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Individual Competencies 
for Self-Managing Team 
Performance:  
A Systematic Literature 
Review

Maria Doblinger1

Abstract

Self-managing teams are popular but they can only benefit team performance 

if their members are competent to navigate within self-managing systems. 

Based on a systematic literature search on self-managing, self-directing, and 

self-leading teams, we reviewed 84 studies related to KSAOs and traits in 

self-managing teams. Grounded on existing models of team effectiveness 

and individual KSAOs, we integrated all findings into one KSAO model and 

showed the relations of single KSAOs with team performance. The results 

resembled other KSAO frameworks but were more comprehensive and 

provided practical application and future research guidance, for example, 

studying team compositions of individual KSAOs.

Keywords

competencies, KSAOs, self-managing teams, self-organization, self-leading 

teams

Increasingly volatile, complex markets, employees’ changing requirements, 

and the growth of knowledge-based work have fostered interest in less hier-

archical organizational structures (Bernstein et al., 2016; Lee & Edmondson, 
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2017). Reducing hierarchy implies transferring decision-making authority 

from upper toward lower organizational levels and thus decentralizing 

decision authority. Although most organizations develop their customized 

model of flat hierarchies, one common essential element among them is 

teams with responsibility for specific issues, high autonomy in their deci-

sions, and high self-management. Previous research has referred to such 

teams as, among other things, self-managing, self-directing, self-leading, 

self-designing, or self-governing teams (Hackman, 1986; Stewart et al., 

2011). We subsume all such labels under self-managing teams (SMTs) in 

the remainder of this paper.

SMT setups have been proven to benefit team performance, for example, 

productivity improvement or cost savings, and higher employee satisfaction 

(Cohen & Ledford, 1994; Cohen et al., 1996). Already in 1996, 17% of non-

managerial employees worked, according to the American National Employer 

Survey, in teams that decided by themselves how to complete their tasks 

(Cappelli & Neumark, 2001). Recently, organizational culture trends such as 

agility, New Work, and empowerment have pushed SMTs by increasing the 

number of SMTs and the extent of self-management within teams (Petermann 

& Zacher, 2020). Consequently, practitioners ask more and more often what 

working in SMTs requires of their members and what individual characteris-

tics are relevant to high SMT performance (Breidenbach & Rollow, 2020; 

Gloger & Rösner, 2014). Accordingly, previous research on team effective-

ness or person–environment fit has proved the relevance of the individual 

characteristics for the success of the entire team and the surrounding system 

(Boyatzis, 1982; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Mathieu et al., 2008, 2014). 

SMTs have been the subject of scientific study over the last four decades 

(Hackman, 1986; Stewart et al., 2011), but until now there has been no com-

prehensive, sufficiently detailed picture of the individual knowledge, skills, 

abilities, and other characteristics (KSAOs) required for SMTs to function 

successfully or even how these factors are related. Indeed, Magpili and 

Pazos’s (2018) seminal review provides a good overview of the multilevel 

factors that influence the performance of SMTs. However, due to its limited 

scope, the review provided only a rough overview of six factors and three 

types of relevant individual skills for SMT performance. This approach is too 

vague for application to training or selection of team members (Krumm et al., 

2012). To understand SMT success better, it is therefore necessary to focus on 

the individual factors and comprehend not only the relations between indi-

vidual KSAOs and SMT performance outcomes but, because of their mutual 

interdependence, also the relationship between KSAOs with performance 

behaviors and team members’ affect and viability (Mathieu et al., 2008). 

Performance behaviors lead to goal achievement (e.g., leadership, team 
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learning), whereas performance outcomes (e.g., objective KPIs of the team’s 

work) are the result of performance behaviors. Furthermore, the interactions 

of the team members’ KSAOs are also relevant for team composition. 

Besides, as the influence of KSAOs varies over time (Mathieu et al., 2014), a 

separate focus on the initial phase of SMTs is important to understand suc-

cessful SMT introduction and initiation. Consequently, a more detailed 

approach is necessary to further promote SMTs and their success by selecting 

and supporting team members adequately. Furthermore, several general com-

petency models have been developed, for example, Bartram (2005). However, 

besides not being developed for self-managing teams, these models relate 

their competencies only to individual outcome performance and do not 

include other relevant variables for team performance, for instance, perfor-

mance behavior or affective and health outcomes (Mathieu et al., 2008). 

Hence, the current paper also aims to expand the relevant theory and advance 

existing models by considering a broader perspective and including further 

relevant outcome variables. Additionally, this paper adds competencies that 

are specific for SMTs to the existing theory. Accordingly, after introducing 

relevant theoretical concepts, this paper constructs a comprehensive picture 

of the relations of individual KSAOs not only with respect to performance 

outcomes but also performance behaviors, team member’s affective and 

health outcomes, and successful SMT initiation.

Individual KSAOs and Performance of SMTs

Implications of Empowered Teams and Self-Management at 

Team Level for the Individual

Structural empowerment, implying that teams hold extensive decision-

making authority, requires self-leadership at the team level. According to 

Stewart et al. (2011), this is understood best as a continuum, and different 

degrees of self-leadership translate into different decisions to be made at the 

team level. While externally managed teams do not influence the what, how, 

and why of work, self-managing teams decide on the how aspect and self-

leading teams decide on all the aspects. For instance, self-leading teams are 

responsible for budget, personnel decisions, and product quality. To reduce 

complexity, we use the SMT concept for all teams that at least control the 

how of work (as suggested by Stewart et al., 2011).

Structural empowerment predicts work-unit performance and organiza-

tional cost-effectiveness as well as individual performance and satisfaction 

(Cappelli & Neumark, 2001; Seibert et al., 2004; Spence Laschinger et al., 

2001). In contrast, Stewart et al. (2011) reported mixed impacts of structural 
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team-level empowerment on important outcomes, such as team productivity, 

satisfaction, organizational commitment, or absenteeism. Negative relations 

were probably caused due to a lack of psychological empowerment; it is a 

compound of perceived job meaningfulness, self-determination, impact, and 

competence, and was found to be the mediator of the positive effects of struc-

tural empowerment in other studies (Seibert et al., 2004, 2011; Spence 

Laschinger et al., 2001; Spreitzer, 1995). We focus here on the aspect of com-

petence, as for experiencing competence adequate KSAOs are necessary and 

SMTs demand different KSAOs from their members compared to other set-

tings (Hackman, 1986, 2002). As the efficacy of KSAOs is always context 

dependent (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005), a specific exploration of KSAOs 

with respect to SMTs is necessary.

