointly predict emotional exhaustion (EE) among Generation Z employees in China. Drawing
on Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and its sub-theory, Causality Orientations Theory (COT), the research
explores how personal dispositions and leadership styles affect the satisfaction or frustration of basic
psychological needs (autonomy, competence and relatedness) and how these need experiences shape
motivational regulation and emotional well-being.

Design/methodology/approach — Using survey data from 200 Chinese Gen Z employees and structural
equation modeling, the study reveals three key findings.

Findings — (1) Autonomous orientation predicts need satisfaction, while control orientation predicts need
frustration; (2) CBL enhances need satisfaction and mitigates need frustration; and (3) need satisfaction fosters
autonomous motivation and reduces EE, whereas need frustration fuels controlled motivation and heightens
exhaustion. These findings underscore the distinct roles of need satisfaction and need frustration as separate
pathways (hindrance versus resource-building) to EE. CBL emerged as a critical contextual factor that not only
promotes motivation and psychological resilience but also buffers against the detrimental effects of controlling
work environments.

Practical implications — Practically, the findings suggest that organizations should adopt autonomy-supportive
leadership practices to reduce EE and promote sustainable autonomy orientation among younger workers.
Originality/value — The study advances SDT and COT by integrating dispositional and contextual factors into a
unified framework. It highlights the psychological vulnerability of Gen Z employees in China, where controlled
causality orientations may be more culturally reinforced.

Keywords Coaching-based leadership, Emotional exhaustion, Need satisfaction, Need frustration,
Self-determination
Paper type Research article

Introduction

The modern workplace increasingly strains employee well-being, with emotional exhaustion

(EE) emerging as a critical concern. EE refers to a state of feeling emotionally drained and

overextended due to the depletion of emotional resources (Liang et al., 2022). This

phenomenon has serious implications, negatively affecting outcomes such as employee well- I

Funding: The research was funded by the Ajman University (Ref IRG: 2024-IRG-CBA -8).

Declaration of competing interest: The authors declare that they have no known competing financial Asia-Pacific Journal of Business
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence the work reported in this paper. © Emerald Puppministration
. X . @ g Limited

Conflict of interest statement: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of CISSN: 17574331

A - - . . - . - pISSN: 1757-4323

any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest. DO 10.1108/APJBA-10-2025-0807

Downl oaded from http://ww. eneral d. cont apj ba/ arti cl e- pdf/doi / 10. 1108/ APJBA- 10- 2025- 0807/ 11652158/ apj ba- 10- 2025- 0807en. pdf by Australian


https://doi.org/10.1108/APJBA-10-2025-0807

APIJBA being, value co-creation behavior and job performance (Jia et al., 2023). Generation Z (Gen Z)
employees are particularly vulnerable in this context. Research indicates that Gen Z
experiences elevated levels of anxiety and depression compared to previous generations,
partly due to constant exposure to digital technologies and social media, which contribute to
technology addiction and attention deficits (Pichler et al., 2021). Moreover, Gen Z’s strong
desire for meaningful work and social recognition heightens their susceptibility to EE when
these needs are unmet (Aggarwal et al., 2022). They are drawn to inclusive, supportive
workplaces that respect work-life boundaries, favor mentorship-based structures over rigid
hierarchies and prioritize personal development and collective well-being (Dwivedula, 2025;
Loring and Wang, 2021; Sakdiyakorn et al., 2021). Focussing on Generation Z is theoretically
necessary because their unique developmental experiences and distinct motivational profiles
may influence how dispositional orientations and leadership styles shape need satisfaction,
need frustration and EE. This allows us to test whether STD and COT mechanisms operate
similarly for a cohort with heightened sensitivity to autonomy support and meaningful work.

Self-determination theory (SDT) posits that the satisfaction of autonomy, competence and
relatedness needs is essential for sustaining motivation, performance and well-being, while
protecting against EE (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Ryan and Deci, 2017). These needs are theorized
as universal psychological nutrients (Ryan, 1995) and cross-cultural research demonstrates
that autonomy satisfaction predicts well-being across individualist and collectivist contexts
(Ryan et al., 2022). However, existing SDT research has predominantly emphasized need
satisfaction and has paid comparatively less attention to how culturally embedded control
systems shape the co-occurrence of need satisfaction and need frustration (Bartholomew et al.,
2011; Gillet et al., 2012), particularly among younger cohorts socialized in hierarchical
environments. As a result, the mechanisms through which normative control translates into
burnout remain insufficiently theorized.

China’s collectivist and high power distance context (Hofstede, 2001; China Individualism
score 20 and Power distance 80), providing a theory-stressing setting for examining these
mechanisms. Cultural norms emphasizing conformity, obedience and hierarchical authority
(Hofstede, 2001; Akaliyski et al., 2025) may structurally constrain Gen Z’s growing desire for
autonomy and self-expression, fostering stronger controlled-causality orientations. This is
illustrated in causality orientation theory (COT), which shows that those from environments
that thwart these needs tend to develop a stronger control-causality orientation (Ryan and Deci,
2024). While autonomy orientation is associated with need satisfaction, control orientation
heightens vulnerability to need frustration (Gagné and Deci, 2005). However, SDT has not
fully explained whether and how need satisfaction and need frustration operate through
distinct pathways under such conditions, nor whether controlled regulation becomes more
psychologically costly when generational values misalign with prevailing cultural norms.
Addressing this gap, we advance a dual-pathway model grounded in SDT that distinguishes
between resource-building and hindrance-based processes and clarifies their joint relevance to
EE in culturally constrained work environments.

First, we conceptualize need satisfaction as a resource-building pathway. Integrating Self-
Determination Theory with Conservation of Resources logic, satisfaction of the needs for
autonomy, competence and relatedness operates as an accumulative reservoir of psychological
resources that facilitates adaptive self-regulation and autonomous motivation (AM), thereby
reducing EE (Gagné and Deci, 2005; Robertson et al., 2020). Within Chinese organizational
contexts characterized by high performance pressure and long working hours (Qiu et al.,
2022), these need-based resources enable employees — particularly Generation Z — to
internalize work demands and appraise them as meaningful challenges rather than coercive
stressors. Autonomy-supportive coaching-based leadership (CBL) and autonomy causality
orientation promote this pathway by facilitating internalization, learning and self-regulation,
thereby replenishing psychological energy and buffering EE.

Second, we conceptualize need frustration as a hindrance-based pathway that is
theoretically and empirically distinct from low need satisfaction. Need frustration reflects
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employees’ active experiences of coercion, incompetence and social exclusion, which directly Asia-Pacific

deplete psychological energy and undermine self-regulation. These experiences foster Journal of
externally regulated, controlled forms of motivation (Gillet et al., 2012), which in turn .Busin.ess
heighten EE. In the Chinese context, normatively controlling managerial practices, Administration

hierarchical surveillance and implicit expectations of obedience — rooted in high
collectivism and high power-distance orientations (Hofstede, 2001) — may systematically
elicit need frustration, even when employees display surface-level compliance. Moreover, a
controlled causality orientation cultivated through early socialization further amplifies this
hindrance pathway by predisposing individuals to interpret work demands as controlling and
pressure-laden, thereby intensifying controlled motivation (CM) and EE.

Critically, we argue that burnout among Chinese Gen Z employees arises not from
workload alone, but from the coexistence of weak resource-building mechanisms and strong
hindrance mechanisms. Employees may experience limited autonomy satisfaction while
simultaneously facing high autonomy frustration, creating a “double burden” that accelerates
EE. By explicitly distinguishing these dual pathways, the present study extends SDT by
clarifying how culturally embedded control systems shape burnout processes.

Leadership plays a critical role in shaping these processes. Autonomy-supportive, CBL can
serve as a contextual counterbalance, weakening hindrance pathways and strengthening
resource-building pathways, even in hierarchical settings. Accordingly, by examining how
causality orientations and CBL jointly predict need satisfaction, need frustration and EE
among Chinese Gen Z employees, this study moves beyond geographic replication to refine
the scope conditions of SDT and COT. In doing so, it clarifies when, how and for whom CM
becomes particularly detrimental, thereby extending the explanatory power of motivational
theory in culturally constrained work environments.

Theoretical background

Self-determination theory (SDT)

Developed by Deci and Ryan in the 1980s, SDT is a comprehensive and empirically supported
framework for understanding human motivation. It has been widely applied across diverse
domains, including organizational settings, education, healthcare and social psychology (Deci
etal., 2017). In contrast to earlier needs-based theories, such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
(1943) and McClelland’s Need Theory (1960), which conceptualize motivation in broad or
hierarchical terms, SDT offers a more nuanced, multidimensional perspective on the
mechanisms that drive motivation and well-being. It conceptualizes motivation along a
continuum of relative autonomy, known as the relative autonomy continuum (RAC). This
continuum ranges from a complete lack of self-determination to full self-determination in
understanding why individuals invest effort in their actions.

The continuum illustrates a progression from controlled regulation (external, introjected) to
autonomous regulation (identified, integrated, intrinsic), with amotivation representing a
complete lack of regulation. Of the six types of motivations, three (integrated, amotivation and
introjected) were not considered in the current study. First, integrated regulation was excluded
because its measurement items often overlap with those for identified regulation or intrinsic
motivation. As a result, Van den Broeck et al. (2021) suggest that integrated regulation should
be put on hold until more precise measurement tools are developed. Second, some scholars
have argued that individuals typically possess at least some form of motivation to perform their
work, rendering the study of amotivation less relevant in workplace contexts (Gagné et al.,
2015). Third, introjected regulation occupies a conceptual space between controlled and AM.
Because of this ambiguity, it tends to yield both positive and negative outcomes, making its
effects difficult to isolate or interpret clearly (Van den Broeck et al., 2021).

Mahmoud et al. (2021) identified generational differences in work motivation among Canadian
employees: Generation Z is primarily driven by material rewards (external regulation), whereas
Generations X and Y are more affected by personal values and goals (identified regulation). These
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APIJBA findings support the use of higher-order constructs (HOCs); CM (e.g. external and introjected
regulation) and AM (e.g. identified and intrinsic regulation) in employee behavior research. Indeed,
several studies have adopted this simplified structure, using key motivational types (controlled
versus autonomous) to represent broader constructs (e.g. De Cooman et al., 2013).

At its core, SDT posits that all individuals possess three basic psychological needs:
autonomy, competence and relatedness, which are essential for optimal functioning and well-
being (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2017; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020).

(1) Autonomy refers to the experience of volition and self-endorsement; when satisfied,
individuals feel authentic and self-directed, whereas frustration of autonomy leads to
pressure and inner conflict.

