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Abstract 
Globally, improving the degree of self-development of workers is very critical 
for companies to promote sustainable development. In an attempt to find an 
appropriate way to motivate and empower employees to be creative, organi-
zations and management experts have come to realize that employees’ opera-
tional autonomy and intrinsic motivation are paramount. This research ex-
plores how the connection between employee autonomy and employee inno-
vation is mediated by employee intrinsic motivation. Using the Hayes Process 
model of mediation, we collected and analyzed data from a sample of 133 
employees of selected institutions in Ghana. The findings show that the rela-
tionship between employee autonomy and employee creativity is mediated by 
employee intrinsic motivation. Thus, our analysis found that there is a signif-
icant connection between employee autonomy and creativity. Also, there was 
a significant relationship between employee autonomy and intrinsic motiva-
tion. Equally, we realized a significant relationship between intrinsic motiva-
tion and employee creativity. These findings highlight the need to develop 
more strategies and principles of motivation in organizations. The study re-
commends that policymakers in organizations attach the necessary attention 
to the intrinsic side of employees’ motivation for better performance to spur 
productivity. 
 

Keywords 
Employee Autonomy, Intrinsic Motivation, Employee Creativity, 
Self-Determination Theory, Mediation Analysis 

How to cite this paper: Alhassan, Y.M., 
Akparep, J.Y. and Ngmenkpieo, F. (2022). 
Employee Autonomy and Employee Crea-
tivity: The Mediating Role of Intrinsic Moti-
vation. Open Journal of Leadership, 11, 
356-369. 
https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2022.114019 
 
Received: August 21, 2022 
Accepted: November 5, 2022 
Published: November 8, 2022 
 
Copyright © 2022 by author(s) and  
Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative 
Commons Attribution International  
License (CC BY 4.0). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/   

  Open Access

https://www.scirp.org/journal/ojl
https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2022.114019
https://www.scirp.org/
https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2022.114019
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Y. M. Alhassan et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojl.2022.114019 357 Open Journal of Leadership 
 

1. Introduction 

According to Pascale et al. (2001), the business environment of organizations 
experiences constant changes and the survival of organizations within that tur-
bulence depends on their ability to innovate and adapt to the environment. The 
human capital theory suggests that the employee of the firm is a unique compe-
tence that produces innovation through the unique ability to be creative (Tan, 
2014). Work has become increasingly knowledge-based in the 21st century and it 
takes only creative employees to achieve innovation for their organizations 
(Fischer et al., 2019).  

Based on the above, there have been several efforts by management scholars 
and professionals to create an internal organizational environment conducive 
enough to propel creativity, innovation, and adaptation among employees to 
enhance the survival of their organizations within the turbulent business envi-
ronment (Pascale et al., 2001; Glasberg & Ouerghemi, 2011). The individual cre-
ative behaviors of employees are keys to promoting organizational creativity and 
innovation (McGregor, 1960). In support of this argument, Unsworth and Park-
er (2003) argue that individual employee creativity contributes significantly to 
the performance of organizations. De Jong and Den Hartog (2007) suggest that 
organizations would be more innovative if they rely on and make use of the in-
novative capabilities of their employees. Further, Glasberg and Ouerghemi 
(2011) suggest that human behavior plays a major role in the innovative beha-
viors of the organization. Employee behavior is greatly determined by several 
factors, but the most important ones are incentive and reward systems (motiva-
tion) and organizational culture (Nacinovic et al., 2009).  

An existing study suggests that employee autonomy plays a significant role in 
stimulating the needed creativity among employees (Sia & Appu, 2015). While 
studies are stressing the importance of employee autonomy, some organizations 
reduce it to mere employee empowerment through participation. However, the 
21st-century employee needs more than participation to get the best part of his or 
her creative and innovative abilities for the organization (Weinstein et al., 2012). 
Therefore, understanding the relationships that exist among employee autono-
my, intrinsic motivation, and employee creativity will help advance our know-
ledge of what facilitates organizations’ adaptability and innovation. Much has 
been done in the fields of employee autonomy, intrinsic motivation, and em-
ployee creativity. Also, it can be seen that all the concepts (employee autonomy, 
intrinsic motivation, and employee creativity) are of critical importance to the 
theory of Self-Determination (SDT) (Fischer et al., 2019). It is in light of this that 
some scholars proposed the SDT as a working and a reliable framework for un-
derstanding the employee and his/her work attitude.  