The Role of Individual Competencies and Characteristics in 

SMTs’ Success

According to classic input-process-output models and more complex input-

mediator-output-input models, individual-level factors are also significant 

for team processes and team performance (Ilgen et al., 2005; Mathieu et al., 

2008; McGrath et al., 2000). Individual-level factors include individual char-

acteristics such as KSAOs but also performance, motivation, or commitment, 

which in turn are outcomes related to adequate KSAOs (Kristof-Brown et al., 

2005; Mathieu et al., 2014). Traditional personnel-position fit models focused 

especially on position- or task-specific KSAOs (Mathieu et al., 2014). 

However, as SMTs require different KSAOs from their members, we are 

interested in a personnel model with a team and, specifically, SMT focus (as 

suggested by Mathieu et al., 2014). Previous research has already developed 

specific competency models for teamwork in general but not for SMTs 

(Cannon-Bowers et al., 1995; Salas et al., 2005; Stevens & Campion, 1994). 

As SMTs additionally assume managerial tasks, the members need broader 

competencies. Therefore, we have developed a competency model based on 

past SMT research, which is specific to members of SMTs.

KSAOs or competency can be used interchangeably (Krumm et al., 2012) 

and were conceptualized in various ways, taking either a characteristic-based 

or a behavior-based approach. Characteristic-based approaches define com-

petencies as the personal characteristics or disposition necessary for good 

performance in the relevant context (e.g., Campion et al., 2011; Spencer 

et al., 1994), whereas behaviorally oriented approaches focus on the neces-

sary types of behaviors (e.g., Bartram, 2005). To build a competency model 

for SMTs, we rely on Bartram’s (2005) competency model for general job 

performance, which is the intersection of various existing standalone models. 
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The model consists of 20 specific behavioral competencies and 120 subcom-

petencies categorized into eight clusters (see Table 1). Bartram suggested that 

although single (sub-)competencies must be modified, every competency 

model for any specific job could be categorized into the model’s eight clus-

ters. The model’s empirical base, universality, and behavior-oriented charac-

ter make it especially useful for scientific and applied purposes (Krumm 

et al., 2012) and thus also an adequate framework for our work.

An Individual Competency Model for SMT Performance

To build our model, we relied on findings regarding individual KSAOs and 

their relations to the team and individual-level outcomes, as empirical 

research and theory have shown the influence of individual outcomes on 

team outcomes. Besides, the aforementioned input-process-output models, 

which include individual satisfaction, motivation, and performance, were 

Table 1. Competency Model for General Job Performance (Bartram, 2005).

Competency cluster Competency

1  Leading and 
deciding

1.1 Deciding and initiating action

1.2 Leading and supervising

2  Supporting and 
cooperating

2.1 Working with people

2.2 Adhering to principles and values

3  Interacting and 
presenting

3.1 Relating and networking

3.2 Persuading and influencing

3.3 Presenting and communicating information

4  Analyzing and 
interpreting

4.1 Writing and reporting

4.2 Applying expertise and technology

4.3 Analyzing

5  Creating and 
conceptualizing

5.1 Learning and researching

5.2 Creating and innovating

5.3 Formulating strategies and concepts

6  Organizing and 
executing

6.1 Planning and organizing

6.2 Delivering results and meeting customer expectations

6.3 Following instructions and procedures

7  Adapting and 
coping

7.1 Adapting and responding to change

7.2 Coping with pressure and setbacks

8  Enterprising and 
performing

8.1 Achieving personal work goals and objectives

8.2 Entrepreneurial and commercial thinking

Note. For the additional 120 subcompetencies, see Bartram (2005).
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taken as additional input for team processes (Ilgen et al., 2005; Mathieu et al., 

2008; McGrath et al., 2000), as empirical study has shown the positive effects 

of, for example, individual satisfaction or engagement on the team and orga-

nizational performance (Glew, 2009; Koys, 2001; Taris & Schreurs, 2009; 

Uddin et al., 2019). We are aware that a personnel model with team focus 

cannot account for the complex team interactions that a team model focused 

on relative contributions could account for. However, findings from previous 

research were not sufficient to fully adopt such a perspective. Therefore, this 

paper focuses on the relationship between individual KSAOs and team out-

comes and considers the effect of team age. Furthermore, it discusses the 

findings on relative contributions and interactions after the sections on indi-

vidual KSAOs.

Previous SMT research has dealt with work and student teams. Although 

our research question is especially relevant for work teams, findings on stu-

dent teams are also valuable, as student teams also possess relevant SMT 

characteristics. Student teams are non-hierarchical, they lead themselves as a 

group, they work toward a common goal, and decide at least on the how of 

their work. Indeed, work teams on average exist longer than student teams, 

which often exist only for 4 to 6 months. However, short- or fixed-term teams 

devoted to specific projects are also relevant in business contexts, and there-

fore they could also learn from short-term student teams. Accordingly, the 

literature review includes employee and student teams.

The increasingly demanding work in SMTs requires other KSAOs of 

employees compared with traditionally managed teams (Bernstein et al., 2016; 

Hackman, 1986; Petermann & Zacher, 2020). Moreover, besides establishing 

empowering structures, adequate KSAOs at the employee level are decisive in 

ensuring that empowerment benefits team performance in the short and long 

terms. Previous research on SMTs has provided insights into the associations 

of different individual KSAOs or behaviors with outcomes such as perfor-

mance or satisfaction. However, the findings are essentially scattered, and an 

integrated, detailed view is still missing. Therefore, we build a comprehensive 

picture of these requirements in the present work to provide a base for further 

research and practical applications. Using the approach of a systematic litera-

ture review, the framework of input-process-output models (Mathieu et al., 

2008), and the existing model for general job performance (Bartram, 2005), 

we develop a competency model for individual and team performance behav-

ior, performance outcomes, and affective and health outcomes, as well as 

SMT initiation, as detailed in the following paragraphs.