(2) Competence reflects the perception of effectiveness and mastery; its satisfaction stems
from successful engagement, while its frustration results in feelings of ineffectiveness
and failure.

(3) Relatedness involves feelings of connection and significance to others; its frustration
is marked by alienation and loneliness.

When these psychological needs are satisfied, individuals are energized to engage in tasks
through AM. In contrast, when these needs are deprived or actively frustrated, individuals are
more likely to adopt controlled forms of motivation, driven by external pressures and demands
rather than intrinsic interest (Deci et al., 2017). Importantly, need frustration is conceptually
distinct from low need satisfaction, as it reflects active psychological need thwarting rather
than the mere absence of need fulfillment (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Nevertheless, existing
SDT research has predominantly focused on need satisfaction, with comparatively limited
attention given to the dual-path co-occurrence of need satisfaction and need frustration within
the same motivational context (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Gillet et al., 2012).

Deci et al. (2017) introduced a workplace-specific model of Self-Determination Theory
(SDT), as illustrated in Figure 1, which highlights two key predictors of employee motivation
and well-being: social context (e.g. leadership style) and individual differences (e.g.
personality traits). These factors either support or thwart employees’ basic psychological
needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness. When employees value autonomy and
managers actively support it, individuals are more likely to feel connected to others and
confident in their abilities. This facilitates AM, engaging in work willingly and with a sense of
volition, which, in turn, enhances performance, well-being and vitality while reducing ill-
being. Conversely, when employees suppress their need for autonomy and managerial
practices restrict job autonomy, individuals may feel disconnected and less competent. This
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Figure 1. Basic SDT model in the workplace (Deci et al., 2017)
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fosters CM, in which behavior is driven by external rewards or pressure, increasing the risk of Asia-Pacific
ill-being. Collectively, SDT offers a comprehensive framework for understanding Journal of
organizational behavior by emphasizing how workplace environments can either support or Business
undermine employees’ basic psychological needs (Sheldon et al., 2003), which, in turn, lead to Administration
different motivational processes and work outcomes, suggesting a dual pathway of resource
building versus resource hindrance. Need satisfaction is a resource-building pathway;
autonomy, competence and relatedness satisfaction function as accumulative psychological
resources that support AM, which, in turn, leads to reduced EE (Gagné and Deci, 2005;
Robertson et al., 2020). Central to this perspective is the assumption that individuals possess
an inherent tendency toward growth and integration, which may be facilitated or obstructed by
contextual and personal factors (Van den Broeck et al., 2021).

Grounded in the SDT workplace model, this study examines how CBL (as a contextual
factor) and causality orientations (an individual difference factor) jointly predict psychological
need satisfaction or frustration, subsequent motivational regulation, and ultimately, EE among
Chinese Generation Z employees.

Causality orientation theory (COT)

Causality orientation theory (COT), a sub-theory within the broader SDT framework, explains
individual differences in general regulatory styles, or how people perceive the causes of their
behavior and how these perceptions shape their motivation and responses to external events
(Halvari and Olafsen, 2020; Ryan et al., 2022). COT posits two primary orientations, autonomy
and control, which show how individuals interpret and react to their workplace environment.
These orientations are not mutually exclusive; instead, all individuals possess both to varying
degrees, and their relative expression may fluctuate across different life domains and contexts.

Causality orientations develop through early life experiences. Individuals raised in
environments that consistently support their basic psychological needs for autonomy,
competence and relatedness are more likely to develop a stronger autonomy causality
orientation. Conversely, those from environments that thwart these needs tend to develop a
stronger control causality orientation (Ryan and Deci, 2024). Kasser et al. (1995)
demonstrated that a controlling or emotionally distant maternal style predicted adolescents’
pursuit of extrinsic goals or controlled causality orientation. As a result, people differ in how
they experience need satisfaction or frustration, depending on their personal traits and
developmental histories (Moller and Deci, 2010).

An autonomous causality orientation (ACO) is characterized by self-determination and
choice, in which individuals create options and possibilities aligned with their personalities
(Halvari and Olafsen, 2020). Autonomy-oriented individuals perceive themselves as the origin
of their actions, prefer to make their own choices and are guided by internal values and intrinsic
interests. In contrast, control-oriented individuals view their behavior as governed by external
pressures or expectations and often prefer structured environments with clear directives. These
orientations align closely with intrinsic and extrinsic value orientations (Ryan and Deci, 2024).

Although causal orientations are considered relatively stable individual differences, they
are not entirely fixed and can be influenced by social-contextual factors in the workplace
(Halvari and Olafsen, 2020). A need-supportive work environment that nurtures autonomy,
competence and relatedness can gradually promote a shift toward a more autonomy-oriented
motivational style. This highlights a reciprocal relationship: while individuals bring pre-
existing causality orientations into the workplace, the work environment itself can reinforce or
reshape these orientations over time.

Hypotheses development

Personal causality orientation and needs satisfaction/frustration

COT distinguishes between autonomy and control orientations, which represent stable
personality tendencies in how individuals regulate behavior and interpret external events
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APIJBA (Hagger and Hamilton, 2021). Control-oriented or extrinsic value orientation individuals
perceive behavior as driven by external factors, a focus on external rewards such as money,
recognition, prestige and status (Merriman, 2017). Merriman (2017) reported that US
employees with a stronger extrinsic value orientation benefited more from competence-
supportive feedback. In other words, extrinsically motivated employees tend to work harder
and perform better when they receive feedback that enhances their sense of competence,
compared to those who receive lower feedback. This finding supports Cerasoli et al.’s (2014)
argument that extrinsic and intrinsic orientations operate synergistically rather than
competitively to enhance performance.

However, research also points to potential downsides: individuals with a strong extrinsic
focus neglect their psychological needs, which ultimately undermine their well-being
(Niemiec et al., 2006). In a study of Belgian employees, Vansteenkiste et al. (2007) reported
that employees with an extrinsic orientation reported lower life satisfaction, greater work—
family conflict and higher EE. Although employees experienced temporary positive emotions
from achieving external goals, these feelings are often unstable and short-lived. Unlike their
intrinsically motivated counterparts, extrinsically motivated employees felt more drained after
work, which negatively affected their family lives.

A control-oriented approach stimulates pressure-based regulation, which in turn frustrates
employees’ need for autonomy. This autonomy frustration serves as a key underlying
mechanism through which CM can lead to unfavorable outcomes, such as stress, ill-health and
exhaustion over time (Van den Broeck et al., 2010; Olafsen et al., 2017). It is evident that
because controlled goals are externally dependent, they perpetuate sustained autonomy
frustration and undermine employee well-being (Manganelli et al., 2018). In work settings,
externally imposed demands, such as strict deadlines, exemplify this dynamic by limiting
perceived choice and volition, thereby weakening AM.

China’s Individualism score of 49.4 (Akaliyski et al., 2025) and 20 (Hofstede, 2001) reflect
a collectivist culture emphasizing in-group loyalty and conformity over personal autonomy.
Although SDT identifies autonomy, competence and relatedness as universal needs, their
expression is culturally shaped. In China, norms of obedience may foster controlled causal
orientations, in which behavior is regulated by external expectations rather than personal
endorsement. While culturally normative, such control-oriented regulation may conflict with
Gen Z’s autonomy needs, leading to need frustration. The above-described empirical studies
consistently show that control-oriented employees exhibit greater need frustration. We
propose the following hypothesis:

HI1. Control causality orientation is positively related to needs frustration.

An autonomy orientation leads individuals to interpret external cues as supportive rather than
controlling, promoting self-determined regulation and interpreting their environment as
providing choice and meaningful feedback (Ryan and Deci, 2024; Ryan et al., 2022). A recent
study found that employees with an autonomous orientation were more likely to perceive
external cues and workplace events as supportive of their psychological needs, which, in turn,
fostered prosocial and intrinsic motivation, ultimately enhancing innovative behavior at work
(Papachristopoulos and Arvanitis, 2024). Similarly, studies reported that autonomy-oriented
employees are more concerned with helping others and making meaningful contributions and
are more likely to relate to colleagues in a truthful, authentic manner (Van den Broeck et al.,
2010; Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). This interpretive lens facilitates the satisfaction of core
psychological needs: perceived choice directly fulfills autonomy, proactive engagement with
challenges enhances competence and authentic, prosocial interactions foster relatedness (Van
den Broeck et al., 2010; Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). Through these mechanisms, autonomy
orientation strengthens intrinsic and prosocial motivation, which in turn yields adaptive
outcomes such as higher engagement, performance, innovation and well-being (Halvari and
Olafsen, 2020; Manganelli et al., 2018; Papachristopoulos and Arvanitis, 2024). Based on the
above-described theoretical and experimental support, we propose the following hypothesis:
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H2. ACO is positively related to needs satisfaction. Asia-Pacific
Journal of
Business
Coaching-based leadership and needs satisfaction/frustration Administration
Various organizational factors contribute to employees’ basic need satisfaction, including
leadership style, peer support, job design and opportunities for skill development (Van den Broeck
et al., 2010). Studies reported that autonomy-supportive leaders who acknowledge employees’
perspectives, offer meaningful choices, encourage self-regulation and consistently foster higher
need satisfaction and intrinsic motivation, while minimizing the obstruction of needs (Gillet et al.,
2012; Deci et al., 2017). Leader and peer support functions as a social resource that cultivates
relatedness by affirming employees’ value and connection (Shulga, 2021). Leaders who assign
jobs that allow for decision-making and task control fulfil the need for autonomy. At the same
time, skill development opportunities function as competence-supportive resources that enhance
employees’ sense of effectiveness and capability (Manganelli et al., 2018).

CBL is a developmental leadership approach that supports employees in achieving their
growth goals by fostering strong working alliances, promoting open communication,
facilitating learning and development and monitoring progress (Pelaez Zuberbiihler et al.,
2023). CBL is positively related to psychological capital, workplace engagement and extra-
role performance (Peldez Zuberbiihler et al., 2023) and negatively related to need thwarting
(Gillet et al., 2012). In other words, when supervisors did not support autonomy by being
controlling, dismissive or overly directive, employees were more likely to experience
frustration with their basic needs. This need thwarting, in turn, negatively impacted the
workplace outcomes. These findings underscore leadership’s dual role: autonomy-supportive
behaviors foster need satisfaction, whereas autonomy-thwarting leadership induces need
frustration, undermining employees’ motivation and psychological well-being.

