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Summary 

 

Research questions: How well do leaders know what intrinsically motivates their 

followers? Do they understand the mechanism of intrinsic 

motivation? 

 

Methods: Research questions are investigated by means of primary research in 

the form of qualitative interviews at a German large-sized company. 

To analyze the interviews, a qualitative content analysis is performed 

on the paraphrased statements of the interviews.  

 

Results:    The results indicate that leaders have a partially good knowledge of 

the factors of intrinsic motivation, even if not fully known. In the 

second part of the study, an investigation of leaders’ comprehension 

of intrinsic motivation reveals that the factors of intrinsic motivation 

are not fully understood.  

 

Structure of the article: Introduction; Literature Review; Research Questions & Methods; 

Empirical results; Conclusions; About the Author; Bibliography 

 

 

 

 

Introduction Graves and Luciano tested a model linking the 

satisfaction of psychological need, autonomous 

motivation, and attitudinal outcomes (2013). From this 

research, they postulate that high-quality leader-member 

exchange fosters satisfaction of employees’ needs, 

which in consequence enhances autonomous motivation 

and the level of performance. Reinforcing this 

argument, the findings of Deci et al should be 

considered, as they discovered that if employees have 

autonomous motivation this will foster a high level of 

performance with good quality as well as the wellness 

of employees (Deci et al., 2017).  

 

Businesses are constantly forced to enhance 

their productivity in order to be competitive on markets. 

Therefore, they are constantly trying to be more 

effective and efficient, e.g. by generating high 

performance through increased pressure on employees.  

This will lead to dissatisfaction, lower 

motivation, and less productivity on a long-term basis 

(Pinder, 2008). With regard to increasing the 

performance of an employee, Bassous (2015a) 

demonstrated that there is a positive correlation between 

motivation and the performance of individuals. 

Furthermore, motivation is also important to achieve 

good work results (Sharp et al., 2016).  

Knowing about the relationship between 

motivation and performance, it turns out that leaders 

have to satisfy the motivational needs of their followers 
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to have high performances in their teams on a long-term 

basis. However, before leaders can satisfy the 

motivational needs of their employees, they have to 

know and understand the factors of motivation (Bloom 

et al., 1976). As a consequential step, they can then 

stimulate motivation amongst followers in daily 

business.  

workplace these days (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Intrinsic 

motivation is handled as the real motivation of human 

beings (Clanton Harpine, 2015b).  

According to Deci and Ryan (1985a), it is the 

most powerful tool for triggering motivation because it 

is that which is created by one’s self to perform work 

for one’s own sake and not for an external reward.  

In this research, the awareness of motivational 

factors, especially for intrinsic motivation, in leadership 

will be investigated. In more detail, the cognition and 

comprehension of motivational factors will be obtained. 

As a basis for the research question, the motivational 

factors will be derived from a literature review.  

Furthermore, intrinsic motivation will 

contribute to the satisfaction of employees in an 

organization (Bassous, 2015a).  

Opposing the statement that intrinsic 

motivation is seen mainly in children, Schmidhuber 

(2010) postulated that the need to satisfy the factors for 

intrinsic motivation will last through adulthood. He 

states that individuals continue to have the lifelong need 

for learning and scientific discovery. 

In general, motivation can be subdivided into 

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985a). 

Extrinsic motivation is stimulated by any external 

reward, whereas intrinsic motivational factors stimulate 

personal needs and thereby offer an internal reward. The 

chapter Theoretical Framework provides more detail on 

motivational theory, as well as deriving the factors of 

intrinsic motivation.  

Beyond the need to learn, intrinsic motivation 

also generates persistence (Cerasoli & Ford, 2014). 

Intrinsic motivation is positively related to persistence 

in work tasks, performance quality, and overall 

performance ratings (Oldham & Hackman, 1981; 

Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006; Vallerand, 1997).  In order to establish a theoretical framework, a 

literature review is conducted identifying the different 

factors of intrinsic motivation. These factors and 

corresponding indicators for comprehension are subject 

to pre-coding. To collect data for the research, 

qualitative interviews with open questions are chosen. 

Comparing the compiled data to the theoretical 

framework, a qualitative content analysis is performed 

(Mayring, 2010). Further explanation of the 

methodology is provided in chapter 3.  

In addition, intrinsic motivation is the basis for 

strong commitment and a high degree of effort to 

perform on a long-term basis (Pinder, 2008). As a 

further aspect in the contemporary fast-changing work 

environment, intrinsic motivation contributes to long-

term change (Clanton Harpine, 2015a).  

The concept of intrinsic motivation was 

originally introduced in the field of animal psychology, 

during the 1950s (Harlow, 1950), after which it was 

further developed and elaborated in human psychology 

(Bennis & Nanus, 1985; Deci, 1975; Deci & Ryan, 

1980). Nowadays, it is being expanded across a wide 

field of applications in education, healthcare, sports and 

physical activity, psychotherapy, and virtual worlds, as 

well as the fields of work motivation and management 

(Deci et al., 2017).  

The results of the interviews are documented in 

the dedicated chapter on Empirical Determination, 

which provides an explanation of the applied process 

and clarifies the applied paraphrases. Furthermore, all 

results are presented and summarized in appropriate 

graphs. In the last sub-chapter, the results are 

interpreted and the hypothesis verified.  

As a final chapter, the Conclusion will give an 

executive summary with a list of limitations and, more 

importantly, recommendations for future research in this 

field.  

In 1981, Kleinginna and Kleinginna described 

motivation as an internal condition, which can also be 

described as a need, want or desire that activates and 

directs behavior (Kleinginna & Kleinginne, 1981).  

Literature Review Deci & Ryan (1985a) proposed that interest 

and enjoyment are the main reasons for intrinsically 

motivated behavior. According to Reeve, Nix, and 

Hamm (2003), intrinsic motivation is behavior driven 

by the internal need to explore and learn. They also state 

Intrinsic Motivation 

Intrinsic motivation is treated as one of the 

most important components of motivation at the 
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that an activity of an individual should create pleasure 

or a challenge.  

which was also represented in self-respect and 

recognition. In general, self-esteem was confirmed as 

being a basic psychological need (Locke, 1996). Based 

on this need, on self-respect and recognition, an 

employee will be satisfied by receiving recognition or 

appreciation for a job well done or an accomplishment. 

