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Abstract 
Today leaders are more like employee supporters than employee supervisors. Creating intention-
ally supportive and motivating environment, demonstrating concern for employees’ well being, 
providing opportunities for autonomy support, avoiding rewards that actually decrease motiva-
tion and performance in the workplace for employee to be creative and innovative is part of mod-
ern leadership. The aim of the present paper is to provide a deeper understanding of how auton-
omy-supportive leadership fosters positive employee outcomes by taking employee innate needs 
into consideration. For this purpose, self-determination theory (SDT) fits best for its consideration 
of both social context (i.e., autonomy-supportive leadership) and individuals’ basic psychological 
needs (i.e., autonomy, competence, and relatedness) as antecedents of motivation and well-being. 
In addition, we will give leaders some implications and discuss the importance of providing auto- 
nomy support, making sure of having the supportive environments required, and explain a clear 
path from leadership to employee positive behavior.  
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1. Introduction 
Literally thousands of management studies have been devoted to autonomy issues in organizations, places au-
tonomy in the forefront of research on leadership and the management of employees [1]. Although followers’ 
needs are a central aspect of leadership theories, nowadays, leaders face the challenges of motivating their fol-
lowers. Psychological empowerment is one of the best tools to provide them felling of autonomy support and 
positive behavior. Empirical evidence suggests supportive-leadership as a model that could contribute to over-
coming many of the leadership challenges faced by today’s leaders.  

Previous research materials have explored perceived organizational support, perceived supervisor support, 
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and emphasized the relationship between supervisors’ and employees’ benefits on the basis of Social Exchange 
Theory (support-reward), which is an extrinsic motivation. This kind of empowerment mechanism is completely 
different from the new trend in the research of motivation. Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory considers 
that autonomy support is a kind of intrinsic motivation, because it is innate and comes from the self and that all 
behaviors driven by rewards are supposed to increase the employees’ extrinsic motivation that by the end affects 
their creativity. 

The present paper investigates the relationship between autonomy-supportive leadership behaviors and em-
ployees’ creative performance and its effectiveness. It explains the path of impact of autonomy support on lea-
dership and employee’s creative performance. 

2. Leadership and Creative Performance 
Researcher suggested that leadership was the ability to influence those you are leading towards the achievement 
of goals and objectives [2]. Leadership is a function of management that ensures that desired results are achieved 
within an organization. It is the leadership that coordinates, guides, and directs efforts and activities in an organi-
zation or in this case a group toward achieving the set performance goals and objectives. An effective leader al-
ways inspires followers to desire to complete their tasks and motivates them to do more and better [3]. Yet, there 
are many leadership styles in the literature that authors have advocated over the past, from leader traits and quali-
ties to modern leader theories suggest a supportive-leadership as a model that could contribute to overcoming 
many of the leadership challenges faced by today’s leaders. 

Employee creativity is a vital foundation for enterprises to gain competitive advantage and to capture competi-
tive opportunities, and one key contextual factor that influences employee creativity is leadership. According to 
the componential theory of creativity, motivation is the primary mechanism by which the perceived work envi-
ronment affects creativity [4]. Many leadership styles suffer from short-term motivation, ineffectiveness with un-
skilled labors, and ignorance of interpersonal relationships, which produce negative impact on performance. Re-
search has found evidence of direct effects of leader behavior on subordinate perceptual reactions, affective reac-
tions, and performance. Even tough, many researchers proved that supportive leadership behavior is positively 
correlated with employee creative performance [5]-[9]. 

People are most creative when they feel motivated by the interest, satisfaction and the challenge of the work it-
self and not by external pressures (extrinsic motivation) [10]. Task motivation, refers to individuals’ attitudes to-
ward a task and their perceptions of their own motivation for working on the task. Motivation can be either intrin-
sic (i.e., arising from individual’s interest, involvement, curiosity, or satisfaction) or extrinsic (i.e., arising from 
sources outside of the task itself) in nature [11]. 