Method. First, we identified relevant keywords for our systematic literature 

search (see Table 2). Our multiple database search in November 2019 yielded 
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329 empirical, peer-reviewed study papers. The comprehensive search 

included the following databases: Web of Science, Emerald, Science Direct, 

EconLit, APA PsycArticles, APA PsycInfo, SocINDEX, and PSYNDEX. The 

findings were published between 1971 and 2020. The articles originated from 

a broad range of disciplines, including industrial and organizational psychol-

ogy, management, engineering, software development, and nursing and health 

care research. We screened the studies’ abstracts with respect to the following 

inclusion criteria: (a) English as the publication language; (b) original research 

paper published in a peer-reviewed journal; (c) research on SMTs; (d) research 

on individual, internally determined factors—such as behaviors, attitudes, or 

personality traits—measured on the individual as well as team levels; (e) 

empirical approach using a qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods 

approach. We included teams that at least controlled the how of their work. 

The second step, abstract screening, yielded 76 potentially relevant studies. In 

the third step, the detailed analysis of the content, we excluded another 19 

studies because they did not fulfill every inclusion criterion; this resulted in 57 

relevant studies. In the final step, we screened the references of the review 

papers resulting from the initial search, and later in the writing process, we 

additionally searched for studies on SMT composition to make the review 

more comprehensive. We extracted 27 additional articles, resulting in a final 

list of 84 studies as reported in the following section (for details, see Table 3).

A comprehensive picture of individual KSAOs for SMT performance. In the 

following sections, we develop an individual competency model for SMT 

Table 2. Search Terms Used for Database Search.

First search term Second search term

Self-managing/self-managed + team Competency

Self-directed/self-directing + team Ability

Autonomous + team Skills

Self-leading + team Factors

Self-organizing/self-organized + team Factors + individual

Self-governing + team Skill

Self-managing/self-managed + group Individuals

Self-directed/self-directing + group Individual factors

Autonomous + group Individual influence

Self-leading + group Knowledge, skills, and abilities

Self-organizing/self-organized + group KSA/KSAO

Note. Every term on the left side was combined with every term on the right side. Terms with 

slashes were entered separately but are grouped in this table for more clarity.
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performance based on the empirical findings for SMTs and the theoretical 

framework of Bartram (2005). We integrate the findings with individual-

level and team-level outcomes, as both contribute to team performance (as 

discussed previously). To provide a comprehensive overview of the find-

ings, we also graphically report the relations of the KSAOs to the differ-

ent outcomes: performance outcome (Figure 1), performance behaviors 

(Figure 2), affective and health outcomes (Figure 3), and SMT initiation 

success (Figure 4). Additionally, we have developed some propositions 

regarding the benefit of each KSAO cluster for SMT performance (see 

Table 4).

Individual Competencies for SMT Performance

The reviewed studies indicate the relevance of all eight competency clusters 

(see Figures 1–4). For further structuring, we oriented toward the specific 

competencies and subcompetencies of Bartram’s framework (see Table 1). In 

the following paragraphs, we show the findings for each competency cluster 

and their relationship to the team- and individual-level outcomes. We start 

with a summary and then go into the details for each cluster, including team 

and individual level findings.

Leading and Deciding

The literature review revealed that within the cluster of leading and deciding, 

leading and supervising and deciding and initiating action were relevant. 

Particularly, the reviewed literature provided evidence for the subcompeten-

cies taking responsibility, acting on own initiative, making decisions, show-

ing a broad range of leadership behaviors, and living shared leadership 

principles.

Deciding and initiating action

Taking responsibility. This subcompetency includes two aspects: taking 

responsibility for a specific task as well as for oneself. It refers to being the 

director and taking accountability for a task or for one’s own behavior. Quan-

titative studies have shown that members of high-performing teams more 

often took responsibility for team tasks and also encouraged others to do 

so (Carte et al., 2006; Zafft et al., 2009). Similarly, high-performing SMT 

members stood out by proactively taking responsibility for additional tasks 

and leadership roles (Ainsworth, 2016). Case studies have also shown that 

taking responsibility and initiative were essential to counterbalance the high 

degree of freedom in SMTs and were a major requirement of any role within 
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Table 4. Propositions Regarding Performance in SMTs.

Propositions

 1 The competency of deciding and initiating action is beneficial for SMT performance.

1.1 Taking responsibility is especially beneficial for performance behaviors and 

outcomes.

1.2 Acting on one9s own initiative and making decisions is especially beneficial for 

performance behaviors.

 2 The competency of leading and supervising is beneficial for SMT performance.

2.1 Living and accepting shared leadership principles in knowledge-working contexts is 

beneficial to performance behaviors and outcomes.

2.2 Showing various leadership styles and behaviors is beneficial for performance 

behaviors and outcomes.

 3 The individual competency of teamwork and supporting is especially beneficial for 

performance behaviors and outcomes in SMTs.

3.1 Building team spirit and adapting to the team is beneficial for performance 

behaviors and outcomes, as well as affective and health outcomes.

3.2 Supporting others is particularly beneficial for performance behaviors and 

outcomes.

3.3 Showing empathy is particularly beneficial for performance behaviors.

3.4 Trusting in the good intentions of the others is particularly beneficial for 

performance outcomes.

3.5 Proactively communicating is particularly beneficial for performance behaviors but 

not for affective outcomes.

 4 The competency of relating and networking is beneficial for SMT performance.

4.1 Managing conflict is especially beneficial for performance outcomes.

4.2 Networking is especially beneficial for performance outcomes.

4.3 Relating across levels is beneficial for SMT initiation and performance behavior.

 5 The competency of presenting and communicating information, especially 

communicating directly and expressing one9s own opinion, is particularly beneficial for 

performance behaviors in SMTs.

 6 The competency of applying expertise and technology in terms of applying and building 

technical expertise is beneficial for performance behaviors in SMTs.

 7 The competency of learning and researching, especially in terms of encouraging and 

supporting organizational learning, is particularly beneficial for performance behavior in 

SMTs.

 8 The competency of planning and organizing is especially beneficial for performance 

behaviors in SMTs.

 9 The competency of adapting and responding to change, especially by adapting and 

accepting new ideas and dealing with ambiguity, is particularly beneficial for performance 

behaviors and outcomes in SMTs.