Especially when recognition is expressed by a 

supervisor, the employee will feel satisfied and be 

motivated. Furthermore, recognition gives people 

positive information on their self-competence (Deci, 

1975) as well as self-efficacy (Bandura & Cervone, 

1983). Whereas the self-esteem of a person is the stable 

component of self-concept, self-efficacy (Bandura, 

1982) is rather related to the conviction of being able to 

fulfil a certain task. If there is a low degree of 

recognition, or even none, this will lead to a decrease in 

self-esteem, consequently causing negative feelings 

such as weakness, doubts in oneself, or, even worse, 

self-contempt (Locke, 1996; Maslow, 1954).  

Furthermore, intrinsic motivation is also an 

important aspect in building self-efficacy (Bandura & 

Schunk, 1981). More precisely, it fosters a sense of 

competence, self-determination, and self-esteem (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000).  

According to Deci and Ryan (1985b), intrinsic 

motivation is driven by three basic human needs: 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness.  

Harter (1981) suggested that intrinsic 

motivation contains three components: desire for 

challenge, curiosity, and autonomy.  

Ambrose and Kulik (1999) concluded that 

intrinsic motivation has as its main drivers enjoyment, 

interest, satisfaction of curiosity, self-expression, and 

challenge. 

In principle, there are two different types of 

motivational theories: content and process theories. 

Content theories aim at linking factors responsible for 

motivation. Motivation is assumed to be the personal 

need of an individual that is responsible for work-

related behavior. On the other hand, process theories 

define motivation as being linked to a certain goal. It 

can be observed as the effort put into reaching the goal 

as well as how well the person is targeting it 

(Rheinberg, 2002).  

Herzberg (1966), in his two-factor theory of 

motivators and hygienic factors, regarded recognition as 

a factor of intrinsic motivation. He understands that the 

component of intrinsic motivation satisfying self-esteem 

lies in not only recognizing but also appreciating the 

employee. For this reason, the term Acknowledgement 

will be used in this thesis.  

For most people, Acknowledgement is a 

motivational factor (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009). It is 

based on the self-concept, which can be considered as 

fragile because it seems to be a protection mechanism in 

human beings.  

Desjardins (2012) stated that leaders often aim 

at job satisfaction, which has a limited effect on 

increasing work performance. Therefore, he also 

proposed to introduce a model with leadership tasks 

supporting the motivation of employees, which would 

have a positive effect on work performance. Desjardins 

and Baker (2013) created the Leadership Task Model, 

reflecting both theories. The factors of motivation 

defined by Desjardins (2019) are Affiliation, 

Autonomy, Acknowledgement, Growth, Purpose and 

Achievement. These factors of intrinsic motivation 

correspond with the research and findings of this 

master’s thesis. Hence, this model will be used as a 

structure for the following theoretical chapters as well 

as the basis for operationalization in the Methodology 

section.  

In order to elevate themselves, individuals seek 

to improve their positive self-concept (Rogers, 1961). 

Therefore, people are interested in receiving positive 

feedback about themselves and their performed tasks.  

Feedback is even more important when a task 

is challenging for the employee. Challenging tasks 

require people to actively expand their capabilities and 

probably also their comfort zone. Thus they are more 

dependent on feedback to cope with this situation. In 

that case, feedback is highly effective and increases 

largely work motivation (Steers et al., 2004).  

Even more, Charles and Marshall (1992) 

revealed in a study that for some cases 

acknowledgement and appreciation can be the main 

reason for motivation at work (Simons & Enz, 1995). 

The positive effect of Acknowledgement on pupils’ 

Acknowledgement 

Individuals strive to elevate themselves, as 

reflected in Maslow’s hierarchy (Maslow, 1954), being 

one of the first to address the concept of self-esteem, 
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performance was also demonstrated by previous studies 

(Pajares & Schunk, 2001).  

based on a positive relationship of trust (McClelland, 

1961; Zimbardo & Formica, 1963). Furthermore, he 

described Affiliation as the need to feel a sense of 

involvement and to belong to a social group.  

When acknowledging, the leader has to 

acknowledge and appreciate the person, not the current 

performance, because the latter might not be constantly 

good and vary in quality (Desjardins, 2019).  

The human need to relate to other people and 

build trustful relationships can have a different 

importance to individuals (Desjardins & Baker, 2013).  In addition, performance also depends on 

external factors and persons, which most often cannot 

be controlled by the employee themselves. Hence, 

Acknowledgement based on performance and variable 

external factors, it is an unreliable source for self-

esteem. Besides, the person as well as the capabilities 

and positive characteristics should be highlighted. 

Substantial Acknowledgement is based on personal and 

trustful relationships between leader and subordinate 

(Gregory, 2010).  

Therefore, there are people with a stronger 

need for Affiliation, which will be reflected in a desire 

for friendly relationships with others as well as 

Acknowledgement from them. A strong connection to 

others will give the feeling of being part of something 

important with a powerful impact. If there is a high need 

for Affiliation, it can be expected that the person is 

likely to also place greater emphasis on supporting 

others (McClelland, 1961; Murray, 1938).  

In particular, coaching is a means of improving 

the competences of the employee. If leaders spend time 

with the subordinates to get to know the person and to 

listen to current issues, the leader will acknowledge the 

actual person, which will have a positive effect on the 

self-concept (Desjardins, 2019). 

In the Leadership Task Model, Affiliation is 

defined as a motivational factor that can only be 

triggered indirectly by a leader. However, it can be 

expected that people are looking for work and tasks that 

match their Affiliation needs. A leader should be aware 

of this and consider the individual’s need for Affiliation 

when staffing a project by defining a task to someone 

(Desjardins & Baker, 2013).  

In case of low self-efficacy, the leader needs to 

support the follower by coaching, training, and 

acknowledging them and to convince them that they 

have acquired the right level of skills to tackle the task 

(Gregory, 2010).  

According to Deci et al. (2017), when 

psychological needs such as Autonomy and competency 

are not met for an individual, the intrinsic motivation 

decreases. This is true for any of the intrinsic factors 

(Sullivan, 2019).  

In 1995, Kovach pointed out that 

Acknowledgement is perceived by supervisors and 

managers only as a minor component in work 

motivation, which again shows the need to address this 

topic and share the outcome of this qualitative research 

(Kovach, 1995).  