It is however obvious that fewer attempts have been made to comprehend the 
connections among employees’ autonomy, creativity, and intrinsic motivation. 
This research aims to understand how the relationships between workers’ au-
tonomy and their creativity are mediated by their intrinsic motivation. This 
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study assesses and provides empirical evidence on whether intrinsic motivation 
mediates the interaction of employee autonomy and employee creativity among 
Ghanaian workers. This study, therefore, finds out whether there is a relation-
ship between employee autonomy and employee creativity. It also assesses the 
relationship between employee autonomy and intrinsic motivation. Finally, it 
investigates whether intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between em-
ployee autonomy and employee creativity.  

2. Literature Review 

This section explores evidence in literature on the relationships among the va-
riables under study in the research. In doing that, the mediating role of em-
ployee intrinsic motivation on the link between employee autonomy and em-
ployee creativity are looked at. 

2.1. Employee Autonomy and Employee Intrinsic Motivation 

Amabile (1988) states that an organizational environment that promotes em-
ployee operational autonomy promotes employee creativity. This was a result of 
research the author conducted to construct a model of individual creativity and 
how it influences organizational innovation. However, the research did not find 
any mediation effect of the intrinsic motivation in the relationship between 
workplace autonomy and creative performance. In line with the author’s conclu-
sion is the finding of Choi et al. (2009) that close monitoring of employees posi-
tively relates to employee creativity. Their study was based on a survey of Cana-
dian employees across different industries. This research, however, did not deal 
much with the strength of the relationship since it was set out to identify some 
organizational features that inhibit employee creativity. Ben-Hur and Kinley 
(2016) try to help managers understand the concept of intrinsic motivation and 
how employee behavior can be changed. They discussed the concept and pro-
vided its components. The authors noted that intrinsic motivation is comprised 
of; autonomy, mastery, and connection. They recommended that managers 
should foster employees’ feelings of autonomy, mastery, and connection to in-
crease intrinsic motivation among their employees. However, they did not con-
duct an empirical study to test the model they have presented. Choong et al. 
(2014) notes that workplace autonomy and workers’ intrinsic motivation are 
significantly related. They made this conclusion after surveying 203 academic 
staff in Malaysia’s private universities about the link between workers’ autonomy 
and their intrinsic motivation and how they contribute to organizational com-
mitment. With this, they indicated that the connection between employees’ au-
tonomy and their intrinsic motivation plays a key role in fostering organization-
al commitment. However, these conclusions were based on self-reported data. 
Also, the study was a cross-sectional one and this affects the generalizability of 
the study. 

H1: employee autonomy positively relates to employee intrinsic motivation. 
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2.2. Intrinsic Motivation and Employee Creativity 