CBL, which emphasizes autonomy-supportive and need-supportive behaviors (Olafsen
et al., 2017), was found to reduce employees’ or athletes’ need frustration by fostering
environments that satisfy the basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence and
relatedness. This signifies that need frustration arises when individuals feel ineffective,
pressured or rejected due to direct interference with their psychological needs. For instance,
being demeaned by a leader constitutes need thwarting. Similarly, studies reported that CBL’s
supportive nature is fundamentally incompatible with conditions that cause frustration
(Bartholomew et al., 2011; Olafsen et al., 2017) because CBL nurtures rather than undermines
these needs; therefore, we predict a negative relationship between CBL and needs frustration
and propose the following hypothesis:

H3. CBL is negatively related to Needs Frustration.

CBL is expected to enhance need satisfaction by directly nurturing autonomy, competence and
relatedness. Specific coaching behaviors, such as offering choice, providing constructive
feedback and showing authentic care, serve as “psychological nutrients” and positively impact
employee well-being, motivation and performance (Manganelli et al., 2018). In particular,
Generation Z employees place greater value on autonomy, achievement and career
development and respond positively to leaders who combine freedom with guidance and
opportunities for growth (Sakdiyakorn et al., 2021; Barhate and Dirani, 2021). Similarly,
Sakdiyakorn et al. (2021) studied Generation Z university business students in Thailand. They
value self-direction, achievement and security, making them independent, goal-oriented, yet
cautious in their actions. Leadership styles such as CBL, which promote autonomy, freedom
and achievement while providing a sense of security, are the most suitable styles to meet their
needs. A study by Barhate and Dirani (2021) also reported that Generation Z employees are
highly assertive about their career development and expect their organizations to support their
growth through learning, mentorship and development opportunities. They place strong
expectations on supervisors to provide meaningful mentorship that facilitates their career
progression, further underscoring the relevance of CBL in addressing Gen Z’s aspirations.
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APJBA CBL is characterized by strong working alliances, open communication, a focus on
learning and development and regular progress tracking (Pelaez Zuberbiihler et al., 2023). The
extant literature reported that coaching-based leaders support employees’ psychological needs
in multiple ways. First, coaching-based leaders build trusting working alliances with
employees, empowering them to make decisions about the activities and projects they
undertake, and thereby fulfilling their need for autonomy. Second, through open
communication, employees feel safe to express their concerns and develop closer
relationships with their leaders, meeting their need for relatedness. Finally, by emphasizing
learning, development and progress tracking, CBL helps employees strengthen their skills and
sense of effectiveness, satisfying their need for competence. A study by Gillet et al. (2012)
found that basic psychological need satisfaction fully mediated the positive effects of
perceived supervisor autonomy support on work outcomes, including job satisfaction,
happiness and self-realization. In line with SDT, leaders who provide autonomy-supportive
and informational feedback, involve employees in decision-making and foster meaningful
connections create conditions for sustained need satisfaction and AM (Ryan and Deci, 2024,
Olafsen et al., 2017). Based on the above-described theoretical and experimental support, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H4. CBL is positively related to Needs Satisfaction.

Motivational type mediates the relationship between needs satisfaction/frustration and
emotional exhaustion

Extensive research has demonstrated that need frustration predicts maladaptive outcomes,
including employee burnout and disengagement (Gillet et al., 2012; Vander Elst et al., 2012).
Vander Elst et al. (2012) reported that job insecurity negatively affects work-related well-
being by frustrating employees’ basic psychological needs through autonomy, belongingness
and competence frustration. While all three needs played a mediating role, autonomy
frustration was highly significant in explaining this relationship. Importantly, need frustration
is conceptually distinct from low need satisfaction; it represents active psychological need
thwarting rather than the mere absence of fulfillment (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). While the
two constructs are negatively related, a study found that the presence of frustration signals
active undermining of needs and is a stronger predictor of ill-being (Bartholomew et al., 2011).

When employees’ psychological needs are frustrated, they shift toward the controlled
forms of motivation as a coping mechanism (Olafsen et al., 2017). Controlled regulation
consumes greater psychological resources, fosters rigid coping patterns and heightens the
vulnerability to stress (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Similarly, CM is positively associated with
higher levels of stress and EE because it involves performing tasks under pressure rather than
with genuine engagement and satisfaction (Manganelli et al., 2018). This type of motivation is
less effective in promoting well-being and is associated with burnout and turnover intentions
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). For instance, a study in which participants were school principals
found that CM was positively related to exhaustion (Deci et al., 2017). Similarly, a study
conducted by Tremblay et al. (2009) in the context of Canada found that non-self-determined
motivation (calculated by summing the means of introjected regulation, external regulation
and amotivation) was negatively related to citizenship behaviors and positively related to
deviant behaviors, suggesting that individuals with higher CM are more prone to antisocial or
counterproductive organizational behaviors.

In organizational contexts, extrinsic motivation was positively related to negative
employee outcomes. When employees are primarily extrinsically motivated, they feel less
control over their behavior, making them more vulnerable to burnout (Kuvaas et al., 2017),
greater stress and higher turnover intentions (Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). Basic psychological
need frustration mediates the relationship between CM and EE, such that CM heightens need
frustration, leading to greater exhaustion (Gagné et al., 2022). Similarly, a couple of
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longitudinal studies confirmed that an increase in need frustration corresponds to an increase Asia-Pacific

in CM, which in turn predicts EE, a core dimension of burnout (Deci et al., 2017; Manganelli Journal of
et al., 2018; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). When employees experience active need thwarting, ) E}usingss
such as micromanagement, social exclusion or persistent failure, they are more likely to rely on Administration

controlled forms of regulation, which deplete their energy and result in exhaustion. A study
found that Gen Z employees are more sensitive toward Amotivation than Gen X and Gen Y
(Mahmoud et al., 2021). Amotivation is a state in which individuals are not connected with
outcomes of their behaviors as being associated with their initial behaviors. In other words,
Amotivation refers to the absence of both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation and represents a
complete lack of volition and self-determination concerning the target behaviors (Ryan and
Deci, 2000). Mahmoud at al. (2021) also found that intrinsic motivation contributes more to
the Generation Z employees’ overall work motivation than Generation X and Generation Y.
Similarly, a recent study applied the SDT motivation on emerging workforce (i.e. Generation
Z) found that the two most autonomous forms of motivation including intrinsic motivation and
identified regulation are significantly correlated with Generation Z employees’ motivation
(Dwivedula, 2025). In line with the SDT workplace model (Deci et al., 2017), we propose that
Generation Z employees in China who experience psychological need frustration are more
likely to exhibit CM and, in turn, higher levels of EE, thereby constituting a resource-
hindrance pathway. Although SDT conceptualizes autonomy, competence and relatedness as
universal psychological needs, the mechanisms that support or thwart these needs are
culturally patterned. Within the Chinese cultural context, where obedience, conformity and
hierarchical control are socially reinforced, employees, particularly younger cohorts, are more
likely to experience autonomy need frustration with accelerated resource depletion, which
subsequently heightens EE. Hence, we propose the following mediation hypothesis:

H5. CM mediates the relationship between need frustration and EE.

AM includes intrinsic and identified regulation, both of which are related to higher employee
engagement, performance and psychological well-being (Tremblay et al., 2009; Manganelli
et al., 2018). AM arises when individuals perceive their actions as aligned with intrinsic
interests or personal values (Dwivedula, 2025). Similarly, Tremblay et al. (2009) conducted a
study in Canada. They found self-determined motivation (calculated by summing the means of
intrinsic motivation, integrated regulation and identified regulation) positively related to
employee organizational involvement, commitment and citizenship behaviors and negatively
related to employee deviant behaviors, suggesting that individuals with higher levels of AM
are more inclined to engage in constructive actions toward both their organization and
colleagues. Extending the same line of inquiry, a study of employees in the gas station and
finance sectors in Norway found that intrinsic motivation was positively related to favorable
outcomes, including higher job performance and stronger affective organizational
commitment (Kuvaas et al., 2017).

Satisfying basic psychological needs directly fosters the emergence of AM (e.g. Gagné and
Deci, 2005). Relationship satisfaction enhances access to valuable resources such as
information, guidance, support, feedback and shared commitment, which, in turn, facilitate
purposeful action (Robertson et al., 2020). This purposeful action mediates the effect of
relationship satisfaction on increased work meaningfulness and AM. Similarly, Van den
Broeck et al. (2010) reported that, across samples of Belgian and Dutch employees,
satisfaction with each of the three basic needs (autonomy, competence and relatedness) was
positively related to AM.

A couple of meta-analytic and cross-cultural evidences also reported that need satisfaction
fosters AM, which in turn reduces the EE (Gagné and Deci, 2005; Deci et al., 2017;
Manganelli et al., 2018). Similarly, drawing on data from 689 Belgian employees across 12
service organizations, De Cooman et al. (2013) provided empirical support for a full mediation
model based on SDT. Findings from this study reported that job resources, such as strategic
impact and skill utilization, are positively related to need satisfaction, which in turn predicts
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APIJBA AM and subsequently higher levels of work effort. These results highlighted the mediating role
of AM in translating the needs satisfaction into positive employee outcomes. A couple of
studies narrow the discussion to Gen Z employees and report that the meaningfulness (i.e.
positive impact on society) of work is a strong predictor of motivation among Gen Z
employees (Kirchmayer and Fratricovd, 2020; Kuzior et al., 2022; Torn-laapio and Ekonen,
2021). Similarly, studies also found that Gen Z employees prioritize personal life goals over
their career and professional success (Dreyer and Stojanova, 2023; Binczycki et al., 2023),
which signals that Gen Z employees focus on happiness, family life and autonomy to pursue
their passions rather than the labor market (Chala et al., 2022). In addition to personal life and
meaningfulness at work, Gen Z employees value workplace flexibility (Jung and Yoon, 2021;
Satpathy et al., 2019) and the opportunity to work from home (Prund, 2021). Similarly, studies
also reported that personal and professional development opportunities play a crucial role in
Gen Z employees’ engagement and retention (Binczycki et al., 2023; Achmad et al., 2023). In
line with the SDT workplace model (Deci et al., 2017), we propose that Generation Z
employees whose psychological needs are satisfied accumulate psychological resources, are
more likely to exhibit AM and consequently experience lower levels of EE, thereby reflecting
a resource-building pathway. Thus, we propose the following mediation hypothesis:

H6. AM mediates the relationship between need satisfaction and EE.

Method
Measurement
The constructs included in this study were measured using validated scales from prior studies.
Control and autonomous causality orientations were each assessed with 11 items adapted
from Halvari and Olafsen (2020). Coaching-based leadership was modeled as a formative
construct comprising four reflective constructs: work alliance (3 items), open communication
(4 items), learning and development (4 items) and progress and results (4 items), all adapted
from Pelaez Zuberbiihler et al. (2023). Needs frustration was operationalized as a higher-
order formative construct with three reflective subdimensions: autonomy, competence and
relatedness (4 items each), adapted from Bartholomew et al. (2011). Needs satisfaction was
modeled as a higher-order formative construct with three dimensions: autonomy (6 items),
competence (4 items) and relatedness (6 items), drawn from Van den Broeck et al. (2010).