Furthermore, intrinsic motivation is enhanced 

by the social aspect of Affiliation (belongingness or 

relatedness). Hence the intrinsic motivation factor 

Affiliation plays a major role in intrinsic motivation 

(Deci et al, 1996).  

Affiliation 
Brunel’s research (1999) has shown that the 

motivation of employees is increased when the climate 

can be described as emphasizing. This positive effect of 

motivational climate can even be considered as more 

important than goal orientation because it helps people 

to be more self-determined.  

As another factor of intrinsic motivation, 

Affiliation is defined in this thesis. As early as 1954, 

Maslow pointed out the importance of people relating to 

others, which was defined as social belongingness in his 

hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1954). This was after 

Murray (1938) had first mentioned Affiliation in his 

taxonomy of needs, including achievement and power. 

A similar term, named relatedness, was used in various 

theories on motivation, too (Alderfer, 1972; Deci & 

Ryan, 1980).  

On the other hand, Affiliation can also have an 

increased importance in situations of fear and insecurity 

(Kassin et al., 2007).  

Changes in the business environment often 

cause a feeling of insecurity amongst the employees. 

For example, downsizing can lead to fear of losing 

one’s job and trigger a higher need for Affiliation. A 

good and trustful relationship with employees will be of 

The term Affiliation was popularized by 

McClelland (1961), which he defined as the need of 

individuals to work with other people. This work is 
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special importance when other aspects of intrinsic 

motivation are constrained by a situation of change. The 

need for Affiliation increases with other people 

experiencing the same situation. The relationship with 

other persons will help to get through stressful 

situations of anxiety (Baker, 1979).  

level of competencies of an individual (Desjardins, 

2019).  

In addition to pure Autonomy, McClelland 

(1961) defined power as the second component together 

with Autonomy in motivation. Whereas Autonomy is 

defined as the need for independence, power is defined 

as the desire of employees to control their environment. 

In the Leadership Task Model, Autonomy is defined as 

the need to control one’s work environment and make 

independent decisions (Desjardins & Baker, 2013).  

Autonomy 

Autonomy is also an important factor in 

intrinsic motivation. It can be considered to be a 

fundamental need of employee satisfaction and 

therefore motivation (Baldassarre, 2013).  

When employees’ need for Autonomy is 

satisfied, there will be a highly positive impact on the 

flexibility of the work process. Where employees are 

responsible for how they proceed with their work on 

their own, they are able to react quickly and freely to 

new customer demands (Desjardins, 2001).  

The principle of Autonomy has been defined 

by McClelland (1961) and in the SDT of Deci & Ryan 

(1980). Moreover, Herzberg (1966) has named it 

responsibility. Further authors who include the principle 

of Autonomy in their motivational theories are 

Hackman & Oldham (1976) and Maslow (1954).  

In realizing Autonomy at a workplace, the 

concept of empowerment as defined in the LTM and 

other theories should be applied (Conger & Kanungo, 

1988; Desjardins & Baker, 2013). Empowerment is 

defined as a task for the leader to create an autonomous 

work process for the follower. It consists of giving 

Autonomy itself, but also accepting the process and 

result of a follower. Process acceptance and results 

acceptance are achieved by an appropriate job design 

that creates control over the job for the employees 

(Hackman & Oldham, 1976).  

As already mentioned in a previous chapter, 

Deci and Ryan (1980) handled Autonomy in the SDT as 

a core concept, differentiating between autonomous 

motivation and controlled motivation. Moreover, 

Autonomy is also of particular importance for the 

Growth and wellness of an employee (Ryan & Deci, 

1985). Additionally, Autonomy (autonomous 

motivation) has a positive effect on wellbeing and work 

performance (Gagné & Deci, 2005). It is also a 

fundamental need and mandatory for human 

psychological health (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Gagné & 

Deci, 2005).  

A further possibility for creating Autonomy at 

the workplace is to consider different areas of the work 

environment. These areas of work Autonomy are the 

work goal, control of the work area, the work method, 

and the working time. Most likely the areas of work 

method, working time, and the start and end of the work 

can be left to employees to give them more Autonomy 

(Desjardins, 2001).  

Graves and Luciano revealed in their study 

linking employees’ leadership exchange with 

psychological needs that a good leader-employee 

exchange establishes the satisfaction of basic 

psychological needs, which will result in enhanced 

autonomous motivation and outcomes (Graves & 

Luciano, 2013). Other studies have demonstrated the 

positive correlation between perceived Autonomy and 

job performance (Ganster & Fusilier, 1989) as well as 

organizational productivity (Wall et al., 1986).  

Growth 

The motivational need for Growth is defined 

by several theories of motivation. Growth has been 

defined as a need for personal challenges and 

accomplishment as well as for learning and professional 

development (Graen et al., 1986). In the upper two 

levels of Maslow’s pyramid (1954), the need for 

Growth is reflected (“Esteem Needs” and “Self-

Actualization Need”). The same naming of Growth was 

used by Alderfer (1972) in his motivational theory, 

including existence and relatedness. Herzberg (1966) 

applied the same principle of Growth, but using the 

A recent study on the Leadership Task Model 

identified a high significance of Autonomy, which 

associated various motivational factors, but is also a 

motivational factor on its own.  (Geiselhardt, 2018).  

Autonomy is connected with Growth because 

one can only be autonomous in fields where one has the 

required competencies. It is therefore limited to the 
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term advancement & growth. He described it as the 

internal desire for personal development. In the SDT of 

Deci & Ryan (1980), it is called competence. However, 

all lead to the same principle.  

moderators of knowledge and skills as well as 

contextual satisfaction.  

The desire for Growth together with positive 

acknowledgement has a significant effect on motivation 

(Pajares & Schunk, 2001). Especially younger people 

with a high educational level can be strongly motivated 

by personal Growth (Wunderer & Mittmann, 1995).  

Houkes et al. (2003) found that the need for 

Growth has a positive relationship with intrinsic 

motivation. The value of actions that are intrinsically 

motivated is the accumulation of knowledge and skills 

that are used at a later point in time to enhance 

capabilities for accomplishing goals (Baldassarre, 

2011).  