Social psychology research on creative performance had fully discussed the meaning and the process of the 
impact of environment on the individual creativity, and highlighted the impact of interpersonal environment on 
employee’s creative performance manifested as manager’s support of employees, and colleagues’ relationships. 
Previous studies on job satisfaction, absenteeism, organizational trust, and loyalty, job performance and subjec-
tive wellbeing as dependent variables had discussed autonomy-supportive behavior effectiveness. Researchers 
proved that when subordinates perceive managers autonomy support, they would exhibit high job satisfaction, 
lower absenteeism, and better physical and mental state [12]. Pajak and Glickman found that manager’s autonomy 
support inspires followers trust and loyalty [13]. Thus, focuses of managers on autonomy support had effectively 
aroused employees’ creative performance. 

Sahl and Koser found a negative correlation between managers controlling behavior and its R&D department in 
charge of creativity of scientists. George and Zhou have found that supervisor’s controlling behavior was nega-
tively correlated with employee creativity. Researchers found that under restrictions and control conditions of in-
dividuals at doing a task, and reduction of autonomy, the creativity will also be reduced [14]. Zhou proved that 
supervisor’s controlling behavior is negatively correlated with employee creativity [15]. Frese et al., have proved 
that the more supervisors are encouraging their employees, the more employees demonstrate new ideas and views 
to organizational creativity [16].  

Christina et al., pointed out that most of the previous studies that provided supportive leadership styles were 
positively correlated with creativity. Amabile has found that supportive leadership style and controlling leader-
ship style influence on employee creativity were different. Supportive leadership style promoted creativity, but 
controlling leadership style undermined it. When employee experiences supportive, developmental and informa-
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tional evaluation from his supervisor, he will be able to promote intrinsic motivation and helps himself to stimu-
late creativity [4]. 

3. Autonomy Support 
Although previously much of the research on peak performance, via autonomy support, has been undertaken in 
the sport and education environments, recently organization and leadership support has been described as auton-
omy supportive, as this can involve providing choice, encouragement for personal initiatives and support for em-
ployee’s competence, in a climate of relatedness [17]. 

Having autonomy is very important to employees. People have a strong need to control their lives and to par-
ticipate in making decisions that affect them. Research found that autonomy was related to higher levels of job sa-
tisfaction and commitment and fewer thoughts of quitting. In environments of supporting leaders understand that 
their job is to create conditions where people thrive, not to control their every move. Providing supportive au-
tonomy means giving people the room they need to succeed on their own, but also remaining hands-on enough to 
provide support when it is needed. Leaders create a positive workplace when they view their role as coordinating, 
facilitating, and supporting the work of their people rather than controlling it and pointed out some question, such 
as: Would your team members say that you provide them with supportive autonomy? Do they view you as some-
one who is available when they need help achieving their goals? 

Research in other domains provides a deeper understanding of how autonomy-supportive behaviors affected 
volunteer motivation by taking volunteer individual differences into account. For this purpose, self-determina- 
tion theory (SDT) utilized because this conceptual framework considers both the social context (i.e., autono-
my-supportive) and individual differences (i.e., causality orientations) as antecedents of employee motivation. 
Causality orientations alter the way individuals perceive their social context as either autonomy-supportive or 
controlling (i.e., autonomy orientation or control orientation, respectively). Therefore, it is hypothesized that 
both types of causality orientations serve as moderators of the relationship between autonomy-supportive beha-
viors and volunteer perception of autonomy support. 

Previously, Edward Deci has prescribed four behaviors of leaders: High control (HC), moderate control (MC), 
moderate autonomy support (MA), and high autonomy support (HA). Deci used a scale including the four kinds 
of solutions to leaders to choose the appropriate one in order to distinguish their behaviors (e.g. Kim is a working 
staff for several years. He is working with colleagues. In recent weeks, however, he is always preoccupied and 
listless. He is doing his work with less energy than usual. Being Kim’s supervisor, the most appropriate way to: 
put pressure on him and ask him to increase his job rhythm is an important moderate control (MC); ask him and 
help him to come up with his listless is considered high autonomy (HA); warning him that if he keeps slow 
working rhythm, he will assume that some punitive measures are high control (HC); let him make a comparison 
on work efficiency with other colleagues which is a moderate autonomy (MA). 