Motivation types were modeled as formative HOCs. Controlled motivation comprised
extrinsic regulation (social and material), each measured with three items adapted from Gagné
et al. (2015). Autonomous motivation was specified as a formative construct composed of
identified regulation and intrinsic motivation (three items each; Gagné et al., 2015). This
formative specification is theoretically aligned with SDT (Deci and Ryan, 1985, 2000), which
conceptualizes intrinsic motivation (IM) and identified regulation (IR) as distinct yet
complementary forms of AM arising from distinct psychological processes and shaped by
different antecedents. Because these dimensions are not interchangeable and can vary
independently (e.g. a task may be personally important without being inherently enjoyable), a
reflective specification would incorrectly assume high redundancy. Our empirical diagnostics
further support the formative structure: the correlation between IM and IR was moderate
(r = 0.67), VIF values were below recommended thresholds (IM = 1.798; IR = 2.236) and
bootstrapped weights indicated that each dimension contributed unique variance to the HOC
(IR = 0.25, p = 0.000; IM = 0.81, p = 0.000). Similar formative operationalizations of
higher-order motivation have been used in prior research (e.g. De Cooman et al., 2013). EE
was measured using seven items from the Work-related Burnout Scale by Kristensen et al.
(2005). Table 1 summarizes all constructs and their corresponding items.

Additionally, several control variables were selected following recommendations in
organizational and SDT research that structural factors (e.g. firm size, firm age) and individual
demographics (e.g. tenure, position, gender, age) may predict employee perceptions of
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Table 1. Constructs and indicators of the study Asia-Pacific

Journal of
Construct Indicator (from 1- strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree) Reference Business
Control Imagine: You are asked to participate in a new work project you are unfamiliar with  Halvari and Administration
Causality CCO1": You feel that you have to do it to satisfy your manager Olafsen
Orientation ~ Imagine: Your manager has informed you that you should set goals for your work (2020)
(CCO) CCO2: You feel pressured to set yourself goals

Imagine: Your manager has informed you about using new procedures at work that can
improve performance

CCO3: The first thing you think is that I will feel pressured to do as the manager says
Imagine: Your manager suggests new routines to improve work performance
CCO4": You will probably: feel I must do this to satisfy my manager

Imagine: Your work has not been performed to its usual standard. To do something
about this

CCO5": You will probably: go to your manager so they can decide what you should do
Imagine: You are in your manager’s office and discover something they are not satisfied
with regarding your work

CCO6": Your first reaction will probably be:I will get a bad conscience and feel that I
have to improve

Imagine: Your manager wants you to be more self-driven and independent

CCO7": The first thing you think will probably be: Feel pressure to do as my manager
says

Imagine: Your manager has asked you to do something about your interest in work,
which has been a bit low lately

CCO8": You will probably feel pressured to do something to satisfy your manager
Imagine: Your manager has asked you to take a course to strengthen your work
competence

CCO9": You probably feel: I must do it to satisfy my manager

Imagine: Your manager has suggested that you work with a more experienced
employee to increase your job skills

CCO10: You will probably feel: pressured to do it to keep my work tasks and job
Imagine: Your manager has asked you to cooperate more with your colleagues at work
CCO11": You will probably feel: pressured to cooperate on something I prefer to do

alone
Coaching- Working alliance (WA) Peldez
Based WA1: My manager and I have mutual respect for one another Zuberbiihler
Leadership =~ WAZ2: I believe that my manager truly cares about me et al. (2023)
(CBL) WA3: I believe that my manager feels a sense of commitment to me

(Formative)  Open communication (OC)
OC1: My manager asks questions that help me to understand my situation better,
identify causes, and see possible actions for improvement
OC2: My manager pays close attention when I talk to them
OC3: My manager listens patiently when I tell them about my problems
OC4: When I am going through a difficult time, my manager tries to be caring toward
me
Learning and development (LD)
LD1: Employees’ learning and development is one of my manager’s main
responsibilities
LD2: My manager actively provides opportunities for me to take more responsibility in
my work
LD3: My manager constantly provides feedback to improve my performance
LD4: My manager finds it easy to identify strengths in the employees
LD5: I appreciate my manager’s perceptions about my strengths because they help me
to do my work better
Progress and results (PR)
PR1: The objectives my manager and I set are ambitious but achievable
PR2: My manager is very good at helping me develop clear, simple, achievable action
plans
PR3: My manager always asks me to inform them about the progress on my objectives
PR4: My manager adequately follows up and evaluates my progress toward my goals

(continued)
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APJBA Table 1. Continued

Construct Indicator (from 1- strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree) Reference

Autonomous Imagine: You are asked to participate in a new work project you are unfamiliar with.
Causality How likely is it that you think/feel
Orientation ~ ACO1": You will likely feel that: trying something new will be interesting
(ACO) Imagine: Your manager has informed you that you should set goals for your work
ACO2": You will probably: set your own challenging goals
Imagine: Your manager has informed you about using new procedures at work that can
improve performance
ACO3": You think: this will be interesting and important for me to try
Imagine: Your manager suggests new routines to improve work performance
ACO4: You will probably feel: it will be vital for me to try this to see if it improves my
work
Imagine: Your work has not been performed to its usual standard. To do something
about this
ACO5": You will probably: find out where the problem lies so that you can set yourself
new goals
Imagine: You are in your manager’s office and discover something they are not satisfied
with regarding your work
ACOE6: Your first reaction will probably be: I want to talk with my manager to figure out
what I can do to carry out my job in the best way possible
Imagine: Your manager wants you to be more self-driven and independent
ACO?7": The first thing you think will probably be: It will be vital for me to try this and
see if it works
Imagine: Your manager has asked you to do something about your interest in work,
which has been a bit low lately
ACOB8: You will probably think/feel: I want to talk to my manager to see if we can find a
good solution
Imagine: Your manager has asked you to take a course to strengthen your work
competence
ACO9: You will probably feel: that this will be interesting and exciting
Imagine: Your manager has suggested that you work with a more experienced
employee to increase your job skills
ACO10": You will probably feel: that this will be important for me
Imagine: Your manager has asked you to cooperate more with your colleagues at work
ACO11": You will probably: want to find out who I should collaborate with and contact

them
Needs Autonomy (Auto) Bartholomew
Frustration ~ Autol: I feel prevented from making choices about the way I work et al. (2011)

(NeedsFru)  Auto2: I feel pushed to behave in certain ways

(Formative)  Auto3: I feel obliged to follow the working decisions made for me
Auto4:. I feel under pressure to agree with the working schedule I am provided
Competence (Comp)
Comp1: Rarely, I feel incompetent because others impose unrealistic expectations upon
me
Comp2: There are times when I am told things that make me feel incompetent
Comp3: There are situations where I am made to feel inadequate
Comp4: I feel inadequate because I am not given opportunities to fulfil my potential
Relatedness (Rela)
Relal: I feel those around me reject me
Rela2: I feel others can be dismissive/rude to me
Rela3: I feel other people dislike me
Rela4: I feel some of the colleagues around me are envious when I achieve success

(continued)
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Table 1. Continued Asia-Pacific

Journal of
Construct Indicator (from 1- strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree) Reference Business
Needs Need for autonomy (NFA) Van den Administration
Satisfaction =~ NFAI: I feel like I can be myself at my job Broeck et al.
(NeedsSat) ~ NFA2: At work, I often feel like I have to follow other people’s commands (R) (2010)

(Formative) ~ NFA3": If I could choose, I would do things at work differently (R)

NFA4: The tasks I have to do at work align with what I want to do

NFAS5: I feel free to do my job the way I think it could best be done

NFAG6: In my job, I feel forced to do things I do not want to do (R)

Need for competence (NFC)

NFC1: I have master my tasks at my job

NFC2: I feel competent at my job

NFC3: I am good at the things I do in my job

NFC4: I have the feeling that I can even accomplish the most difficult tasks at work

Need for relatedness (NFR)

NFR1: I don’t feel connected with other people at my job (R)

NFR2: At work, I feel part of a group

NFR3: I don’t mix with other people at my job (R)

NFR4: At work, I can talk with people about things that matter to me

NFRG: I often feel alone when I am with my colleagues (R)

NFR6: Some people I work with are close friends of mine
Controlled Extrinsic regulation—social (ERS); Why do you or would you put efforts into your — Gagne et al.
Motivation ~ current job? (2015)
(CM) ERS1: To get others’ approval (e.g. supervisor, colleagues, family, clients . ..)
(Formative) ~ ERS2: Others will respect me more (e.g. supervisor, colleagues, family, clients . ..)

ERS3: To avoid being criticized by others (e.g. supervisor, colleagues, family, clients

L)

Extrinsic regulation—material (ERM)

ERM1: Because others will reward me financially only if I put enough effort into my

job

ERM2: Because others offer me greater job security if I put enough effort into my job

ERM3: I risk losing my job if I don’t put enough effort into it
Autonomous Identified regulation (IR); Why do you or would you put efforts into your current job? Gagne et al.
Motivation ~ IR1: Because I consider it essential to put effort into this job (2015)
(AM) IR2: Because putting effort into this job aligns with my values
(Formative)  IR3: Because putting effort into this job has personal significance to me

Intrinsic motivation (IM): Why do you or would you put effort into your current job?

IM1: Because I have fun doing my job

IM2: Because what I do in my work is exciting

IM3: Because the work I do is interesting

Emotional EE1: Do you feel worn out at the end of the working day? Kristensen
Exhaustion ~ EE2: Are you exhausted in the morning at the thought of another day at work? et al. (2005)
(EE) EE3: Do you feel that every working hour is tiring for you?

EE4": Do you have enough energy for family and friends during leisure time? (R)
EES: Is your work emotionally exhausting?

EEG6: Does your work frustrate you?

EE7": Do you feel burnt out because of your work?

Note(s): / dropped after measurement testing; R Reversed item

leadership, motivation and strain (Aguinis and Edwards, 2014; Gagné and Deci, 2005; Van den
Broeck et al., 2008). Controlling for these variables helps ensure that observed relationships
among psychological constructs are not confounded by organizational context or demographic
differences (Podsakoff et al., 2012).

Sample, data collection and demographics

We conducted an online questionnaire survey targeting Gen Z employees in China. The survey
was initially developed in English through a comprehensive literature review and underwent
five revisions to ensure validity. Following Douglas and Craig’s (2007) back-translation
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APJBA method, the survey was translated into Chinese and verified by two bilingual researchers to
ensure accuracy.