In the context of developing industries, the 

relationship found by Shalley et al. (2009) can be 

important, as he found that Growth has a positive effect 

on creativity, if not even the biggest effect.  

According to Rogers’ personality theory 

(1961), people follow the need for self-actualization, 

meaning to develop their potential to the highest 

possible level. The SDT of Deci and Ryan (1980) 

follows the same principle, with competence being a 

fundamental component of their theory. However, they 

also highlight that an individual’s inherent potential is 

not revealed automatically, but depends on the social 

environment to create positive effects and foster 

development (Deci & Ryan, 1985a).  

When organizations help employees to identify 

and learn new skills and competences, it likely makes 

the organizational effectiveness better, but, more 

importantly, it will potentially prepare employees to 

meet developing job demands. Furthermore, this will 

also have a positive effect on employees’ motivation 

and their commitment to their work (Rothwell & 

Kazanas, 1989).  

In the flow theory of Csikszentmihályi (1997), 

individuals experience personal Growth while being in a 

“flow”. In such a state, employees master the tasks with 

which they are confronted. In this way, employees will 

grow with the challenges that arise, as they increase 

their skills and abilities.  

From a socio-biological point of view, Growth 

motivation stems from the greater probability of 

surviving with a higher level of competences 

(Desjardins, 2019).  

Following the SDT, an increased competence 

level of an individual will lead to a higher intrinsic 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1980). The underlying 

process is that a positive experience affects an 

employee’s feeling and enhances the perceived 

competence level. This improvement in the competence 

level will be intrinsically motivating.  

Purpose 

Ryff (1989) states from his research that 

Purpose is necessary to have a goal as a sense of 

direction, which will also create a meaning in 

individuals’ lives. With respect to work life, Thomas 

and Velthouse (1990) defined that the sense of Purpose, 

also reflected as a feeling of meaningfulness, has to be 

clear in order that work is intrinsically motivative.  

As already highlighted in the previous chapter 

on Autonomy, the motivation of Growth is strongly 

related to Autonomy, as it is necessary to gain 

additional competence besides the current level of skills 

(Chandler, 1969; Hackman & Oldham, 1976). The job 

characteristics model by Hackman and Oldham 

describes the relationship between the core job 

dimensions (skill variety, task identity, task 

significance, combined with Autonomy and feedback) 

and the critical psychological states (experienced 

meaningfulness of the work, experienced responsibility 

for outcomes of the work, and knowledge of the actual 

results of the work). Furthermore, they link positive 

outcome with high internal motivation, high quality of 

work performance, and high satisfaction with the work. 

It is important to mention that this model is based on the 

The origin of Purpose as a motivational factor 

can be described from a socio-biological point of view 

(Desjardins, 2019). In order to trigger an action by a 

human being, a Purpose has to be necessary. This serves 

as a mechanism saving energy if there is no cognition of 

the value for the individual. The roots of this behavior 

go back to former times when human beings had to 

collect and hunt for food, thereby gaining energy. 

Wasting energy on a behavior without Purpose was 

risking the survival of a human being. Applying this 

principle to the current situation, companies ask 

individuals to fulfil actions and tasks that have a value 

for the organization but not necessarily directly for the 

individual (Desjardins, 2019).  
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Therefore, it is important for leaders to connect 

the Purpose of a task not only to the needs of a 

cooperation but also to what is valuable for the 

individual. This awareness of work is not only for the 

company’s benefit, but also for the value of oneself and 

will be a strong motivation (Desjardins, 2012, 2019).  

However, Ryan and Deci (2000a) linked the 

value an action has for a person to their intrinsic 

motivation. In case an activity is not valued by an 

individual, it will result in amotivation. Therefore, an 

employee can only be completely intrinsically 

motivated by their job when the work corresponds with 

their values.  For Hackman and Oldham (1980), 

meaningfulness is a critical psychological state arising 

form the core job dimensions. In their job characteristics 

model, it is mandatory that employees perceive their job 

and effort as being important and valuable. When the 

employees’ work seems meaningful to them, this has an 

impact on their motivation (Hackman & Oldham, 1980; 

Pinder, 2008). The concept of Hackman and Oldham 

was empirically confirmed by the work of Gagné et al. 

(1997), revealing a significant positive correlation 

between intrinsic motivation and feeling meaningful at 

work.  

If there is an absence of Purpose, the work can 

lead to dissatisfaction, what could end up in a turnover 

intention as shown by Rosse & Miller (1984). Leaders 

have to be aware of such consequences and be 

conscious of providing Purpose and value to employees.  

Achievement  

People like Achievement. This was first 

mentioned by Murray (1938), who expounded the need 

for Achievement for the first time. The actions have to 

be intense and something difficult should be 

accomplished. The goal of the task has to feel like a win 

for the person performing it, therefore it has to be 

distanced.  

There are theories proposing to increase 

intrinsic motivation by horizontally enlarging the job, 

which can be realized by extending the activities 

employees are involved in or the task configurations 

they take part in (Csikszentmihályi, 1975; Deci, 1975; 

Gagné & Deci, 2005). In this manner, work will be 

more interesting, and furthermore it creates a greater 

sense of what the work is for. It will serve a better 

understanding of the big picture.  

In the concept “need for Achievement”, 

popularized by McClelland (1961), Achievement is 

defined as a motivational factor. He sees Achievement 

Motivation as a competitive behavior towards reaching 

a certain goal. In addition, Herzberg (1966) defined 

Achievement as a motivational factor, too.  

For employees with no sense of Purpose or 

clear vision of the direction the work will lead in, 

intrinsic motivation cannot be fully developed. This 

relates to the work of Maslow (1971), in which he 

explains that employees’ professional potential cannot 

be fully used as long as work is not experienced as 

Purposeful or meaningful. In order to link work-related 

goals to Purpose, the value of the goal should be derived 

from a higher level, which will create a meaning with 

respect to society and its members (Leontjew, 1977).  

Achievement is defined as a need for reaching 

a goal or a task leading to satisfaction. This was also 

claimed by Porter & Lawler (1968) in their motivation 

theory that performance Achievement is the reason for 

satisfaction; however, satisfaction does not lead to 

Performance / Achievement.  

According to Bandura (1982), self-efficacy is 

related to achievement. He also states that Achievement 

is of major importance for Achievement Motivation. 