10 The competency of coping with pressure and setbacks is especially beneficial for 

performance behaviors in SMTs.

10.1 Working energetically and demonstrating ambition is especially beneficial for 

performance outcomes in SMTs. 

10.2 Pursuing self-development is beneficial for performance behaviors and outcomes as 

well as for affective and health outcomes in SMTs
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self-managing organizations (Andrés et al., 2015; Banai et al., 2000; Duimer-

ing & Robinson, 2007; Hoda & Murugesan, 2016; Hoda et al., 2012). In con-

trast, blaming individual team members who made decisions with the intent 

of solving a conflict, instead of taking responsibility as a team, impeded 

constructive conflict management (Yazid et al., 2018). In turn, according to 

a detailed multiple case study, responsibility sharing within the team was 

positively associated with team performance and personal development 

(Doorewaard et al., 2002). Additionally, training in the area of participation, 

responsibility, empowerment, and involvement facilitated successful initia-

tion of SMTs (Attaran & Nguyen, 1999).

Concerning the facilitators for taking responsibility, some research has 

focused on flexible role orientation, which implies a rather broad definition 

of one’s work role and enables individuals to take responsibility for goals, 

proactively define their roles, and perceive the responsibility to anticipate 

and prevent problems (Parker, 2007). In her seminal, longitudinal study with 

high external validity through two separate samples, Parker (2007) found 

that flexible role orientation predicted moderately higher performance. It 

even had an incremental value in addition to other important factors such as 

job satisfaction or self-efficacy. Specifically, showing collaborative, team-

oriented behaviors in addition to those required by one’s actual role was 

related to team and individual performance and leadership emergence1 

(de Jong et al., 2004; Lee & Paunova, 2017).

Acting on own initiative and making decisions. This subcompetency refers to 

taking action in anticipation of challenges and opportunities without others’ 

stimulation. It also includes making decisions instead of waiting for more 

information or delegating the task to others and thus probably accepting 

calculated risks. Previous research has identified that being proactive and 

proactively engaging in problem-solving activities are relevant for team 

strategic thinking, learning, and performance (Ainsworth, 2016; Druskat & 

Kayes, 2000; Wageman, 1997). Furthermore, a proactive personality was 

found significant for successful SMT initiation and proactive team behav-

ior (Williams et al., 2010). Besides, a simulation study with students found 

individual decision quality to be predictive of team decision performance 

(Zhou et al., 2020). Intuitiveness, which refers to a cognitive style character-

ized by a preference for a broad perspective and non-conformist and open-

ended approaches to problem-solving and decision-making (Armstrong & 

Priola, 2001), has been found to facilitate proactivity. Based on interaction 

analyses over 5 months, Armstrong and Priola (2001) found that individuals 

with an intuitive action style initiated moderately more socio-emotional and 

slightly more task-oriented behaviors than analytic individuals. Furthermore, 
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formal leaders showed an intuitive style significantly more often than other 

team members, which is meaningful, as the team members had elected their 

leaders. Besides, moderate levels of assertiveness, referring to dominant 

and decisive behaviors focusing on getting along, predicted higher levels of 

advice-seeking by one’s peers (Hu et al., 2019).

Leading and supervising

Living and accepting the principles of shared leadership. Shared leadership 

refers to all team members being “involved in the process of leading one 

another toward productive ends” (Pearce et al., 2014, p. 277). This conse-

quently requires the ability to lead and follow the leader (DeRue & Ashford, 

2010). Banai et al. (2000) identified the ability to lead and follow the leader 

as a success factor for self-managing organizations. In turn, a major, man-

ager-reported challenge for the initiation of SMTs was establishing leader-

ship among team members (Nicholls et al., 1999). Carte et al. (2006) verified 

the relevance of leadership behavior longitudinally: better performing teams 

showed more shared and concentrated leadership behaviors than worse per-

forming teams. Especially in the early stages of team formation, shared moni-

toring leadership behaviors were relevant, and collective leadership (Hiller 

et al., 2006) was a positive predictor for team information elaboration and 

performance (Resick et al., 2014).

However, considering an SMT’s type of work, Fausing et al. (2013) found 

through regression analysis that shared leadership predicted higher team per-

formance only for knowledge workers, though not for manufacturing teams, 

for whom it predicted even poorer performance. Besides, Markova and Perry 

(2014) found that intragroup disagreement regarding leadership roles was 

negatively associated with group cohesion. Unfortunately, the study did not 

consider the alternative of shared leadership, which limits its informative 

value as shown by Taggar et al. (1999). Based on a large sample, they showed 

that besides central leadership, the leadership behaviors of all team members 

were decisive for team performance; even to the extent that when these were 

weak, the central leadership’s effect disappeared. DeRue et al. (2015) demon-

strated that team members’ agreement with shared leadership predicted 

higher leadership density and lower leadership centrality at the team level.

Showing various leadership styles and behaviors. Leadership can have differ-

ent styles and corresponding roles, for example, directive leadership including 

coordinating roles or participative leadership including mentoring behaviors 

(Carte et al., 2006; Quinn, 1984). One individual can perform various leader-

ship roles, which is called behavioral complexity, and this for instance was 

related to the managers’ effectiveness in traditional teams (Denison et al., 
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1995). Considering leadership roles in SMTs, Zafft et al. (2009) found that 

here, too, behavioral complexity was clearly associated with higher team 

performance. Studies analyzing the leadership type found positive associa-

tions of behaviors focused on producing results, managing processes, and 

leading change with team performance (Carte et al., 2006). Besides, action-

embedded transformational leadership behaviors were relevant for individual 

leadership emergence (Eseryel & Eseryel, 2013).

Supporting and Cooperating

Regarding the cluster supporting and cooperating, teamwork and supporting 

were especially relevant. Specifically, we found evidence for several sub-

competencies, for example, supporting others, trusting others, and building 

team spirit.