Data were collected electronically via www.wenjuan.com, a leading Chinese online panel
platform. To enhance response quality, we applied the total design method (Dillman, 1978) and
implemented multiple screening procedures. These included pre-survey qualification checks,
two instructed-response attention checks, several indicators of careless responding (long-
string analysis and straight-lining detection) and removal of cases with unrealistically short
completion times.

Based on a maximum of two predictors pointing at a construct in our model, a minimum of
130 responses was required to detect an R? of 0.10 at p < 0.001 (Hair et al., 2022). This
requirement was exceeded as we collected 200 valid responses from Gen Z professionals
across various industries in China. Additionally, post hoc statistical power was computed in
G*Power 3.1.9.7 for the most demanding structural equation models. Cohen’s f*> was
calculated from the observed R’ values (f* = R*(1—R?)). For the equation predicting CM
(R*> = 0.10, f# = 0.111) with one predictor and sample size N = 200, the achieved power
(o = 0.05) was 0.99. For the equation predicting NeedsFru (R* = 0.29, f* = 0.408) with two
predictors and N = 200, the achieved power was 0.97. These results demonstrate that our
sample provides adequate power to detect effects of the observed sizes.

The sample exhibited diverse firm and respondent characteristics, comprehensively
representing the target population. The participating organizations varied in size, with 18.5%
classified as small firms (<50 employees), 56% as medium-sized (50-249 employees) and
25.5% as large firms (250 or more employees). Regarding firm age, 14.5% were relatively
young (<5 years old), while a majority (43%) had been operating for 5-10 years and another
43.5% were well-established (>10 years old). The sample covered multiple industry sectors,
with the highest representation from technology, energy, utilities and communication (38.5%),
followed by professional services (17%), hospitality and food and beverage (12.5%), retail and
wholesale (11.5%), medical and life insurance (7.5%) and other sectors (13%).

Most participants (87%) were frontline employees, while 13% were in managerial roles.
The gender distribution was relatively balanced, with 44.5% male and 55.5% female
respondents. Regarding respondents’ tenure, 42% had been with their firms for less than
3 years, 40% for 3—4 years and 18% for more than 4 years. The age distribution reflected a
predominantly young workforce, with 63% aged 24-26, 25.5% aged 27-29 and 11.5%
under 23.

Non-response bias and common method bias

To assess potential non-response bias, we conducted an independent-samples t-test comparing
early respondents (n = 110) and late respondents (n = 90). No statistically significant
differences emerged across key study variables, suggesting that non-response bias was not a
substantive concern.

To mitigate common method bias (CMB), we followed procedural remedies recommended
by Podsakoff et al. (2012), including (a) assuring participants of anonymity and confidentiality
to reduce evaluation apprehension; (b) using clear and concise item wording to minimize
ambiguity; and (c) separating predictor and criterion constructs within the survey layout to
reduce the likelihood of respondents forming implicit associations during completion.

After data collection, we implemented two complementary statistical tests. First, using the
marker-variable technique (Lindell and Whitney, 2001), with tenure as a theoretically
unrelated variable, we found that controlling for the marker did not meaningfully change the
significance or magnitude of the focal relationships (Table 3), indicating minimal CMB
impact. Second, Harman’s single-factor test revealed that the first unrotated factor accounted
for only 24.7% of the total variance, well below the commonly accepted threshold of 50%
(Podsakoff et al., 2024), suggesting that no single latent factor dominated the covariance
among items.
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Taken together, the procedural safeguards and statistical diagnostics indicate that common- Asia-Pacific

method bias is unlikely to have a substantial impact on the results. Importantly, because the Journal of
mediation analysis relies on multiple distinct paths rather than a single bivariate association, Business
the pattern of significant indirect effects, combined with the non-significance of the marker- Administration
variable adjustment, further suggests that CMB is unlikely to affect our hypothesized

relationships.

Model testing and results

Evaluation of the measurement model and the structural model

SmartPLS 4 software was used to test the hypotheses through PLS path modeling. Consistent
with the recommendations of Gefen et al. (2011), Ringle et al. (2012) and Hair et al. (2019),
PLS was selected due to the inclusion of formative constructs and the exploratory nature of the
proposed theoretical framework. The reflective measurement model demonstrated
satisfactory psychometric properties. Indicator reliability, internal consistency (composite
reliability), convergent validity and discriminant validity all met recommended standards,
with HTMT values meeting the lenient threshold of 0.90 (Benitez et al., 2020), as summarized
in Tables 2—4. Following Hair et al. (2017), composite reliability rather than Cronbach’s alpha
was used, as it accounts for the varying contributions of indicators, whereas Cronbach’s alpha
assumes equal weighting.

Additionally, five HOCs were evaluated for collinearity, indicator weights and
indicator loadings (Hair et al., 2022), as summarized in Table 5. There was no collinearity
issue because all indicators’ variance inflation factor (VIF) values were below the
suggested threshold value of 5. Although six outer weights were insignificant, their outer
loadings were above 0.5 and significant. Thus, the formative measurement model was
deemed satisfactory (Hair et al., 2022).

The structural model (Figure 2) was validated based on satisfactory values for the
coefficient of determination (R?), path coefficients (§) and VIF scores. The R* values of all
constructs range from 10% to 50%. All standardized path coefficients were significant, and the
VIF values for all constructs were below the recommended threshold of 5 (Hair et al., 2022;
Benitez et al., 2020).

The findings provide empirical support for the hypothesized relationships (Table 6).
Specifically, the positive effect of control causality orientation (CCO) on Needs Frustration
(NeedsFru) is confirmed (H1: # = 0.37, p = 0.000). Furthermore, ACO is found to have a
significant positive impact on NeedsSat (H2: # = 0.32, p = 0.000). Similarly, the anticipated
negative association between CBL and NeedsFru is supported (H3: # = —0.30, p = 0.000).
The hypothesized positive relationship between CBL and Needs Satisfaction (NeedsSat) is
also validated (H4: g = 0.50, p = 0.000).

The mediating effects were tested using bootstrapping with 5,000 samples via SmartPLS 4.
Results show that CM significantly mediates the relationship between NeedsFru and EE (H5:
p = 0.08, p = 0.035), while AM mediates the relationship between NeedsSat and EE (H6:
B = —0.34, p = 0.000).

Regarding the magnitude and type of mediation, the indirect effect through AM
(B = —0.34) was substantially stronger than that through controlled motivation (f = 0.08),
suggesting that the resource-building pathway may be a more pronounced explanatory
mechanism in this sample. In both cases, the direct paths from NeedSat and NeedFru to EE
remained significant when the mediators were included (see Figure 3), suggesting partial
rather than full mediation. Thus, AM and CM account for part, but not all, of the associations
between need experiences and emotional exhaustion.

To gain deeper insights into whether the hypothesized relationships hold across different
levels of work experience, additional analyses using the multigroup analysis (MGA) technique
were conducted based on work experience categories (A: two years or less versus B: three
years or more). MICOM (Table 7) confirmed partial measurement invariance, allowing valid
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APJBA Table 2. Convergent validity and internal consistency reliability

Average
variance
Indicator Composite extracted
Construct Indicator Loading reliability reliability (AVE)
Auto Autol 0.84 0.71 0.89 0.72
Auto2 0.87 0.76
Auto4 0.83 0.69
ACO ACO4 0.68 0.46 0.81 0.51
ACO6 0.75 0.56
ACO8 0.71 0.50
ACO9 0.72 0.52
CCco CCO2 0.76 0.58 0.75 0.50
CCOo3 0.76 0.58
CCO10 0.59 0.35
Comp Compl 0.79 0.62 0.86 0.61
Comp2 0.79 0.62
Comp3 0.79 0.62
Comp4 0.74 0.55
EE EE1 0.87 0.76 0.93 0.72
EE2 0.86 0.74
EE3 0.83 0.69
EE5 0.83 0.69
EE6 0.86 0.74
ERS ERS1 0.85 0.72 0.85 0.65
ERS2 0.78 0.61
ERS3 0.78 0.61
ERM ERM1 0.78 0.61 0.78 0.54
ERM?2 0.80 0.64
ERM3 0.60 0.36
IM M1 0.85 0.72 0.89 0.72
M2 0.83 0.69
IM3 0.89 0.79
IR IR1 0.77 0.59 0.83 0.62
IR2 0.76 0.58
IR3 0.83 0.69
LD LD1 0.76 0.58 0.88 0.61
LD2 0.75 0.56
LD3 0.85 0.72
LD4 0.80 0.40
LD5 0.73 0.53
NFA NFA1 0.72 0.52 0.84 0.52
NFA2 0.69 0.48
NFA4 0.53 0.28
NFAS5 0.80 0.64
NFA6 0.82 0.67
NFC NFC1 0.76 0.58 0.79 0.55
NFC2 0.74 0.55
NFC3 0.73 0.53
NFR NFR1 0.80 0.64 0.88 0.56
NFR2 0.77 0.59
NFR3 0.75 0.56
NFR4 0.66 0.44
NFR5 0.79 0.62
NFR6 0.71 0.50

(continued)
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Table 2. Continued Asia-Pacific

Journal of
Average Business
variance Administration
Indicator Composite extracted
Construct Indicator Loading reliability reliability (AVE)
OoC 0C1 0.83 0.69 0.88 0.66
0ocC2 0.80 0.64
0C3 0.81 0.66
0C4 0.80 0.64
PR PR1 0.72 0.52 0.83 0.56
PR2 0.80 0.64
PR3 0.63 0.40
PR4 0.81 0.66
WA WA1 0.74 0.55 0.84 0.65
WA2 0.83 0.69
WA3 0.84 0.71

comparisons (Henseler et al., 2015). MGA results (Table 8) revealed significant differences
between the two groups. For brevity, only statistically significant differences are reported.

The findings reveal significant group differences in the paths from ACO to need
satisfaction and from CBL to need satisfaction. Specifically, the positive effect of ACO on
need satisfaction weakens as work experience increases. While ACO significantly predicts
need satisfaction among employees with two years or less of experience, this relationship
becomes non-significant among those with three years or more. In contrast, the influence of
CBL on need satisfaction strengthens with greater work experience; although significant in
both groups, the effect is more pronounced among more experienced employees. Furthermore,
the mediation pathway (ACO — need satisfaction — autonomous motivation — emotional
exhaustion) differs significantly across groups, with stronger and significant indirect effects
observed only among less experienced employees, and non-significant effects among their
more experienced counterparts. Taken together, these findings suggest that ACO reduces
emotional exhaustion indirectly through need satisfaction and autonomous motivation only
among employees with two years or less of experience, but not among those with three or more
years. These results further imply that, as Generation Z employees accumulate work
experience, the influence of their initial ACO gradually diminishes, while leadership behavior
becomes increasingly salient in shaping perceptions of need satisfaction. Over time, leaders
appear to play a more central role in shaping employees’ interpretive frameworks by
reinforcing experiences that fulfill their needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness.