Locke and Latham (1990) related self-efficacy to 

Achievement Motivation. The achievement of a goal 

can also be expressed as an internal reward. Locke and 

Latham even postulate that there is a relation between 

self-efficacy and the challenge of a task. As stated by 

them: the higher the self-efficacy, the higher the 

targeted goal can be. This is also in line with the theory 

of McClelland (1961), as individuals tend to avoid high- 

and low-risk situations. In order to reach an appropriate 

achievement, the goal should not be too easy as this 

would not be challenging enough to satisfy the need of 

Achievement. Consequentially, it would not evaluate 

Creating Purpose is directly linked to the goal-

setting theory of Locke and Latham (1990), also being a 

motivational theory, too. It is stated that the prerequisite 

for most human actions is to be Purposeful. In order to 

be Purposeful, the action has to be linked to the goal.  

From the perspective of Thomas (2009), the 

model of Deci mainly focuses on task activities as a 

source of intrinsic rewards. As a consequence, Purpose 

is excluded. The model of Thomas is built on Deci’s 

model but adding rewards derived from meaningfulness 

and progress.  
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the self-efficacy of the individual. On the other hand, 

the goal should not too high-risk, meaning that the 

Achievement might be from luck rather than due to 

one’s personal capabilities.  

interaction patterns, traits, role in relationships, 

influence, and fulfilment of an administrative position. 

According to Bass and Riggio (2006), Stogdill (1990) as 

well as Yukl (1989), there is no single correct definition 

of leadership, as it always depends on the researcher’s 

interest and purpose of the study. Bass and Stogdill 

(1990) stated that effective leadership is the interaction 

between group members that causes enhanced 

expectations as well as improving the group’s 

competence to solve problems or achieve goals.  

The psychologist Vroom (1964) has dealt with 

Achievement Motivation, linking his concept to three 

components. The invested effort in reaching a goal 

depends on the value the outcome has for the individual. 

Secondly, it depends on the assumption that the 

performance will lead to a reward. And, eventually, 

intrinsically motivated for Achievement, there has to be 

a positive likelihood that the spent effort will lead to the 

desired reward. When all three factors are positively 

satisfied, it is motivating for the person.  

From a review of transformational and 

charismatic leadership, Yukl (1999) states that both 

theories provide valuable information on effective 

leadership. Nevertheless, both theories demonstrate 

weaknesses in fully defining effective leadership. He 

further proposes some refinements in order to advance 

the theory. In addition, he points out that there is a 

difference between leadership and management 

addressing major topics. Kotter (1990) highlighted the 

differences between leadership and management. Until 

then, the distinction between managers and leaders had 

been stated as follows: “Managers are people who do 

things right and leaders are people who do the right 

thing” (Bennis & Nanus, 1985).  

In addition to the elevating effect of a goal, the 

goal itself shall be specific. As highlighted by Locke 

and Latham (1990), the challenge of a goal needs to be 

in accordance with the capabilities and competence of 

the individual. Even more studies concur that the right 

challenging goals can increase performances of 

employees (Locke & Latham, 1984).  

This is also known as the high-performance 

cycle (Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002). It links goals, 

rewards, and performances. After a specified goal is 

achieved by the follower’s performance, it will have 

two effects – the satisfaction when the goal is reached, 

being a valuable reward, and the enhancement of the 

self-efficacy, since a challenging goal has been reached. 

Both together will lead to setting higher goals for the 

next tasks.  

In Kotter’s definition, management is the 

organization of processes, planning, budgeting 

controlling, and problem-solving; whereas leadership 

aligns, inspires, and motivates people to follow the 

established direction. In a similar manner, Zaleznik 

(1977) differentiated leaders from managers. Managers 

are task-oriented, support stability, foster authority, 

comply with role responsibilities, and are concerned 

about progress. On the other hand, leaders are human-

oriented, promote change, introduce new approaches, 

and are concerned about the commitments, beliefs, and 

motivation of followers (Zaleznik, 1977).  

Leadership and the Awareness of Intrinsic 

Motivation 

The concept of leadership can be understood 

very differently because it strongly depends on the point 

of view (Behrendt et al., 2017; Winston & Patterson, 

2006). Stogdill (1974) concluded that the variety of 

leadership definitions might be as high as the number of 

persons creating a definition of the concept leadership. 

Yukl reviewed several major theories of leadership in 

his paper on “Managerial leadership: A review of theory 

and research” (Yukl, 1989). Up to now, still no singular 

definition of leadership has emerged, but it is assumed 

that there are about 1,400 different definitions of leaders 

and leadership (Volkmann, 2012).  

Desjardins (2012) combines both aspects of 

managers and leaders when he defines good leadership 

as the fulfilment of the role of achieving organizational 

goals, but also creating intrinsic motivation at the same 

time. As can be deducted from the theoretical 

framework of motivation (previous chapters), especially 

intrinsic motivation is a key component and essential 

foundation for managers as well as leaders fulfilling 

their roles.  

Based on the assumption that intrinsic 

motivation is essential to fulfilling the role of a good 

leader, the question arises, what is leaders’ awareness of 

intrinsic motivation?  

Yukl et al. (2013) affirmed the diversity of 

possible leadership definitions and stated that leadership 

can be defined in various perspectives such as behavior, 
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In general, there are many studies into how 

leadership behavior or styles can influence employees’ 

intrinsic motivation, performance, creativity, and so on. 

Tu and Lu (2016) investigated the cognitive mechanism 

between ethical leadership and followers’ extra-role 

performance. Furthermore, they figured out that 

intrinsic motivation also moderates the connection 

between ethical leadership and the self-efficacy of 

subordinates. How ethical leadership influences the 

innovative work behavior of leaders through intrinsic 

motivation was the subject of Yidong and Xinxin’s 

study (2013).  

derived in the theoretical framework, will be used. From 

this question and the theory, the following two 

assumptions or research questions have to be derived:  

First: The factors of intrinsic motivation are 

fully known by leaders.  

Second: The factors of intrinsic motivation are 

fully understood by leaders. 