The impact of employee intrinsic motivation on employee creativity may be 
controversial (Wang et al., 2021). Lempiälä and Vanharanta (2018) recognize 
personal interest and organizational gain as the innovators’ two motivational 
drivers and explored how they work in determining the level of intrinsic motiva-
tion of innovators towards innovative efforts. They found out that, even though 
it is necessary to set boundaries for the creative activities of innovators for orga-
nizational benefits, it is equally important for innovators to have a sense of au-
tonomy. The study findings acknowledged the importance of intrinsic motiva-
tion on employee well-being and creativity. However, the researchers used a case 
study method which is dependent on a few cases. These findings are similar to 
those of Li et al. (2018) who found that intrinsic motivation links employee au-
tonomy to employee creativity. Dewett (2007) conducted a study of 165 R & D 
personnel from organizations in the USA. The researchers note that intrinsic 
motivation is a major precedent for the creativity of employees. Also, a task- 
based measure of intrinsic motivation was used and found to be appropriate; 
meaning managers could manipulate employee intrinsic motivation using work 
tasks. However, his study findings were based on self-reported data. Gupta and 
Banerjee (2016), in an attempt to create antecedents of organizational creativity 
model at a Multi-level approach, identified several factors including employee 
creativity and intrinsic motivation as the antecedents of firm creativity. They as-
serted that organizational creativity is comprised of individual creativity and 
group/team creativity. They further observed that employee intrinsic motivation 
promotes employee creativity. However, this study was a literature review and 
did not test its model with empirical evidence. Saari (2012) sets out to further 
understand the concept of intrinsic motivation from the perspectives of psy-
chology and neuroimaging. To clarify the idea of intrinsic motivation, the au-
thor adopted a critical analysis of research. The study revealed a positive associa-
tion of intrinsic motivation and variables like persistence, conceptual learning, 
innovation, and both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. However, the analysis 
was not based on empirical data. This affects the generalizability of the findings 
of the analysis. In another study, intrinsic motivation is seen to partially mediate 
the link between authoritarian-benevolent leadership and students’ creativity 
(Xia et al., 2021). This means that intrinsic motivation of employees impacts 
their creativity. 

H2: employee intrinsic motivation positively relates to employee creativity. 

2.3. Employee Autonomy and Employee Creativity 

Lempiälä and Vanharanta (2018) suggest that creative innovators need a high 
sense of autonomy to exhibit their innovative behaviors for the benefit of the 
organization. They tried to comprehend by re-conceptualizing the paradox of 
control-freedom in guiding and inspiring innovators in their research. In the 
study, they analyzed several studies systematically and conducted case studies. 
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They finally concluded that it is essential to set boundaries for innovators but it 
is equally important to provide a high level of autonomy so that they can be cre-
ative. However, the researchers used a case study method which is dependent on 
a few cases. Sia and Appu (2015) found a similar relationship between employee 
autonomy and employee creativity. In their study, they realized that work au-
tonomy provided and promoted creativity within the organization. However, 
self-reported data were used in their analysis which could expose the study to 
biases of respondents. Ekmekçi and Tekin (2011) support the argument that 
employee autonomy is related positively to employee creativity. Their view is 
based on an empirical study conducted among 154 employees and supervisors in 
two organizations that operate in the white-goods sector of Turkey. They tried to 
find out the relationship between work environment and organizational creativ-
ity. However, the subject of the study was organizational creativity. Notwith-
standing this, the results are still relevant because organizational creativity com-
prises of individual and team creativity (Gupta and Banerjee, 2016). 

H3: employee autonomy relates positively to employee creativity. 

3. Conceptual Framework for This Study 

For this study, the researchers propose the following framework for the analysis 
of the hypothesis: 

Figure 1. A theoretical framework of the study noting that employee autono-
my relates with employee creativity and employee intrinsic motivation mediates 
that relationship. 

Based on Figure 1, the study tests the following general hypothesis: 
H: intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between employee autono-

my and employee creativity. 

4. Methodology  
4.1. Research Design, Population and Sample 

In this study, a survey design was adopted in an attempt to collect data to ad-
dress the research problem. Thus, a survey was conducted with the help of a 
questionnaire. The target population for this study was workers of organizations 
in the private sector of Ghana. 200 questionnaires were administered but 133  
 

 
Figure 1. The mediation model for this study. Source: Literature analysis. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2022.114019


Y. M. Alhassan et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojl.2022.114019 361 Open Journal of Leadership 
 

questionnaires were retrieved at the end of the data collection, representing 
66.5% response rate. In completing the questionnaires, we informed the respon-
dents that there were no right or wrong answers. We assured respondents of 
their anonymity and confidentiality of their responses. The sample was obtained 
using a convenience sampling technique. This is similar to the method employed 
by Nili and Tasavori (2022) when gathering data regarding employee creativity 
in Iran. Data obtained was analyzed using PROCESS 3.4v in the SPSS software. 