None of the control variables showed significant effects. Although these control variables
were not statistically significant in the present model, this should not be interpreted as evidence
that demographic or structural factors are unimportant. Rather, within this sample and model
specification, their explanatory power was comparatively limited relative to the focal
psychological constructs. Given the cross-sectional design and sample characteristics, these
findings should be interpreted cautiously.

This pattern aligns with findings from SDT-based studies, which consistently show that
psychological mechanisms, particularly need satisfaction and frustration (Van den Broeck
et al., 2008; Trépanier et al., 2015), leader behaviors (Slemp et al., 2015) and motivational
orientations (Gagné and Deci, 2005; Fernet et al., 2004), are stronger and more proximal
predictors of employee well-being and strain than demographic or structural characteristics.
Research on burnout further indicates that demographic variables typically explain minimal
variance (Maslach et al., 2001; Schaufeli et al., 2009). Thus, the non-significant control effects
in our model indicate that the psychological processes central to SDT rather than firm or
demographic characteristics, primarily drive variation in emotional exhaustion.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics, correlations and average variance extracted

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

1-AWO  0.72

2-Auto  —0.20 0.85

3-CWO —026 045" 071

4-Comp —0.09" 0.71 040" 078

5-ERM  0.15™ 0.5  0.10"™ 0247 073

6-ERS  —0.03" 0.26 024”0357 0577 080

7-EE —0.33™ 0.59 040 0567 013" 0197 085

8-LD 0457  —0.38" —0.23" —0.28" —0.01™ 0.01™ —046" 0.86

9-IM 046  —0.4 —0.35" —0.29" 0.09™  0.07® —0.54" 055" 0.86

10-NFA 0477  —045" —024" —0.34" 005" —0.06™ —047" 058 064~ 0.72

11-NFC 048~  —0.26" —0.20" —0.20"" 0.18™ 0.02 —0.29™ 048" 0507 0517 0.74

12-NFR 0377  —0.50" —0.30"" —0.44" 0.10™  —0.08™ —0.44"" 048~ 043~ 044" 056" 077

13-0C 0407  —036" —0.22" —0.24" —0.05" 0.02" —046" 064~ 0.60" 0577 0477 0407 087

14-PR  046™ —037" —0277 —026" 0.08™ 007" —0.38" 066" 057" 0567 0447 036 067 078

15 IR 0457  —0.267 —0.227 —0.12" 0347 020" —0.37" 05 0.677 0497 048" 0467 0517 044 0.79
16-Rela —0.18" 0.617 035" 064 005" 0227 045" —037 —02" —028" —030" —053" -021" —026" —0.21" 087

17-WA 0407  —0.34™ —0.28" -028" 0.0™ 0.03"  —0.48" 064 0697 0607 0477 0457 0677 066 0597 —0.25" 0.80
Tenure  0.10°  0.08™  0.09™  0.01"™  —0.04™ 0.00"  0.06"  0.06" 0.05™ 0.08"™  0.01"  —0.08" 0.10"  0.15" —0.07™ 0.07"  0.10™

Note(s): *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two-tailed); ns-not significant; the diagonal elements (in italic) represent the square root of AVE
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Table 4. Discriminant validity — Heterotrait-monotrait ration (HTMT)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17
1-AWO
2-CWO 0.53
3-Comp 0.18 0.61
4-EE 0.39 0.56 0.66
5-LD 0.61 0.42 0.36 0.54
6-IM 0.70 0.52 0.36 0.61 0.76
7-0C 0.60 0.37 0.36 0.55 0.89 0.79
8-PR 0.67 0.43 0.35 0.44 0.89 0.78 0.89
9-IR 0.63 0.40 0.17 0.45 0.74 0.88 0.75 0.64
10-WA 0.60 0.43 0.38 0.56 0.89 0.88 0.89 0.89 0.83
11-Auto 0.28 0.68 0.89 0.70 0.51 0.50 0.50 0.45 0.36 0.45
12-ERM 0.21 0.25 0.38 0.21 0.16 0.13 0.13 0.24 0.51 0.14 0.24
13-Nfa 0.59 0.44 0.56 0.58 0.65 0.70 0.65 0.60 0.54 0.70 0.65 0.18
14-Nfc 0.79 0.44 0.33 0.43 0.73 0.70 0.71 0.64 0.80 0.74 0.47 0.34 0.71
15-Nfr 0.52 0.44 0.50 0.49 0.57 0.52 0.51 0.45 0.60 0.53 0.60 0.22 0.53 0.77
16-Rela 0.20 0.56 0.87 0.56 0.42 0.26 0.33 0.33 0.26 0.32 0.85 0.16 0.48 0.48 0.60
17-ERS 0.22 0.37 0.47 0.26 0.14 0.21 0.19 0.18 0.28 0.22 0.34 0.85 0.27 0.20 0.19 0.33

9
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Table 5. HOC validation

HOC Out Out
construct Indicators VIF weights p-value loadings p-value
AM M 1.798 0.81 0.000 0.98 0.000
IR 2.236 0.25 0.042 0.79 0.000
CBL LD 4.896 0.66 0.002 0.97 0.000
(0]§) 4.468 0.33 0.097 0.94 0.000
PR 4.118 0.20 0.198 0.81 0.000
WA 3.440 0.24 0.127 0.89 0.000
CM ERM 1.471 0.06 0.845 0.61 0.012
ERS 1.471 0.96 0.000 0.99 0.000
NeedsFru Auto 2.524 0.59 0.001 0.95 0.000
Comp 2.586 0.36 0.093 0.90 0.000
Rela 2.236 0.15 0.409 0.80 0.000
NeedsSat NFA 1.369 0.52 0.000 0.85 0.000
NFC 1.616 0.44 0.000 0.84 0.000
NER 1.510 0.27 0.007 0.73 0.000
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Control i Position |
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H4 ~—
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Figure 2. Research model

Autonomous
Causality
Orientation

Discussions

Our findings revealed a positive association between control-causality orientation and need
frustration, consistent with the predictions of COT. Individuals with a control causality
orientation tend to be driven by external pressures and rewards, often feeling obligated to meet
deadlines and conform to external demands, conditions that undermine the satisfaction of
autonomy, competence and relatedness (Halvari and Olafsen, 2020; Olafsen et al., 2017).
Indeed, those with a controlled value orientation who tend to pursue money as a means of
social comparison to enhance self-esteem frequently experience frustration of their basic
psychological needs (Manganelli et al., 2018). When employees perceive their behavior as
externally regulated, their sense of autonomy is particularly compromised (Van den Broeck
et al., 2010).

In contrast, an ACO was positively associated with the satisfaction of basic psychological
needs, consistent with Halvari and Olafsen’s (2020) findings. Individuals with an autonomous
orientation tend to act in accordance with their personal values and perceive their work
environment as supportive of their psychological needs, thereby fostering the satisfaction of
autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci et al., 2017). They are more likely to interpret
external cues and workplace events as autonomy-supportive (Papachristopoulos and
Arvanitis, 2024), experiencing a sense of choice and psychological freedom in their



Table 6. Summary results of hypothesis testing Asia-Pacific

Journal of
por Bias-corrected Business
indirect 95% confidence Empirical Administration

Hypothesized path effect p-value intervals evidence

H1: CCO — NeedsFru 0.37 0.000 [0.230, 0.524] Supported
H2: ACO — NeedsSat 0.32 0.000 [0.176, 0.482] Supported
H3: CBL — NeedsFru —0.30 0.000 [—0.167, —0.488] Supported
H4: CBL — NeedsSat 0.50 0.000 [0.377, 0.642] Supported
H5: NeedsFru — CM — EmoExh 0.08 0.035 [0.010, 0.233] Supported
H6: NeedsSat - AM — EmoExh —0.34 0.000 [-0.061, —0.489] Supported

’ ™,
Control Variable \\

**'p < 0.001; ™Not significant. Path cocfficients arc on arrow lincs. ool Vark \
," Firm age \‘,
I Position |
Iy Gender !
\ Tenure /
\\ Age /l
- NeedsFru - AN
f 0.27
-0.30
.@ 0.50""
032" NeedsSat 0.65™ AM —0.55
@ : R*=0.50 ’ R*=04
Figure 3. Empirical results
Table 7. Results of measurement invariance of composite models (MICOM)
Correlation
Original permutation Permutation
correlation mean 5.0% p value
ACO 0.983 0.986 0.960 0.260
AM 0.999 0.983 0.936 0.844
CBL 0.913 0.950 0.866 0.157
CCO 0.994 0.968 0.908 0.838
CM 0.958 0.845 0.437 0.616
EmoExh 0.999 0.999 0.997 0.225
NeedsFru 0.959 0.939 0.826 0.501
NeedsSat 0.950 0.968 0.909 0.223

activities, key conditions for fulfilling the need for autonomy (Van den Broeck et al., 2010).
Additionally, they are more inclined to pursue challenging tasks and engage in skill
development, which helps satisfy their need for competence (Vansteenkiste et al., 2007).
We also found a negative association between CBL and need frustration. By fostering
autonomy, competence and relatedness, CBL helps prevent the active thwarting of these basic
psychological needs. These findings are consistent with those of Gillet et al. (2012) and Olafsen
et al. (2017), who reported that autonomy-supportive leadership is negatively associated with
need frustration. Supportive leadership can buffer individuals against feelings of pressure,
ineffectiveness or rejection that arise when their psychological needs are undermined (Olafsen

Downl oaded from http://ww. emeral d. con apj ba/ arti cl e- pdf/doi /10. 1108/ APIBA- 10- 2025- 0807/ 11652158/ apj ba- 10- 2025- 0807en. pdf by Australian |



APJBA Table 8. Results of the MGA

2-
Tailed
(Avs
Original Original Difference B)p
(A) B) (A-B) value
Path coefficient
ACO — NeedsSat 0.502 0.140 0.362 0.005
CBL — NeedsSat 0.331 0.695 —0.364 0.002
Total indirect effect
ACO - AM 0.346 0.088 0.258 0.005
ACO — EmoExh —0.199 —0.048 —0.151 0.011

Specific indirect effect
ACO — NeedsSat - AM — EmoExh —0.199 —0.048 —0.151 0.011

Note(s): A (n = 84): two years or less; B (n = 116): three years or more

et al., 2017). By creating a need-supportive environment, CBL alleviates psychological strain
and reduces the conditions that give rise to need frustration, thereby protecting individuals from
its adverse outcomes. Cultural reinforcement of control does not negate SDT universality;
rather, it shapes how autonomy is experienced and expressed (e.g. relational or interdependent
autonomy rather than individualistic autonomy). CBL may function as a contextual
counterbalance, offering micro-level autonomy support within macro-level control-oriented
environments, thereby buffering needs frustration despite broader cultural pressures.