Teamworking and supporting. Teamwork refers to a “set of interrelated 

thoughts, actions, and feelings of each team member that are needed to func-

tion as a team and that combine to facilitate coordinated, adaptive perfor-

mance and task objectives resulting in value-added outcomes” (Salas et al., 

2005, p. 562). Based on a literature review of research on all types of groups, 

Stevens and Campion (1994) identified conflict resolution, collaborative 

problem-solving, communication, goal setting, and performance manage-

ment, as well as planning and task coordination behaviors as essential for 

teamwork. Several studies on SMTs have investigated the broad concepts of 

teamwork or collaboration. Tasa et al.’s (2007) comprehensive longitudinal 

study revealed that the teamwork behaviors identified by Stevens and Cam-

pion (1994) predicted higher team performance through increased collective 

efficacy within newly established teams. Furthermore, based on an SEM, 

Hirschfeld et al. (2006) found that the mere knowledge of these teamwork 

behaviors predicted moderately higher performance and teamwork effective-

ness. Additionally, perceived team cooperation predicted moderately higher 

team performance, motivation, and openness to change (Eby & Dobbins, 

1997; Yeatts et al., 2001).

Besides, qualitative research found cooperation essential for team perfor-

mance and effectiveness in agile software development, and traced problems 

regarding task coordination, shared decision-making, and mutual support 

back to a lack of teamwork competence (Fontana et al., 2014; Moe et al., 

2010; Wood et al., 2013). Ethnographic research on shared leadership in 

SMTs identified collaboration as a prerequisite for the team members’ 

mutual understanding of the current and changing authority distributions 

(Bransford, 2006). Furthermore, agreeableness, characterized by 
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cooperativeness, courteousness, soft-heartedness, trustfulness, tolerance, 

and flexibility (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Sheese & Graziano, 2004) positively 

correlated with teamwork behaviors as well as self-efficacy for participating 

in SMTs (Powell & Pazos, 2017; Thoms et al., 1996). Powell and Pazos’s 

(2017) case study showed that agreeable team members cooperated more, for 

example, by exchanging task-related information with other members, giving 

and accepting feedback, providing backup behaviors, and engaging in prob-

lem-solving. Additionally, teams’ average agreeableness predicted moder-

ately stronger team cognition over time (Guchait et al., 2014). Besides the 

research on the broad construct of teamwork, several studies have also inves-

tigated individual facets of teamwork, which allows us to further distinguish 

subcompetencies in the following paragraphs.

Supporting others. Supporting others refers to providing material and 

intangible resources to help another person reach a specific goal or a desired 

mental state. Based on an SEM, Wolff et al. (2002) found that behaviors to 

support and develop others predicted higher team task coordination, which 

in turn predicted individual leadership emergence. Accordingly, two robust 

studies showed that team colleagues perceived as supporting and advising 

were attributed informal leadership roles (especially male colleagues) and 

performed substantially better (Gill et al., 2020; Neubert & Taggar, 2004). 

Furthermore, intrateam and interteam support predicted higher team perfor-

mance, and proactive and adaptive behavior (de Jong & de Ruyter, 2004; 

de Jong et al., 2004). Additionally, Hu et al. (2019) identified the moderat-

ing effect of prosocial motivation, which refers to being motivated by help-

ing and benefiting others. In principle, moderate degrees of assertiveness or 

warmth predicted the highest levels of popularity and advising role, but high 

prosocial motivation increased the levels of warmth and assertiveness that 

were still beneficial. Hence, prosocial motivation seems to make warmth 

and assertiveness more accepted, probably because it increases authenticity. 

Additionally, using multilevel modeling, Mitchell and Bommer (2018) found 

that prosocial motivation predicted slightly higher leadership emergence.

Trusting others. Trusting others in terms of believing in the trustworthiness 

and honesty of others but also believing in the capabilities of others is an 

aspect investigated in various studies on SMTs. Kiffin-Petersen and Cordery 

(2003) showed a positive association between dispositional trust (the general 

propensity to trust others) and situational forms, such as trust in cowork-

ers or management, with a preference for teamwork. Moreover, individual 

trusting relationships predicted knowledge transfer (Sarker et al., 2011). 

However, trust in SMTs was not exclusively positive; managers’ perceptions 
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of intrateam trust predicted only the perception that these SMTs achieved a 

lower cost reduction but not quality improvement or employee satisfaction 

(Yang & Guy, 2004). Furthermore, based on an SEM, Politis (2003) found a 

non-significant effect of interpersonal trust on performance and differential 

effects on knowledge acquisition, predicting a moderate to high increase in 

some dimensions but a decrease in others. Interestingly, the dimensions of 

interpersonal trust also varied in their effects; while trust in the capabilities of 

others was positively related to communication and problem solving, it was 

negatively related to preparing and presenting ideas to others, leading and 

managing projects, and possessing good domain knowledge.

Conversely, faith in the trustworthiness of others was positively related to 

presenting ideas to others, leading and managing projects, as well as com-

munication and problem-solving. However, although the fit indices of the 

model were good, these findings must be interpreted with care as the sample 

size was marginal (N = 49 teams) and too small for the applied method of 

parameter estimation.2 Gupta et al. (2011) found a non-significant correlation 

between trust in terms of the other’s trustworthiness and team performance, 

but the small sample (N = 36 teams) probably impeded statistical significance 

in this case as well. Langfred (2004) investigated trust at the team level, indi-

vidual autonomy, and team performance in student SMTs. He found a nega-

tive nonlinear relationship between intrateam trust and monitoring, such that 

with increasing trust, intrateam monitoring decreased. Teams with high indi-

vidual autonomy performed worse in the case of high intrateam trust and low 

intrateam monitoring, while teams with low individual autonomy performed 

better in the case of high trust. However, although Langfred’s (2004) findings 

resulted from sound statistical analyses, they seem to be of limited generaliz-

ability, as the sample comprised temporarily existing student teams in which 

trust was at least at a moderate level. As the effect proved to be nonlinear, it 

probably differs for lower levels of trust.

To conclude, while trust in the good intentions of others seemed to foster 

knowledge acquisition and collaboration processes, probably by providing 

a safe environment, specific facets of interpersonal trust, such as trust in the 

capabilities of others, appeared to have adverse effects on performance. 

These adverse effects might stem from other background processes such as 

social loafing (Latané et al., 1979) or interactions with potentially con-

founding variables, for example, conscientiousness or power distance (for 

details, see the sections on interacting and presenting and organizing and 

executing).