4.2. Measures 

Authorship/Self-congruence: This construct examines how someone’s ideas, 
wants, and priorities influence their behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Koestner & 
Losier, 2002). Respondents rated how well the items reflected the reasons why 
basic rules are crucial for intrinsic motivation on a Likert-type scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For example, “My decisions 
represent my most important values and feelings.” Internal consistency is equal 
to .852. 

Interest-taking: The concept assesses how organizational agents focus on in-
ternal and external events instinctively and freely (Weinstein et al., 2012). Par-
ticipants reported the extent to which the items show the reasons why fewer 
central control structures are required for employee intrinsic motivation on a 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree For in-
stance, “I often reflect on why I react the way I do.” It has an internal consisten-
cy of α = .846.  

Susceptibility to Control: This construct attempts to understand how an in-
dividual employee is externally regulated and/or responds to authority-imposed 
control pressures. It is made up of five Likert-type items with responses ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (strongly agree). For instance, “I 
do things in order to avoid feeling bad about myself.” This autonomy antecedent 
had an internal consistency of .774. 

Intrinsic Motivation: It is claimed that the variables of employee freedom 
will result in employee intrinsic motivation. According to Amabile (1988), this 
will encourage employees to be more creative. Respondents indicated their in-
trinsic motivation for work on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For example, “I enjoyed doing my job very 
much.” Internal consistency for this measure is .790. 

Employee Creativity: The constructs used in this study to assess employee 
creativity were adapted from Rice (2006). This consists of a nine-item scale on a 
five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on 
which respondents rate their creative behaviors. For example, “My boss feels that 
I am creative in my job.” This measure’s internal consistency was = .860. 

5. Results 

The researchers used the PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2013) to analyze 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2022.114019


Y. M. Alhassan et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojl.2022.114019 362 Open Journal of Leadership 
 

and test the hypotheses in SPSS. This was accompanied by a basic mediation 
analysis using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro. First of all, a normality test was 
conducted in SPSS to determine whether the data was appropriate for the in-
tended analysis. Then, employee creativity was moved into the Outcome Varia-
ble (Y) box, employee autonomy placed in the Independent Variable (X) box, 
and employee intrinsic motivation put in the M Variable(s) box. Model number 
4, as suggested by Hayes (2013), gives a relationship between employee autonomy 
and employee creativity and the same link through employee intrinsic motivation. 

5.1. Descriptive Statistics 

Variables N Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Employee Creativity 133 33.78 6.34 −.849 .202 

Employee Autonomy 133 50.68 11.773 −.313 −.363 

Employee Intrinsic Motivation 133 26.09 5.204 −.433 −.082 

Source: From data analysis. 
 

After checking for the normality of the data, it was noticed that employee 
creativity was negatively skewed a bit. However, there was no problem with 
kurtosis. The other variables such as employee autonomy and employee intrinsic 
motivation do not have any problems with skewness and kurtosis. Due to this, 
the data was used in conducting the mediation analysis. 

5.2. Simple Mediation Results 

The researchers used OLS regression during the analysis. This suggests that the 
mediation model be divided into the following regression models: 
 

 
Source: Data Analysis. 

 
From the simple regression analysis, it is noted that employee autonomy posi-

tively and significantly predicts employee intrinsic motivation at H1 = .1231, SE 
= .0371, and p < .001. Thus, the coefficient shows the direct effect of employee 
autonomy on employee intrinsic motivation within the path model at a standar-
dized path coefficient of R = .2784. 
 

 
Source: Data Analysis. 
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It is realized from the second regression that both employee intrinsic motiva-
tion and employee autonomy significantly and positively predict employee crea-
tivity at (H2 = .2024, SE = .0398, p < .001) and (H3 = .4369, SE = .0901, p 
< .001) respectively. Thus, these coefficients show the direct effects of both em-
ployee intrinsic motivation and employee autonomy on employee creativity in the 
path model. Also, the standardized path coefficients for that part of the model 
are .3584 and .3757 for intrinsic motivation and employee autonomy respectively. 