Amabile has found seven kinds of leadership behaviors that have significant effects on employee’s perceived 
support through the work diary. Namely 1) Supporting—Positive; 2) Monitoring—Positive; 3) Recognizing— 
Positive; 4) Consulting—Positive; 5) Clarifying Roles and Objectives; 6) Monitoring—Negative and 7) Problem 
Solving—Negative [4]. 

4. Motivation 
Nowadays, leadership is more and more concerned with motivation. Motivation can be either intrinsic (i.e., 
arising from individual’s interest, involvement, curiosity, or satisfaction) or extrinsic (i.e., arising from sources 
outside of the task itself) in nature [11]. Motivation is a psychological process that begins with a need that 
transforms into a positive behavior. According to [18] motivation is the mechanism by which a tightly organized 
goal hierarchy is created and controlled. Motivation controls attention, the ordering or the goal hierarchy, the 
criteria for determining when a goal is complete (satisfising, impatience) and which can be applied to each of the 
goals associated with the behavior (multifaceted criteria). 

Maslow and Herzberg have been the pioneers in providing a conceptual framework of motivation. However, 
the concept is still evolving with other concepts, we draw on Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan theory, two of 
the authors, whom have developed a theory of human motivation over the past 30 years, called self-determina- 
tion theory, (SDT; [19] which can be regarded as one of the most detailed and best validated framework of human 
needs [20] to explore followers’ needs. SDT identifies the core principles underlying sustainable motivation [19] 
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[21] [22]. Also, central to SDT is the distinction between autonomous motivation and controlled motivation. 
Many researchers mentioned the three types of motivation namely; intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation 

and amotivation [19] [23] [24] [25]. These three types of motivation also affect performance in various ways. 
Extrinsic motivation refers to behaviors aiming at attain a reward or benefit, rather than for the enjoyment of ac-
tivity itself [26]. Extrinsic motivation comprises three types of motivation [22]. External regulation, introjection 
and identified regulation. Intrinsic motivation refers to a person’s engagement in an activity for the pleasure of 
achieving internally defined goals. Amotivation is characterized by the absence of both extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivation and refers to a person’s disability to manage the demands of the activity and feels amotivated. Ex-
trinsic motivation most controlled is external regulation. Introjection represents a somewhat more autonomous 
form of external motivation. The most self-determined type of it is identified regulation. Intrinsic motivation is 
highly form of autonomous motivation. Amotivation is a non-self-determined form of motivation. 

According to SDT, humans have three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
[22]. Autonomy concerns the experience of acting with a sense of choice, volition, and self-determination. 
Competence is the belief that one has the ability to influence important outcomes. Relatedness is the experience 
of having satisfying and supportive social relationships. It is only when these needs are met then the employees 
are fully motivated. Supportive work environment and workplace settings lead to the satisfaction of the psycho-
logical needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy. It encourages the intrinsic motivation and promotes the 
full internalization of the extrinsic motivation, which all together promotes autonomous motivation, which is a 
form of intrinsic motivation. Whereas, controlling work environments diminish employees’ experiences of au-
tonomy, competence, and relatedness. They create “external” and “introjected” regulations. Self-determination 
theory posits that under autonomy-supportive conditions, people internalize the value of doing activities that are 
not initially interesting. A study by [27] supported this proposal, demonstrating that when people are provided 
with a rationale for doing a task, when their feelings toward the task are acknowledged and when they are given 
some choice about how to do it, they come to internalize the value of doing it. Self-determination theory is not 
only concerned with understanding the nature and consequences of autonomy, but also in detailing how auton-
omy develops, and how it can be either diminished or facilitated by social conditions, such as workplaces and 
leadership influence [28]. 

Thus, SDT proposed six step processes for autonomy supportiveness to introduce autonomous motivations by: 
(1) asking open questions and invite participation in problem solving; (2) actively listen and acknowledge em-
ployee perspectives; (3) offering choice with structure and clarify the responsibilities; (4) providing sincere, 
positive feedback that acknowledges initiative and factual, non-judgmental feedback about problems; (5) mini-
mizing coercive controls such as rewards and comparisons with others, and (6) developing talent and share 
knowledge to enhance competence and autonomy.  