Building team spirit and adapting to the team. This subcompetency refers 

to behaviors that strengthen team cohesion and team identity and contribute 
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to the success as one team (Silva et al., 2014). It also includes behaviors 

for adapting to the team (e.g., deprioritizing one’s own needs or goals in 

favor of team goals and cohesion). The perception of goals as collabora-

tive instead of competitive correlated with engaging in constructive contro-

versy (Alper et al., 1998). Based on an SEM, de Jong et al. (2001) found 

that perceived team commitment to the common goal predicted distinctly 

higher job satisfaction, slightly lower intention to leave, and a reduced nega-

tive effect of uncertainties within the team’s context. Qualitative findings 

showed similar patterns: Prioritizing team goals and individual commitment 

were relevant for successful team self-management (Moe et al., 2009, 2010; 

Murnighan & Conlon, 1991; Oliver & Roos, 2003). Additionally, in quan-

titative studies, individualism in terms of the cultural dimension of collec-

tivism–individualism3 (Hofstede, 1980) was negatively related to teamwork 

preference and trust in the coworkers (Kiffin-Petersen & Cordery, 2003). 

Besides, qualitative research showed that individualism impeded transpar-

ency and knowledge transfer (Moe et al., 2010). In turn, a higher propor-

tion of collectivist-oriented team members predicted moderately higher 

perceived team cooperation (Eby & Dobbins, 1997). Besides, relationship 

orientation (femininity in terms of Hofstede, 1980) was important for team 

performance at later stages of student teams (Cheng et al., 2012), probably 

to ensure long-term team stability. Murnighan and Conlon (1991) and Oli-

ver and Roos (2003) identified the integration and appreciation of all team 

members’ skills and diverse contributions as benefiting SMT performance. 

Interpersonal emotional intelligence, including demonstrating oneself as 

a cooperative group member and establishing mutual interpersonal rela-

tionships (Bar-On et al., 2000), predicted higher focus on team tasks and 

intrateam cooperation (Frye et al., 2006). However, these results may be 

biased by gender, as the same was not balanced in the sample or statistically 

controlled.

Teamwork efficacy, the perceived capability to successfully perform spe-

cific tasks as a team, was positively related to individual teamwork behavior 

and team cohesion (Markova & Perry, 2014; Tasa et al., 2007). Specifically, 

based on a robust SEM, Tasa et al. (2007) found that teamwork efficacy pre-

dicted considerably higher team performance and slightly higher individual 

teamwork behavior. Similarly, confidence in effective intrateam interactions 

correlated positively with self- and supervisor-rated performance (Alper 

et al., 1998). Moreover, high group cohesion, comprising perceived friendli-

ness, trust, and loyalty among coworkers, was decisive for the positive effect 

of high individual self-management with respect to team performance 

(Millikin et al., 2010). Furthermore, group cohesiveness and identity corre-

lated positively with individual well-being and satisfaction (Markova & 
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Perry, 2014; Seers et al., 1995), thereby demonstrating the significant role of 

team spirit.

Showing empathy. Showing empathy refers to behaviors enabling expe-

riencing, understanding, and sharing another person’s emotions while still 

recognizing that these emotions are not one’s own (Cuff et al., 2016). Wolff 

et al.’s (2002) quantitative study of student SMTs based on behavior mea-

surement by critical incidents identified showing empathy as a predictor 

of slightly higher information synthesis, pattern identification within loose 

information, and perspective-taking. Both predicted slightly more supporting 

and developing of others and indirectly higher group task coordination and 

leadership emergence. Additionally, empathy was associated with more con-

structive conflict management, task orientation, and intrateam cooperation 

(Frye et al., 2006; Murnighan & Conlon, 1991).

Emotional intelligence, closely related to empathy, and which includes 

perceiving emotions, facilitating thought, understanding, and managing emo-

tions (Mayer & Salovey, 1997), was also investigated in the context of SMTs. 

Zhou et al. (2020) found that individual and team-level emotional intelli-

gence predicted psychological safety and team decision performance. Based 

on hierarchical linear modeling, Paik et al. (2019) found in their detailed 

investigation that the skills to perceive and understand certain emotions pre-

dicted higher individual performance, while the skills to use and manage 

emotions were irrelevant. This highlights the relevance of the empathy-

related aspects of emotional intelligence. Generally, high emotional intelli-

gence predicted slightly higher individual performance in the aspects of 

leadership and teamwork. The effect was stronger in bigger and in more 

diverse teams (diverse regarding age, ethnicity, and Big Five personality 

traits). However, the effect disappeared in the case of high team average emo-

tional intelligence. Applying the same questionnaire as Paik et al. (2019), 

Rozell and Scroggins (2010) found that the understanding of emotions was 

related to negative feelings regarding group member relationships and group 

cohesion, both being dimensions of group satisfaction. The authors explained 

this phenomenon stating that this is because a better understanding of the 

team colleagues’ emotions allows the perception of tensions that other col-

leagues could not even sense. Hence, the evaluation of group cohesion may 

be worse. On the other hand, the operationalization of SMTs in Rozell and 

Scroggins’s study was critical; members of the participating teams had to 

apply for the team leadership, were selected by the researchers, and then the 

leader held a task-assignment power. Such a procedure is uncommon for stu-

dent teams and may have caused irritation and limited generalizability. 

However, satisfaction with the group differs from job satisfaction and could 
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also function as an incentive to improve conditions, thereby increasing per-

formance and leadership. This aligns with the previously mentioned findings 

of Paik et al. (2019).

Communicating proactively. Communicating proactively refers to express-

ing own needs, wishes, and possible disagreements regarding cooperation 

toward one’s colleagues at an early stage. The inability to address critical 

issues in the relationship with others was an impeding factor for team learn-

ing and self-management (Moe et al., 2009). Earlier, Druskat and Kayes 

(2000) had shown that confronting members who break the norms strongly 

correlated with higher team learning. Besides, while the correlation with team 

performance was null, the authors found a negative effect through regres-

sion analysis. However, the inferential statistics’ reliability is questionable, 

being based on a minimal sample size (N = 26). Additionally, clarifying each 

member’s necessary work contribution was related to SMT strategic think-

ing and performance (Wageman, 1997). Furthermore, research on SMTs also 

investigated impression management, the motivation to control the outside 

perception of oneself and intentionally construct a desirable image (Leary & 

Kowalski, 1990), which counteracts the proactive communication of one’s 

needs or the perceived tensions. Using the painstaking approach of multilevel 

linear modeling, Mitchell and Bommer (2018) found that in temporary teams 

a member’s impression management motive predicted lower leadership 

emergence when the team colleagues perceived them as showing few task 

coordination behaviors. However, in the case of perceived high task coordi-

nation, impression management motives did not affect leadership emergence. 