In order to verify these assumptions, the 

leaders’ knowledge and understanding of the six factors 

of intrinsic motivation will be determined in qualitative 

research. Furthermore, it could also be of interest 

whether the difference between extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivation is known, as it is essential that leaders also 

use the right factors of motivation and do not to confuse 

extrinsic with intrinsic aspects. However, a verification 

of such a hypothesis would be beyond the scope of this 

thesis. Therefore, only observations from the interviews 

in this direction will be stated in the interpretation. It is 

not intended in this research but shall simply provide 

impetus for future studies.  

Sperber and Linder (2018) continued the 

research into the influence that the top management 

team has on innovativeness. They conducted qualitative 

interviews with 44 top management members of 24 

multinational companies. For the investigations, they 

used a qualitative comparative analysis. Sperber and 

Linder used for their research the definitions by Bass 

(1990) and Avolio (1999) of transformational 

leadership, as reflected in terms of charisma, idealized 

influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual 

stimulation, and individualized consideration.  

Methodology 

This research has the goal of collecting primary 

data based on qualitative interviews. The interviews will 

be conducted face-to-face.  

Looking at the given example, none of the 

studies addresses the awareness of intrinsic motivation 

in leadership. Therefore, the research question for this 

paper will aim at progressing research in this direction. 
For this research, a qualitative content analysis 

will be applied (Mayring, 2002). This method is 

strongly structured and supports an objective evaluation. 

In the following section, the procedure of the applied 

content analysis will be described (Mayring, 2010). The 

literature review on motivation, especially intrinsic 

motivation, and the awareness of leadership is used as a 

starting point. From this basis, the research questions 

are defined. The following step is the description of the 

sample and methodology. It will be a deductive content 

analysis, as it is most appropriate to compare the theory 

with the resulting content of the analysis. Before the 

empirical determination, an operationalization of the 

theory will be established creating a pre-coding with 

categories and codes that will be used for the coding. In 

addition, it is validated that the categories from the pre-

coding adequately represent the spectrum of answers.  

 

Research Questions & Methods 

As mentioned in the introduction, the goal of 

this research is to investigate if leaders are aware of 

intrinsic motivation, as it is part of the role of a leader 

(Desjardins, 2012). In addition, intrinsic motivation also 

increases the level of performance, supports good-

quality work, as well as contributing to the wellness of 

employees. (Deci et al., 2017). Compared to extrinsic 

motivation, the effect of intrinsic motivation lasts longer 

and is more effective (Pinder, 2008).  

Before leaders can apply the principles of 

intrinsic motivation, they need to know about it and 

understand the concept. The steps of knowledge, 

comprehension, and application follow the taxonomy of 

learning (Bloom et al., 1976). Therefore, it is an 

important question whether leaders know and 

understand the concept of intrinsic motivation. To 

answer this question, the factors of intrinsic motivation, 

 

Data Sample 

For this qualitative research, the sampling is 

based on the principle of saturation, such that the 



Journal of Applied Leadership and Management, 8, 134 – 151  

  

 

 
 JALM, 2020, Volume 8 

143 

researcher becomes empirically confident, which is 

based on well-founded theory. Whether or not 

additional data collection is necessary depends on the 

researcher’s decision (Saunders et al., 2018). There are 

also hybrid forms of saturations defined by Drisko 

(1997), who defines saturation as comprehensiveness of 

data collection and data analysis. A similar definition of 

saturation is given in a way that no new codes occur or 

are already considered by other codes (Birks & Mills, 

2015). The approach of saturation is also considered as 

the “gold standard” for determining sampling sizes 

(Morse, 2015). In cases where a study is continued for a 

long time, there will always be the potential for some 

“new” codes to emerge. However, Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) suggest that saturation is the point where nothing 

really new occurs and a continuation of data collection 

can even be “counter-productive”.  

divided into two groups: twelve leaders of employees 

(55%) and ten leaders of leaders (45%). From each 

group, five people will be chosen randomly by drawing 

lots. This will result in a distribution of the questioned 

leaders of 50% to 50%. The experience as a leader 

varies from six months to more than 20 years. 

Furthermore, the representativity can be checked by 

using the gender information. In the whole company, 

only 17% of leaders are female, whereas 33% of the 

interviewed people are women (three). This is a fair 

representativeness with respect to gender; however, 

there is no evidence in literature that the awareness of 

motivation depends on gender. Due to this fact, the 

selected sample is considered to be representative for 

this qualitative research. Since no interviewee declined 

to take part, no additional candidate was selected by a 

lot. 

In some studies, the point of saturation is 

claimed (Otmar et al., 2011), but the data collection is 

continued to “confirm” (Jassim & Whitford, 2014) or 

validate (Vandecasteele et al., 2015) this.  

Operationalization 

In order to follow a structured process to 

compare the results from qualitative research with 

existing literature, a deductive content analysis is an 

appropriate method (Mayring, 2002). To follow this 

deductive content analysis, the approach of an 

explicating categorization is briefly described below. 

The explicit categories, e.g. Affiliation and Growth, are 

derived from the previously performed literature 

research. Therefore, the definition of these categories 

and codes is rather constrained by the literature, other 

than for an inductive content analysis, where the 

categories will be mainly created and refined during the 

research.  

To start qualitative research, an initial 

estimation of the sample size is necessary to plan the 

survey. During the research process, this sample size 

will be continuously evaluated. For the conclusion of 

this paper, the first estimation will also be discussed 

against the actual number of interviews (Malterud et al., 

2016). In order to ascertain the initial number of 

interviews, there are several sources in literature. 

Namey et al. (2016) found that the median number of 

interviews to reach 80% to 90% saturation is eight, 

repetitively 16 interviews. The result of the research 

conducted by Guest et al. (2017) revealed that 70% of 

all codes are found in the first six interviews and 92% 

are determined within the first twelve interviews. 

Galvin (2015) states that saturation is largely achieved 

after twelve interviews but definitely after 30. For this 

research, the initial number of interviews is set at ten 

interviews, as this is expected to reach a sufficient level 

of saturation.  

The categories and related codes are derived 

from the literature review and are used as basic coding. 

The following table lists the factors of intrinsic 

motivation with the corresponding codes as derived 

from the literature review. In the third column, the 

unique labels for one dedicated code are given. The 

same labelling is used for coding the interviews.  

 

 The sample is from an engineering company 

(about 1,500 employees) in the high-technology sector 

located in Germany. All participants in the interviews 

are German and have a background in natural science or 

engineering.  