Therefore, the results of the complete model of the mediation are presented 
below: 
 

 
Source: Data analysis. 
 

The unstandardized indirect effect (.0249) of intrinsic motivation was ob-
tained by multiplying paths H1 (.1231) and H2 (.2024) in the regression analysis 
and models. Using bootstrap standard errors and confidence intervals, the re-
searchers conducted a test for the indirect effect. From the analysis, there is no 
zero between the lower (.0182) and upper (.1047) bound of the confidence in-
terval (at 95%) of the indirect effect coefficients. Therefore, the null hypothesis 
that the indirect effect of employee autonomy through intrinsic motivation on the 
population’s creativity is rejected. Hence, the alternative hypothesis is maintained. 

Also, the total effect of X (employee autonomy) on Y (employee creativity) 
was computed as a sum of Direct Effect + Indirect Effect = .4369 + .0249 = .4618. 
With this, there is no zero between the lower and upper bounds of the 95% con-
fidence interval. Therefore, we can conclude that the total effect of employee 
autonomy on employee creativity is significant. 

Summary of Findings: 
1) H1 is maintained as it is significant at a = .1231 with a p < .001. 
2) H2 is also maintained as it is significant at b = .2024 with a p < .001. 
3) H3 is accepted as it is positive and significant at c = .4369 with a p < .001. 
4) H is accepted as an indirect effect of employee autonomy on employee crea-

tivity is positive and significant at IE = .0249 with LLCI (.0182) and ULCI (.1047). 

6. Discussions 

The findings of the study showed that there is a positive link between workers’ 
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autonomy and their intrinsic motivation. This is consistent with the belief of 
Gagne and Deci (2005) that the freedom of employees stimulates intrinsic moti-
vation among employees within an adaptive system (organization). Thus, when 
organizational agents are given autonomy to own and control their activities, 
they develop intrinsic motivation to carry out their activities towards the success 
of the organization. With this, it is believed that employee autonomy is funda-
mental in promoting employee intrinsic motivation. They, therefore, suggest 
that creating autonomy will help promote choice in the delivery of social poli-
cies. 

As for Ben-Hur and Kinly (2016), creating autonomy (choice and control) 
among employees is a fundamental way of fostering intrinsic motivation. Con-
sistent with this, Pascale et al. (2001) suggested that the existence of few and 
simple rules within the organization creates an environment suitable for organi-
zational agents to exhibit intrinsic motivation behaviors in performing their 
tasks. Pascale and his colleagues are not alone in their opinion. For example, 
Amabile (1988) concluded after his research that the freedom of individual em-
ployees is crucial in harnessing the innovative behaviors of employees. This opi-
nion was based on a research finding that suggested that about 74% of the sur-
veyed population made specific reference to operational autonomy as a key in-
gredient for enhancing their intrinsic motivation. Finally, it is argued that in the 
literature that autonomy stimulates employees’ ability to exhibit spontaneous 
behaviors. This is seen to be positively related to employee intrinsic motivation. 

This analysis reveals that one of the variables impacting the development of 
creative behaviors among employees is the intrinsic motivation of employees. 
Thus, intrinsic motivation impacts positively on employee creativity. This sup-
ports the findings of Hassan et al. (2013) that the intrinsic motivation of em-
ployees is one of the key antecedents of their creativity. This is like the belief of 
Hennessey and Amabile (2010) that intrinsic motivation facilitates the develop-
ment of creative behaviors of humans. Thus, when there is an intrinsic motiva-
tion of an individual in performing a task, there will be strong chances for the 
individual to become creative in it. For Dewett (2007), the intrinsic desire of an 
individual to perfume a task is one of the crucial antecedents of the individual to 
be creative in performing. This suggests that employee creativity is dependent on 
the intrinsic motivation of the employees and that every organization that seeks 
creativity should promote the development of intrinsic motivation among its 
workers. Also, in a separate study, Shin and Zhou (2003) realized that intrinsic 
motivation is one of the antecedents of creativity by studying employees and 
their supervisors. All these studies support the argument that intrinsic motiva-
tion is one of the issues that explain creativity among people.  