5. Discussion and Recommendations 
The concept of leadership and autonomy support has lacked attention. Nowadays organizations suffer from poor 
supervision, poor interpersonal relationships, poor working conditions, and lack of healthy work conditions, 
which as explained by Sager is a hindrance to employee motivation. From the articles discussed above it is felt 
that organizations should use modern concepts in management and apply new form of vision statements to 
communicate a more effective guidance for the employees. The role of leadership should be enlarged. The lead-
ers should ensure needs of their followers to perceive autonomy support. Autonomy support should be a big mo-
tivating factor in organizations. Hence, that is not the only solution. The leaders are recommended to empower 
their employees for better results. They should focus on building good relationship with employees as well as 
paying attention to the task. The sense of lack of job healthy environment should be eliminated and the old mo-
tivation tradition should be abandoned. Most importantly, leaders should take their followers’ perspective in set-
ting goals and carrying out jobs. Not only this will increase their morale, reduce fear, but also impact a sense of 
belongingness to their organization. No matter the leadership style is, a leader must adjust his leadership ap-
proach according to the needs and the motivations of his followers. Leaders should provide them felling of au-
tonomy support and self-determination, and let them respond with renewed energy, psychological empowerment, 
and motivation when they are working for leaders who are perceived as caring about others as unique individu-
als. The old adage that “people do not care what you know until they know that you care” suggests the impor- 
tance of individual consideration. Hence, all leaders should care for their employees, listen with intention, rather 
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   Figure 1. Study path model.                                                                         
 
than hear with filters. Instead of dictating the right answers, the leaders should facilitate solutions with the right 
questions and balance action with reflection. They should recognize and acknowledge the talents of their fol-
lowers.  

By summing up the literature, we found that autonomy support plays a crucial role respectively with self-de- 
termination theory orientations. Thus, leaders have to expect from the integration of autonomy-supportive me-
thods plenty of positive outcomes of followers. This suggests that Autonomy-Supportiveness should be part of 
Signature’s leadership development program, but how? Is it even possible for leaders to learn to be more Au-
tonomy-Supportive of their staff, or is it simply something leaders are born with? The good news is that there is 
a mountain of evidence that leaders can learn to become more Autonomy-Supportive. 

At present, leaders autonomy-supportive behavior specific content is basically in a blank state; the measure-
ment scale of autonomy-supportive leadership is relatively scarce. Generally, researchers use PAS scale that 
enumerates some management practices scenarios; and research on manager’s support is mainly based on the 
theory of social exchange. Therefore the study on the relationship between the two variables needs more empir-
ical evidence and content. The mechanism of the influence of autonomy-supportive leadership behavior on fol-
lower positive behavior needs more interventions. Perhaps, it is not necessarily for autonomy-supportive leaders 
to expect performance only from intrinsically motivated employees, they should get through other intervening 
conditions, such as individual general causality orientations, perceived autonomy support, employees basic psy-
chological needs satisfaction, autonomous motivation and finally get to creative performance. Besides, the re-
search has to discuss the independent role of autonomy support on motivation and prediction of creative perfor-
mance among employees. In essence, from the point of view of autonomous motivation, we can recognize fac-
tors that affect employee’s creative performance.  

In addition, the present work recommends Self-determination theory as a theoretical framework to define au-
tonomy-supportive leadership behavior specific contents, and exploring its effectiveness as well as paths of im-
pact. It offers the opportunity to ground the complex social phenomenon of leadership and followership in posi-
tive psychology. Also, it explores the mechanisms of autonomy-supportive leadership and creative performance 
of employees, which may reveal practical advice for leadership and management.  

Hence, the discussion provides an important path for this study in term of the process that is going to be used. 
Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework of this study. Finally, the idea of autonomy support rings true, and 
it is highly recommended to test it within the organizational context to see how it produces superior results when 
someone is autonomously motivated. 
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