Our findings reveal a positive association between CBL and need satisfaction, highlighting
the pivotal role of leadership in shaping employees’ motivational experiences. Unlike
traditional supervisory approaches, CBL fosters environments that support growth and well-
being, promoting autonomous motivation and optimal functioning (Manganelli et al., 2018;
Van den Broeck et al., 2010). CBL leaders cultivate strong working relationships, maintain
open communication, support continuous learning and monitor developmental progress.
Generation Z employees who highly value autonomy, achievement and career advancement
respond particularly well to leaders who provide both freedom and developmental guidance.
CBL aligns closely with Gen Z’s developmental, psychological and work-value
characteristics. Gen Z favors frequent feedback, individualized development and
collaborative problem-solving over directive supervision (Sakdiyakorn et al., 2021; Barhate
and Dirani, 2021). By emphasizing facilitation, reflection and joint goal-setting (Peldez
Zuberbtihler et al., 2023), CBL more effectively satisfies autonomy and competence needs
than transactional or authoritarian styles. By supporting internalization, self-regulation and
learning, CBL leaders replenish psychological energy and buffer against emotional
exhaustion. As early-career professionals, Gen Z individuals are still developing their
professional identities and self-regulatory capacities. CBL provides scaffolding that supports
the internalization of motivation, helping them shift from a controlled to an autonomous
orientation.

MGA revealed significant differences between employees with lower versus higher work
experience. ACO significantly predicts need satisfaction among those with two years or less of
experience, but not among those with three years or more. In contrast, CBL positively
influences need satisfaction in both groups, with a stronger effect observed among more
experienced employees. These findings suggest that, as Generation Z employees accumulate
work experience, the influence of their ACO diminishes, while leadership behavior becomes
increasingly influential in shaping need satisfaction. This pattern indicates that career stage,
rather than generational membership alone, may better explain the observed effects,
highlighting an important avenue for future research.
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We also found evidence supporting the articulation of a dual-pathway model grounded in Asia-Pacific

SDT that distinguishes between resource-building and hindrance-based mechanisms. Our Journal of
findings are consistent with the mediating role of autonomous motivation in the relationship Business
between need satisfaction and emotional exhaustion, demonstrating a resource-building Administration

pathway. Drawing on SDT and conservation of resources logic, autonomy, competence and
relatedness satisfaction appear to function as psychological resources that accumulate over
time, fueling autonomous motivation and are associated with lower emotional exhaustion. In
Chinese organizations, where high-performance pressure and long working hours are
prevalent, such resources enable employees, particularly Generation Z, to reinterpret demands
as meaningful challenges rather than coercive stressors. Consistent with prior research, need
satisfaction was found to foster autonomous motivation, which in turn serves as a protective
factor against emotional exhaustion (Gagné and Deci, 2005; Deci et al., 2017; Manganelli
et al., 2018). Similar mediation effects were observed by De Cooman et al. (2013), who
demonstrated that job resources (such as strategic impact and skill utilization) were positively
associated with need satisfaction, which, in turn, predicted autonomous motivation and,
ultimately, greater work effort. The fulfillment of basic psychological needs (autonomy,
competence and relatedness) has been reliably linked to higher autonomous motivation (Deci
etal.,2017), and employees with greater autonomous motivation tend to report lower levels of
burnout and psychological distress (Manganelli et al., 2018).

We also clarify that need frustration is a hindrance pathway, emphasizing that it involves
more than the absence of resources. Our findings are consistent with the mediating role of
controlled motivation in the relationship between need frustration and emotional exhaustion.
Consistent with prior research, need frustration depletes psychological energy, disrupts
optimal functioning and increases vulnerability to ill-being (Olafsen et al., 2017). Controlled
motivation driven by internal pressures such as guilt or by external contingencies like rewards
has been consistently associated with negative workplace outcomes, including burnout
(Manganelli et al., 2018; Deci et al., 2017). Need frustration actively depletes psychological
energy by signaling coercion (autonomy frustration), incompetence (competence frustration)
or social exclusion (relatedness frustration). In the Chinese context, normatively controlling
practices, hierarchical monitoring and implicit expectations of obedience may systematically
trigger need frustration, even when employees outwardly comply.

It is worth contextualizing the distinction between needs frustration and satisfaction within
Chinese management practices. Chinese employees may experience needs frustration without
overtly showing them, particularly in normatively controlling environments where
compliance is expected and rarely contested. Need frustration (e.g. feeling coerced,
incompetent or rejected) represents a qualitatively different experience that is more strongly
associated with emotional exhaustion and ill-being. This distinction is significant in the
Chinese context, where surface-level harmony may conceal deeper psychological strain.

Theoretical implications

This study advances the understanding of SDT (Deci and Ryan, 1985) and its sub-theory, COT
(Deci and Ryan, 1985), by clarifying how individual dispositions and leadership behaviors
jointly shape employees’ basic psychological needs, motivation types and emotional
exhaustion. Specifically, we extend SDT and COT by empirically validating distinct
resource-building and hindrance pathways through which autonomous and controlled
causality orientations are associated with need satisfaction and frustration, which, in turn, are
linked to motivational regulation and emotional exhaustion.

Consistent with COT, we found that a control-causality orientation was positively
associated with need frustration, which in turn was associated with greater controlled
motivation and, subsequently, heightened emotional exhaustion. This supports the notion that
control-oriented individuals are more attuned to external contingencies and interpret
workplace demands as pressuring and autonomy-thwarting (Halvari and Olafsen, 2020),
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APIJBA providing support for the hindrance pathway. Notably, our findings reinforce SDT’s
proposition that need frustration is not merely the absence of need satisfaction but a
qualitatively distinct construct that uniquely predicts maladaptive outcomes (Vansteenkiste
et al., 2020).

Conversely, autonomous orientation was positively associated with need satisfaction,
aligning with SDT’s view that self-determined individuals perceive and interact with their
environment in ways that support autonomy, competence and relatedness. These positive
perceptions were linked to higher autonomous motivation and lower emotional exhaustion.
This provides empirical support for the “resource-building” pathway in SDT, wherein
supportive dispositions and environments are associated with upward spirals of well-being and
optimal functioning (Deci et al., 2017).

Our findings further support COT’s assertion that causal orientations serve as perceptual
filters: while control-oriented individuals are more vulnerable to environments perceived as
controlling, autonomous individuals are more likely to perceive their context as supportive of
needs. These orientations shape how employees interpret and respond to the same work
environment, influencing their motivational experiences and well-being.

In addition to dispositional factors, we identified CBL as a key contextual predictor of need
satisfaction and a buffer against need frustration. While prior studies have emphasized CBL’s
role in fostering positive outcomes, our findings highlight its protective function in preventing
active need thwarting, thereby reducing controlled motivation and emotional exhaustion. This
dual role underscores the potential of leadership not only to promote psychological thriving
but also to shield employees from harmful motivational dynamics, thereby enriching SDT’s
conceptualization at the workplace.

Moreover, our study addresses a notable gap in SDT research by testing the mediating roles of
both autonomous and controlled motivation in the link between need experiences and emotional
exhaustion. While SDT has long proposed motivation types as proximal determinants of well-
being, few studies have explicitly examined these dual mediation pathways. By demonstrating
that need satisfaction enhances autonomous motivation, thereby reducing emotional exhaustion,
and that need frustration increases controlled motivation, thereby exacerbating exhaustion, we
offer a more comprehensive account of the motivational mechanisms underlying burnout. This
dual-pathway (hindrance versus resource-building) model strengthens SDT’s explanatory power
in accounting for both positive and negative psychological outcomes in the workplace.

Importantly, we provide empirical validation for the SDT workplace model (Deci et al.,
2017), which posits that need satisfaction and autonomous motivation mediate the effects of
supportive leadership and adaptive personality traits on well-being and performance, while
need frustration and controlled motivation mediate the path to ill-being. Our findings show this
framework holds even among Chinese Gen Z employees, a population socialized in a culture
that emphasizes compliance and restraint. While cultural norms may shape causality
orientations toward control, our results suggest that the fundamental psychological needs for
autonomy, competence and relatedness remain universally relevant. Even in collectivist, high-
power-distance cultures, individuals are intrinsically motivated to fulfill these needs to
experience genuine engagement and reduced emotional exhaustion. Cultural programming
may impact the expression of motivation, but it does not diminish the importance of
psychological need fulfillment for well-being.

That is, the burnout epidemic in China emerges from the coexistence of weak resource-
building mechanisms and strong hindrance mechanisms rather than from workload alone.
Employees may experience limited autonomy satisfaction while simultaneously experiencing
high autonomy frustration, creating a “double burden” that accelerates emotional exhaustion.
Our findings empirically support this theoretical distinction by showing that need satisfaction
and frustration exert asymmetric, non-substitutable effects, thereby reinforcing SDT’s
proposition that reducing frustration is not equivalent to increasing satisfaction.

By incorporating MGA, this study advances the emerging literature on Generation Z in the
workplace by demonstrating that observed differences are better explained by underlying

Downl oaded from http://ww. emeral d. con apj ba/ arti cl e- pdf/doi /10. 1108/ APIBA- 10- 2025- 0807/ 11652158/ apj ba- 10- 2025- 0807en. pdf by Australian |



career-stage effects. This insight refines generational debates by suggesting that early-career Asia-Pacific

dynamics, rather than cohort-based traits alone, may more accurately account for variability in Journal of
motivation and well-being outcomes. Furthermore, the study shows that the relative influence Business
of dispositional and contextual factors on need satisfaction is dynamic rather than static across Administration

career stages. Specifically, ACO, as a stable individual disposition, exerts a stronger influence
among less experienced employees, whereas CBL, as a contextual factor, becomes
increasingly influential with greater work experience. This underscores the evolving
interplay between personality and environmental factors in shaping motivational processes.

In sum, this study advances SDT and COT in several ways. First, it differentiates the distinct
roles of need satisfaction and need frustration in shaping employee outcomes. Second, it
integrates dispositional and contextual antecedents into a unified motivational framework.
Third, it identifies distinct motivational mediators that explain both the attenuation and
intensification of emotional exhaustion in the workplace. Finally, it demonstrates that early-
career dynamics, rather than cohort-based traits alone, may more accurately account for
variability in motivation and work outcomes.