7. Conclusions and Policy Implications 

To conclude, the findings of the study reveal that there was a significant and 
positive relationship between the levels of employee autonomy and employee 
intrinsic motivations. This means high levels of employee freedom will mean a 
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correspondingly high level of employee intrinsic motivation. Also, further analy-
sis reveals that there is a significant relationship between employee intrinsic be-
haviors/motivation and employee creativity. Thus, the results of this study are 
consistent with the majority of previous findings that suggest that the higher the 
level of employee freedom, the higher the level of employee intrinsic motivation 
and hence higher levels of employee creativity. This suggests that organizations 
that seek to become creative and innovative in the long-run would find it imper-
ative to create an organizational environment that promotes higher employee 
autonomy. 
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Appendix 

Questionnaire 
This survey is intended to collect data on the following topic: “Employee Au-

tonomy, Intrinsic Motivation and Employee Creativity: Exploring their Linkag-
es” The information generated from this questionnaire is purely for academic 
purposes only. Respondents are assured of condentiality about the information 
provided. Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the fol-
lowing statements by ticking your most appropriate answer. Thank you in ad-
vance for your kind cooperation. 

1. Gender 
1) Male 
2) Female 
2. Level of Education 
1) No education 
2) Below undergraduate 
3) Undergraduate 
4) Masters 
5) Ph.D. 
3. What is your occupation? ……………………………………………… 
4. Please indicate how true each statement is of your experiences on the 

whole. 
Please answer according to what really reflects your experience rather than 

what you think your experience should be. Items are paired as: 1 = “not at all 
true”, 2 = “a bit true”, 3 = “somewhat true”, 4 = “mostly true”, and 5 = “com-
pletely true.” 

Authorship/self-congruence 
1) My decisions represent my most important values and feelings. 
2) I strongly identify with the things that I do. 
3) My actions are congruent with who I really am. 
4) My whole self stands behind the important decisions I make. 
5) My decisions are steadily informed by things I want or care about. 
Susceptibility to control 
6) I do things in order to avoid feeling badly about myself. 
7) I do a lot of things to avoid feeling ashamed. 
8) I try to manipulate myself into doing certain things. 
9) I believe certain things so that others will like me. 
10) I often pressure myself. 
Interest-taking 
11) I often reflect on why I react the way I do. 
12) I am deeply curious when I react with fear or anxiety to events in my life. 
13) I am interested in understanding the reasons for my actions. 
14) I am interested in why I act the way I do. 
15) I like to investigate my feelings. 
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Adapted from Weinstein et al. (2012). 
5. Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the fol-

lowing statements by ticking your most appropriate answer. Items are: 1 = 
Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree and 5 = Strongly 
Agree. 

1) My boss feels that I am creative in my job.  
2) I experiment with new approaches to doing my job.  
3) I am on the lookout for new ideas from all the people with whom I interact 

as part of my job. 
4) I believe that I am currently very creative in my work. 
5) I try to be as creative as I can in my job. 
6) I would like to learn some new skills that will help me to be more effective 

at work. 
7) When I perform well, I know it’s because of my own desire to achieve. 
8) When new trends develop in my workplace, I am usually the first to get on 

board. 
9) My work is so personally rewarding for me that I am indifferent to special 

incentives provided by management. 
Adapted from Rice (2006). 
6. Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the fol-

lowing statements by ticking your most appropriate answer. Items are: 1 = 
Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree and 5 = Strongly 
Agree. 

1) I enjoyed doing my job very much 
2) My job is fun to do. 
3) I think my job is a boring activity. (R) 
4) My job does not hold my attention at all. (R) 
5) I would describe my job as very interesting. 
6) I think my job is quite enjoyable. 
7) While I am doing my job, I think about how much I enjoy it. 
Adapted from Amabile (1988).  
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