Similarly, case studies of permanent SMTs identified impression manage-

ment as hindering the initiation of self-management (Moe et al., 2009, 2010).

Interacting and Presenting

Within the cluster interacting and presenting, the reviewed literature showed 

the relevance of relating and networking, as well as presenting and commu-

nicating information. Particularly, we found evidence for the subcompeten-

cies relating across levels, managing conflict, networking, communicating 

directly, and expressing own opinions.

Relating and networking

Relating across levels. Relating across levels refers to building good rela-

tionships with persons of different hierarchy levels and different subject 

areas. Managers who experimented with SMTs reported in a qualitative 

survey that culture-contingent high power distance, which refers to the 
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individual acceptance of unequal power distribution in organizations (Hofst-

ede, 1980), impeded the initiation of SMTs (Nicholls et al., 1999). According 

to the managers, high power distance employees struggled to assume leader-

ship roles and be led by peers. More precisely, Liu et al.’s (2012) sound study 

identified power distance as a prerequisite for the effectiveness of empower-

ing work conditions. Only in the case of low individual power distance did 

participative decision-making and SMT climate result in higher organization-

based self-esteem, which was mediated by higher psychological ownership 

concerning the organization. Analogously, only with low individual power 

distance did participative decision-making and SMT climate predict higher 

affective commitment and organizational citizenship behavior. Additionally, 

direct communication to the customer was relevant for agile team maturity 

(Fontana et al., 2014). The communication between customers and develop-

ers includes bringing together different subject areas and hierarchy levels, 

which shows the importance of building relationships across levels.

Managing conflict. Managing conflict refers to actively handling and 

resolving conflict among team members in a constructive, solution-oriented 

way. Constructive controversy, including seeking a mutually beneficial solu-

tion, taking each other’s perspective, discussing opposing views directly and 

openly, and integrating them for the best solution predicted moderately to 

strongly higher confidence in the team and its effectiveness (Alper et al., 

1998). Similarly, qualitative research reported mediating behaviors and 

democratic conflict-resolution strategies as standout attributes of success-

ful SMTs or team members (Ainsworth, 2016; Murnighan & Conlon, 1991). 

Furthermore, the training in conflict resolution skills eased the initiation of 

SMTs, with compromise and reconciliation being especially important in the 

initial phases (Attaran & Nguyen, 1999). In contrast, conflict avoidance strat-

egies let teams become dependent on external leadership (Yazid et al., 2018). 

Although the qualitative evidence is unequivocal, seminal quantitative evi-

dence for the competency of managing conflict is still lacking.

Networking. Networking refers to building and actively maintaining rela-

tionships with others and thereby gaining relevant information and support 

for one’s goals (Gibson et al., 2014). Gill et al.’s (2020) exhaustive study 

based on network analysis and multilevel modeling showed that individual 

popularity among the teammates (expressive tie centrality) predicted moder-

ately higher performance. Interestingly, in gender homogenous teams, one’s 

expressive tie centrality could even mitigate the negative effect of one’s low 

instrumental contributions on leadership emergence. The authors hypothesize 

expressive tie centrality as being a compensator for the lack of instrumental 
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contribution. It enhances emotional resources, such as psychological safety 

and team openness, which is especially effective in gender homogenous 

teams due to the similarity-attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1961). Additionally, 

Hu et al. (2019) found in their detailed study that moderate levels of warmth, 

as reflected in being affectionate and friendly in social interactions, predicted 

higher levels of advice seeking and peer liking. In turn, advice seeking and 

peer liking were positively related to leadership emergence (Hu et al., 2019). 

These findings seem to have good external validity, considering they were 

from two independent samples, one including temporary student teams and 

the other permanent teams of professionals. DeRue et al. (2015), on the other 

hand, relied on a large sample and found that the perceived warmth of an 

individual was negatively related to leadership behavior and leadership emer-

gence. However, they did not check for nonlinear relations, as seen in Hu 

et al. (2019), which could have provided another insight. Nonetheless, one’s 

perception of the team’s warmth predicted one’s leadership behavior medi-

ated by identification with the group (DeRue et al., 2015).

Moreover, Sorrentino and Field’s (1986) quasi-experimental study showed 

that affiliation motivation, which is the motivation to perform for social 

rewards, such as establishing good relations or gaining approval, was associ-

ated with socio-emotional and task leadership emergence, higher perceived 

contribution, competence, confidence, and more task-relevant interactions. 

Unfortunately, the authors did not report effect sizes or standard deviations, 

which inhibited conclusions regarding practical significance. Generally, good 

relationships were found relevant for SMT success (Sarker et al., 2011; 

Weerheim et al., 2019). One quasi-experimental study showed 3 months after 

an intervention to reinstall SMTs higher quality of team member exchange 

and cohesiveness in the SMTs than in the traditional teams (Seers et al., 

1995). Team member exchange in turn correlated with increased team effi-

ciency, although these results must be interpreted carefully as the sample size 

at the team level was only N = 5. Furthermore, building relationships with 

other teams and interpersonal understanding were moderately to strongly 

associated with higher team learning (Druskat & Kayes, 2000). In women, 

boundary-spanning behavior, the coordination with people outside the team 

to acquire resources, was linked to increased leadership emergence but not 

effectiveness, whereas it was linked to slightly decreased leadership emer-

gence and effectiveness for men (Lanaj & Hollenbeck, 2015).