Practical implications

This study offers several valuable implications for managers, particularly in the context of high
power distance and collectivist societies. In organizational settings, it is recommended to shift
away from traditional control-based management styles and adopt CBL approaches. Leaders
who provide autonomy, constructive feedback and developmental opportunities to their
employees help foster an environment that satisfies employees’ basic psychological needs
(autonomy, competence and relatedness), thereby enhancing self-determined motivation and
reducing emotional exhaustion. This is especially salient for Generation Z employees, who
highly prioritize individuality, achievement and opportunities for meaningful growth at their
workplace. Leadership development programs should help managers identify and avoid
controlling behaviors, such as excessive criticism, punitive evaluations or rigid rule
enforcement, while promoting behaviors that support psychological needs.

Findings from our study suggest that organizations should take proactive steps to address
individual differences in causal orientations when designing work systems. Employees with a
stronger control orientation are more responsive to external demands and they are more
susceptible to rigid compliance structures and high performance pressure. Monitoring and
evaluation are more prevalent in these environments. This kind of environment is highly likely
to intensify the psychological need frustration and controlled motivation, thereby elevating the
risk of burnout. To mitigate this effect, organizations can introduce targeted structural and
relational interventions, such as reducing micromanagement, increasing employee discretion
in how tasks are carried out and reframing performance goals to emphasize skill development,
mastery and personal growth rather than external rewards or sanctions. Hence, HR
departments should review performance management, appraisal and reward systems to
ensure they do not inadvertently intensify need frustration and burnout risk.

In addition, the findings suggest that a one-size-fits-all approach to motivation may be
ineffective, particularly for Generation Z employees at different career stages. For early-career
employees, providing opportunities for self-directed learning, meaningful task engagement
and early autonomy can help sustain their natural motivational tendencies and reduce the risk
of emotional exhaustion. In contrast, as employees gain work experience, leadership behavior
becomes increasingly influential in shaping need satisfaction. Managers should therefore
adopt CBL practices, such as providing constructive feedback, facilitating skill development
and fostering supportive relationships, to strengthen employees’ fulfillment of autonomy,
competence and relatedness needs.

The findings have important implications for the Chinese education system, particularly the
need to reconsider highly exam-oriented, compliance-driven learning environments. Such
approaches may unintentionally strengthen control-oriented motivational patterns and
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APIJBA exacerbate psychological need frustration, increasing students’ risk of burnout and
disengagement. To address these risks, educational institutions are encouraged to integrate
more student-centered pedagogical practices that promote autonomy, curiosity and creative
engagement alongside academic rigor. Teachers play a central role in shaping students’
motivational development; therefore, teacher training and professional development programs
should emphasize need-supportive instructional behaviors, including acknowledging
students’ perspectives, offering meaningful choices within clear structures and delivering
competence-enhancing feedback without excessive evaluative pressure.

The findings also suggest that organizations should enhance employee well-being and
sustainable engagement by systematically assessing motivational profiles and using this
information to tailor interventions that promote psychological need satisfaction and reduce
need frustration. Importantly, while Chinese organizational culture traditionally emphasizes
hierarchy, authority and group harmony, these cultural characteristics do not negate the
universal importance of autonomy, competence and relatedness. Accordingly, even within
collectivist and high power-distance contexts, organizational practices that support these
fundamental needs remain essential for protecting mental health and fostering long-term
motivation and engagement.

In conclusion, whether in the workplace or school, supporting basic psychological needs is
essential to fostering self-determined motivation and protecting against emotional exhaustion.
Leadership practices and educational policies must evolve to balance the cultural expectations
with the universal psychological foundations of employee well-being. Findings of our study
indicate that aligning organizational and educational environments with the core principles of
SDT can strengthen individuals’ capacity for resilient, meaningful and sustained participation
in work. For Chinese organizations in particular, such alignment is especially relevant for
supporting Generation Z employees, whose expectations emphasize autonomy, purpose and
personal development. It is recommended that managers embed need-supportive practices into
organizational policies, leadership approaches and everyday management practices to foster
more adaptive motivation and long-term engagement among Generation Z employees.

Limitations and suggestions for future studies

Despite its contributions, this study is not without limitations. First, the cross-sectional nature of our
study limits causal interpretation among the causal orientations, psychological need experiences,
motivational regulation and emotional exhaustion. Although the hypothesized relationships are
theoretically grounded in SDT and COT, the design does not allow for conclusions regarding
temporal ordering or directionality. Therefore, longitudinal, multi-wave and experimental
approaches are suggested for future researchers to test the proposed relationships more
rigorously and examine how changes in leadership behaviors, as well as fluctuations in need
satisfaction and need frustration, shape motivational and well-being trajectories over time.

Second, our study relied on self-reported data, which raises concerns about common
method variance (CMV) and social desirability bias. Although we used procedural remedies to
mitigate these risks (e.g. guaranteeing anonymity and separating constructs in the survey), the
risk of inflated associations persists. Future studies could incorporate multi-source data by
including supervisor or peer ratings of employee performance and well-being or by using
behavioral indicators of motivation (e.g. work persistence, initiative-taking).

Third, the study was conducted among Chinese Gen Z employees, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings to other age cohorts, cultural contexts or occupational groups.
Gen Z may differ from previous generations in terms of values, work expectations and
sensitivity to autonomy-supportive leadership. Similarly, China’s collectivist and high power-
distance culture may shape how autonomy, competence and relatedness are experienced.
Therefore, the generalizability of our findings may be limited, as the extent to which
the observed relationships apply across different socio-cultural contexts or among older
workers with distinct motivational orientations remains unclear. Future research should
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employ cross-cultural and cross-generational designs to assess the robustness of these Asia-Pacific

relationships across diverse populations. Journal of
Fourth, while our model integrated both dispositional (causality orientations) and _Business
contextual (CBL) antecedents of psychological need experiences, other potentially Administration

important contextual factors were not examined. For example, organizational culture, job
design and peer climate may also significantly predict employees’ motivational experiences
and emotional outcomes. Future research should adopt a multilevel approach that incorporates
team- and organization-level variables to provide a more comprehensive picture of the
motivational ecosystem in which employees operate. Also, excluding cultural dimensions as
moderators restricts our ability to test boundary conditions of causality orientations and
motivational processes. We encourage future research to directly examine how collectivism,
power distance or related cultural value orientations may moderate the effects of autonomous
and controlled causality orientations on need-based processes and employee well-being
outcomes. Addressing this issue would further enrich the cultural sensitivity and explanatory
power of SDT-based models in non-Western contexts.

Fifth, the sample consisted predominantly of younger members of Generation Z. Prior
evidence suggests that younger Gen Z individuals may exhibit a stronger preference for
controlled forms of motivation compared to their older counterparts (Ng et al., 2024). Future
research should examine whether these age-related differences persist across the broader
Generation Z population to validate and extend these findings. Moreover, given the observed
differences across work experience levels in this study, future research is needed to disentangle
whether these patterns are primarily driven by age or by career stage.

Sixth, the sample for this study was drawn from employees across multiple industries in
China, which may have introduced substantial heterogeneity in job demands, organizational
cultures and contextual pressures. Such variability could have attenuated industry-specific
dynamics underlying the observed relationships. Future research could therefore benefit from
focusing on a single high-pressure industry (e.g. the technology sector) to examine whether
these relationships remain robust or become more pronounced under conditions characterized
by intensified performance demands and accelerated work pace.

Seventh, research has shown that introjection can yield inconsistent outcomes, sometimes
aligning with controlled regulation (e.g. guilt-driven stress) and other times mimicking
autonomous persistence (e.g. pride-driven effort). It is thus excluded from the current study.
However, excluding introjected regulation may underestimate the intensity of controlled
motivation in the Chinese context, where guilt, face concerns and ego involvement are
prominent. That is, its omission may bias results toward a more conservative estimate of the
effects of control causality orientation. Future studies should model introjection explicitly as a
distinct regulatory mechanism.

Finally, we treated need satisfaction and need frustration as HOCs to enhance model
parsimony. While this approach provides a simplified and holistic view, it may overlook the
distinct effects of specific needs. Prior research suggests that different types of need
satisfaction are associated with differential outcomes. For example, competence need
satisfaction has been identified as the most potent mediator of the relationship between task-
related achievement and depression. In contrast, relatedness need satisfaction was the most
significant mediator of the relationship between prosocial achievement and depressivity
(Kronenwett and Rigotti, 2021). Relatedness, in particular, may offer unique resources, such
as information, advice, emotional and instrumental support, shared goals and social feedback,
which enhance meaningful work experiences and autonomous motivation (Robertson et al.,
2020). Similarly, Ahmadi et al. (2023) developed a classification system of need-supportive
behaviors that specifies specific behaviors to support each need of autonomy, competence and
relatedness. Future research should therefore examine how the satisfaction and frustration of
specific psychological needs (autonomy, competence and relatedness) independently
contribute to various employee outcomes, including motivation quality, engagement and
emotional well-being.
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APJBA Conclusion
Grounded in SDT and COT (Deci and Ryan, 1985), this study deepens our understanding of

how individual causality orientations and leadership behaviors interact to predict the
psychological need experiences and emotional exhaustion among Chinese Generation Z
employees. Our findings illuminate two distinct motivational pathways: control orientation
was positively associated with need frustration, which in turn fostered controlled motivation
and heightened emotional exhaustion; in contrast, autonomous orientation was positively
associated with need satisfaction, which enhanced autonomous motivation and buffered
against exhaustion. These results emphasize the conceptual importance of distinguishing
between need satisfaction and need frustration as qualitatively different experiences, each
carrying unique implications for employee functioning and well-being.

Crucially, CBL emerged as a significant contextual factor that both promotes need
satisfaction and protects against need frustration. Leaders who adopt a coaching approach,
characterized by autonomy support, constructive feedback and personal development, create
environments that foster intrinsic motivation and psychological resilience, while
simultaneously shielding employees from the negative effects of controlling or pressuring
conditions. This reinforces the SDT workplace model and affirms its relevance within a high
power-distance, collectivist culture such as China, underscoring the universality of autonomy,
competence and relatedness as foundational psychological needs.

From a practical standpoint, the findings suggest that organizations seeking to reduce
burnout and improve engagement among Gen Z employees should not only nurture autonomy-
supportive leadership but also consider employees’ underlying causality dispositions.
Recruitment, development and retention strategies should favor environments that align
with and reinforce autonomous orientations. Furthermore, interventions in earlier life
domains, such as autonomy-supportive parenting and student-centered education, may help
foster more resilient, intrinsically motivated individuals who are better equipped to thrive in
the workplace.
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