Determining the sample, the interviewer 

creates a list of all leaders in the company he knows. 

The list represents 22 leaders, five females (23%) and 

17 males (77%). Additionally, the total number is 
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 Empirical Results 
Table 1:   
Pre-coding of Intrinsic Motivation Categories 

Summary of Results 
 

Categories Code 

Affiliation Interaction with people Referring to the beginning of the chapter at 

which the coding was assessed, until the rest of the 

coding, there was no need to create an additional code. 

In this chapter, the results of all categories are 

summarized and illustrated in dedicated plots giving the 

overview of all categories and codes for intrinsic factors 

and extrinsic rewards.  

Relationship with other people 

Acknowledgement Personal and trustful relationship 

Give the feeling of being capable 

Feedback 

Growth Expand capabilities In total, there are fifteen codes for intrinsic 

motivation. Nine of them were mentioned by more than 

five candidates. Furthermore, eleven codes were 

mentioned by more than three candidates. The 

following aspects were mentioned three times “Give the 

feeling of being capable”, “Increase confidence in 

capability”, “Independent decision-making”. It has to be 

emphasized that “Acceptance of result” was not 

mentioned once.  

Increase confidence in capability 

Achievement Gaining internal reward 

Investing effort will lead to 

fulfilment of goal 

Challenging task 

Purpose The invested effort will be useful 

contribution toward common goal 
To illustrate the counts of factors of intrinsic 

motivation, reflected in the six categories, Figure 1 is 

used. To recapitulate, the category is counted, and 

thereby considered as known, if a candidate mentioned 

one or more aspects (codes) of the motivational factor. 

The factors “Affiliation”, “Growth” and “Achievement” 

were mentioned by all candidates. The second bar 

indicates the eight counts of “Acknowledgement”, and 

the last bar for “Autonomy” has five counts.  

Valuable for the person 

Autonomy Own process 

Acceptance of results 

Independent decision-making 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  

Counting of Categories of Intrinsic Motivation regarding Knowledge  
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Further information can be taken from the 

following illustration, as Figure 2 shows the counts of 

candidates who mentioned all corresponding codes in a 

category. This analysis reveals information on the 

second research question addressing the understanding 

of intrinsic motivation. 

 

Figure 2:  

Counting of Categories of Intrinsic Motivation regarding Understanding  

 

  

 

Interpretation and Verification of the 

Assumptions 

absolute number for the knowledge. The reason for this 

is that the data are based on a qualitative content 

analysis evaluating the data from interviews, which are 

no absolute manner to measure. However, the 

comparison gives a good enough idea to make a 

statement regarding the verification of the first 

assumption.  

The following chapter will discuss the results 

presented before and link them to the theoretical 

framework. The fact that there were no additional codes 

created after the pre-coding indicates that a good 

literature basis was established in advance of the survey. 

An additional argument supporting the claim of a good 

theoretical framework is the rather high number of 

counts of the intrinsic factors. All factors (named 

categories for the coding) could be counted at least five 

times, but five of them more than eight times. Three 

were mentioned by all candidates (see Figure 1).  

 The factors of intrinsic motivation are fully 

known by leaders. 

The assumption, as it is stated, suggests that all 

leaders know all factors of intrinsic motivation. 

However, this cannot be supported, as not all leaders 

have identified all factors. Not identifying all factors is 

not the ultimate argument to reject the first assumption, 

as a leader could just not remember the factor in the 

interview. But the fact that in some cases a candidate 

argued that a factor of intrinsic motivation (from the 

literature review) does not affect motivation is evidence 

that the factors of intrinsic motivation are not fully 

known.  

Taking into account that, in total, each factor of 

intrinsic motivation could be counted 52 times, this 

points to rather good knowledge of intrinsic motivation. 

There were ten interviews, and six factors could be 

mentioned in each, which could have led to a maximum 

of 60 counts. The comparison of the counts can only be 

used as an indication but must not be used as an 
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An interesting supplement to the statement is 

an observation from the interviews. In most of the 

interviews, the factors of intrinsic motivation could be 

deduced directly form the explanation given by the 

leaders. Only a few times did a question needed to be 

raised by pointing at a factor, to ask whether this factor 

is seen as relevant for motivation. Considering this and 

the previous deduction, one could rephrase the research 

question in the following way: “Leaders have a good 

knowledge of the factors of intrinsic motivation”. In 

contrast to the original stated, this one is likely to not be 

rejected, as a great number of the leaders identified the 

factors of intrinsic motivation.  

identified three times, which is interestingly less than 

the other two factors. All three aspects of 

Acknowledgement were mentioned by three candidates. 

In addition, it was also claimed during the interviews 

that giving feedback does not affect motivation but 

rather acts against it. It was stated that giving feedback 

has the same mechanism as monetary rewards, causing 

dissatisfaction on a long-term basis. Based on this 

statement, which argues against the derived literature, 

and the few times all codes were mentioned, this factor 

of intrinsic motivation is postulated to be only 

understood partially.  

The factor Growth consists of the two aspects 

“expand capabilities” and “increase confidence in 

capability”. Nine of the candidates mentioned that it is 

important for motivation that employees learn in order 

to gain deeper knowledge or expand their capabilities. 

Therefore, this aspect seems to be present in the 

cognition of leaders. On the other hand, there is a 

significant difference with regard to the code C-2 

“increase confidence in capability”. The second aspect 

seems to rarely be present, and all codes were only 

named by three candidates. As an increase in confidence 

is considered as an important component for the author, 

it cannot be concluded that Growth is fully understood 

by leaders, but rather partially.  

A conclusion on the understanding of intrinsic 

motivation is drawn by assessing the codes of the 

various factors. It is assumed that one has to be aware of 

the aspects of an intrinsic motivational factor in order to 

understand the complete factor. The consideration is 

that the aspects describe the mechanism of a factor and 

therefore these aspects (reflected in the codes) are 

essential to understanding the factor. Hence the 

understanding of these codes is assessed and considered 

as being fully understood if a candidate mentions all 

corresponding codes in one category.  

Other than for the categories, the different 

codes were not mentioned by the interviewer if a 

candidate did not mentioned them without prompting. 

The codes are only deduced from the statements that the 

candidates gave. Thus, the argument that a candidate 

might know about an aspect but just not remember it at 

that moment has a higher relevance.  

Studying the understanding of Achievement 

Motivation, the three derived aspects “gaining internal 

reward”, “invested effort will lead to fulfilment of the 

goal”, and to have “challenging tasks” were assessed. 

All three codes were mentioned by at least five 

candidates. However, all aspects were mentioned by 

only three candidates. Evidence to verify the second 

assumption, that “the factors of intrinsic motivation are 

fully understood by leaders”, cannot be confirmed with 

respect to this factor.  

Often mentioned were the two codes of 

Affiliation, with “interaction with people” identified as 

motivating by nine candidates and the “relationship with 

other people” also mentioned by eight. Overall, seven 

candidates mentioned both aspects of Affiliation as 

derived from literature. Therefore, it is argued that this 

factor is understood rather well. Bearing in mind that an 

aspect could be known but just not remembered during 

the interview, one could even interpret this factor is 

being fully understood.  

As regards Purpose, the following two codes 

have been established and verified. The first aspect, that 

“invested effort will lead to fulfilment of common 

goal”, was mentioned in six interviews. Additionally, it 

was stated by eight leaders that a task has to be 

“valuable for the person”. Both aspects were mentioned 

by five candidates. The facts that both codes were 

broadly present in the interview and five candidates 

mentioned all aspects provide good evidence that the 

second research question can be supported for this 

factor of intrinsic motivation.  

Acknowledgement seems to be an interesting 

factor, as there is a significant difference in the 

occurrence of the three codes. To give “feedback” was 

mentioned by seven candidates as having a positive 

effect on motivation; and seven times as well, it was 

stated that a “personal and trustful relationship” has to 

be the basis for Acknowledgement. The third aspect of 

“giving people the feeling of being capable” was only 

For the sixth factor of intrinsic motivation, 

Autonomy, three codes were identified. The first aspect, 
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“own process”, was mentioned by five candidates, 

which is half of the total. The second, “acceptance of 

results”, was not mentioned once, so there is a strong 

indication that this aspect of Autonomy motivation is 

not known nor understood. Furthermore, there is also an 

indication for this argument with regard to the aspect 

“independent decision making” because this code was 

only mentioned three times in all interviews. Compared 

to all other factors of intrinsic motivation, it appears to 

be the least understood, which is reinforced by the fact 

that no candidate mentioned all three codes.  

assumed as sufficient quality criteria for the survey and 

analysis. Therefore, the qualitative content analysis is 

considered as being an appropriate method for the 

purpose of the research, because not everything is 

covered in the paraphrasing of the interviews, as there is 

no full transcription.  

Verifying the first assumption “The factors of 

intrinsic motivation are fully known by leaders”, it is 

concluded that the factors of intrinsic motivation are not 

fully known, which leads to not supporting the 

assumption. The main reasons are the clearly stated 

negative effect of feedback on employees’ motivation, 

arguing against the motivational effect of feedback and 

Acknowledgement (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009; Steers et 

al., 2004). Nonetheless, the results suggest a good 

knowledge of intrinsic motivational factors, even if they 

are not fully known.  

Deriving the overall verification of the research 

question, the six factors are assessed individually. From 

the assessment of the factors of intrinsic motivation 

Affiliation and Purpose, there is limited evidence that 

the assumption needs to be rejected. However, from the 

verification of Acknowledgement, Growth, 

Achievement, and Autonomy, there is strong evidence 

that the research question is not supported. Concluding 

from the verification of the second research question: 

“The factors of intrinsic motivation are fully understood 

by leaders” is not supported.  

Following the taxonomy of learning defined by 

Bloom et al. (1976), the second research question 

focuses on the understanding of intrinsic motivation by 

leaders: “The factors of intrinsic motivation are fully 

understood by leaders”. As assumption one is not 

supported, logic suggests that assumption two is not 

supported either, which was also verified based on the 

compiled data. However, there is more evidence for the 

rejection of this assumption, as the aspect of accepting 

results of a subordinate was not mentioned once in all 

interviews. This fact demonstrates that there is no full 

understanding of all aspects of intrinsic motivation 

because “result acceptance” is a contributor to 

motivation (Desjardins & Baker, 2013).  

 

Conclusions 

 

Studying the awareness of intrinsic motivation 

of leaders, a qualitative content analysis has been 

applied to data from qualitative interviews (Mayring, 

2010). All interviews were conducted in the same 

internationally active company in a high-tech 

engineering environment. The fact that all interviewees 

work in the same company located in Germany and 

provided a convenient sample should be interpreted as a 

limitation of this research. With respect to the gender, 

level, and experience of a leader, the representativity is 

discussed in the respective chapter and considered as 

appropriate for this research. A further limitation is the 

fact that if a factor of intrinsic motivation was not 

mentioned by the interviewee, it was raised by the 

interviewer. Even if it was intended to help the 

candidates to remember their knowledge, this might 

introduce a manipulating component.  

Furthermore, it is interesting that the codes 

relating to supporting the self-esteem of employees 

were mentioned less than all other codes. These codes 

are the “giving the feeling of being capable” aspect of 

Acknowledgement (Locke, 1996), the “increase 

confidence in capability” aspect of Growth (Deci & 

Ryan, 1980), and the “independent decision-making” 

aspect of Autonomy (Desjardins & Baker, 2013). The 

last aspect, “independent decision-making”, related to 

Autonomy is not directly derived from self-esteem, 

however it is considered that a good level of self-esteem 

is necessary to make independent decisions and to 

motivate people. In particular, the positive effect of 

autonomous motivation was highlighted by Deci et al. 

(2017), as they postulate that it will foster a high level 

of performance with good quality as well as the 

wellness of employees. For further research, the author 

recommends quantitatively verifying whether the 

The initial number of ten interviews was 

derived from experience cited in literature. After four 

interviews, the pre-coded codes were checked and 

confirmed to be correct for the goal of the research. 

Furthermore, it is considered that saturation of the 

qualitative research is reached with ten candidates 

(Malterud et al., 2016). The performed sanity checks are 
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mentioned aspects relating to self-esteem are less 

comprehensive in leaders’ cognition than other aspects. 

Generally, as this research is qualitative and aimed at 

gaining a basic understanding of the cognition and 

comprehension on intrinsic motivation in leadership, it 

is obvious that quantitative research should follow.  
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