Presenting and communicating information

Communicating directly and expressing own opinions. This subcompetency 

includes sharing information in a direct way and expressing one’s own opin-

ions while fitting them well into the context. Generally, good team communi-
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cation was found relevant for agile team maturity (Fontana et al., 2014). Case 

studies reported direct communication as essential for handling critical inci-

dents, the enhancement of communication skills as facilitating the initiation 

of SMTs, and lack of communication as the root cause of problems in newly 

formed SMTs (Attaran & Nguyen, 1999; Moe et al., 2010; Oliver & Roos, 

2003). Furthermore, case studies of self-managing organizations reported as 

essential the free flow of intrateam communication and expressing own opin-

ions effectively and honestly, specifically toward the management (Andrés 

et al., 2015; Banai et al., 2000). Yang and Guy (2004) substantiated the role of 

communication quantitatively by showing the positive relationship between 

managers’ perceptions of intrateam communication and product quality. How-

ever, we found no quantitative research that studied the role of communication 

from a self-reported team member’s perspective. Using interaction analysis, 

Stephens and Lyddy (2016) investigated the mechanisms of communicative 

contributions in SMTs and, in particular, heedful interrelating, which refers to 

the individual awareness of how one’s own contributions purposefully add to 

the team goal. Teams with more responsive communication patterns, includ-

ing overlapping or linking own statements to that of colleagues, showed mod-

erately higher team performance and a stronger perception of the team as a 

whole, which is one facet of team cohesion.

Analyzing and Interpreting

So far, only a few studies have dealt with the cluster analyzing and inter-

preting in the context of SMTs. Findings are limited to the field of apply-

ing expertise and technology, which refers to using one’s technical 

knowledge and skills or certain specific technologies. This contrasts with 

building interdisciplinary skills. Tasa et al.’s (2007) robust quantitative 

study identified task-relevant knowledge as a predictor for moderately 

higher individual teamwork behavior, which again predicted moderately 

higher team performance through higher collective efficacy. Based on net-

work analysis, Sarker et al. (2011) found for task-relevant knowledge only 

a positive association with performance, but showed that knowledge trans-

fer, which was independent of actual knowledge, additionally predicted 

leadership emergence. Similarly, DeRue et al. (2015) identified peer-rated 

individual knowledge as a predictor for leadership emergence. Andrés 

et al. (2015) reported that in self-managing organizations, every employee 

was required and trained to possess knowledge about financials to enable 

them to own decision-making. Consequently, although mere knowledge 

application might not always be sufficient, it is nonetheless necessary for 

SMT performance.
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Creating and Conceptualizing

The literature review showed that within the cluster creating and conceptual-

izing, the competency learning and researching especially was relevant. 

However, we could not distinguish further subcompetencies. Learning and 

researching includes individual knowledge acquisition by an active, self-

directed search for relevant information and the support of team and organi-

zational learning by fostering knowledge transfer and information sharing. 

Based on a network approach, Sarker et al. (2011) found through regression 

analysis that higher knowledge transfer to others predicted higher individual 

leadership emergence and performance. Besides, Ainsworth’s (2016) case 

study showed that high-performing individuals shared their research and 

knowledge with others and gave constructive criticism. In turn, low-perform-

ing SMT members lacked strategies to ask for clarification and ensure under-

standing. Based on an SEM, though relying on a small sample, Politis (2003) 

found that knowledge acquisition predicted slightly to moderately higher 

team performance. Furthermore, retaining lessons learned was relevant for 

agile team maturity (Fontana et al., 2014). Looking for best practices and 

experimenting with new ways to work more effectively were essential for 

SMTs’ strategic thinking and performance (Wageman, 1997). Team cogni-

tion, the intrateam mental organization, representation, and distribution of 

knowledge necessary for team functioning, was essential for organizational 

learning and was associated with team performance, team satisfaction, and 

team cohesion (Guchait et al., 2014). Specifically, transactive memory sys-

tems predicted distinctly higher team performance and team satisfaction, 

while team task understanding predicted distinctly higher team cohesion 

(Guchait et al., 2014). Transactive memory systems refer to individual mem-

ory systems and the interpersonal communication process to create a shared 

awareness of who knows what (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006; Wegner, 1987). 

Andrés et al. (2015) also reported team cognition as being crucial in self-

managing organizations, where information transparency and information 

accessibility to all employees was a leading principle.

Organizing and Executing

Regarding the cluster organizing and executing, previous research has pro-

vided evidence for the specific competency planning and organizing. It 

includes behaviors to anticipate, identify, and schedule tasks and correspond-

ing actions, and coordinating actions and other people. Team-level self-man-

agement behaviors, such as joint goal setting, joint planning, coordination, 

and collaboration, predicted slightly to moderately higher team performance 
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(Lambe et al., 2009). Furthermore, Cohen et al.’s (1997) influential quasi-

experimental study with a large, diverse sample showed that SMT members 

reported the requirements of self-goal-setting and self-criticism more fre-

quently than members of managed teams. In turn, self-goal-setting and self-

criticism positively correlated with organizational commitment and 

satisfaction. Relatedly, case studies reported strengthening time management 

skills as beneficial, but unrealistic planning as impeding self-management 

(Attaran & Nguyen, 1999; Moe et al., 2009). Besides, sending coordinating 

and task-oriented messages was a distinguishing behavior of emerging lead-

ers (Yoo & Alavi, 2004). Oliver and Roos (2003) identified prioritization and 

a clear product vision as facilitating the handling of critical incidents. Besides, 

Moe et al. (2009) found that unclear completion criteria for tasks and goals 

impeded team goal commitment, and hence planning the goal completion is 

important. The personality trait conscientiousness, which includes behaviors 

to act carefully, thoroughly, in a goal-directed, organized way (Barrick & 

Mount, 1991; Roberts et al., 2009), correlated with more positive attitudes 

regarding SMTs and an advising role within the team (Gill et al., 2020; Thoms 

et al., 1996). Taggar et al. (1999) found in a considerable student sample a 

general positive effect of conscientiousness on leadership emergence, 

whereas Neubert and Taggar (2004) found it only for men in a sample of 

employees, while for women the effect was reverse. At the team level, high 

conscientiousness predicted strong team cognition, which in turn was rele-

vant for team performance (Guchait et al., 2014). Interestingly, conscien-

tiousness was especially important in the initial team phases and became less 

relevant over the team lifecycle (Guchait et al., 2014).

Adapting and coping. The literature review showed that within the cluster 

adapting and coping, the specific competencies adapting and responding to 

change and coping with pressure and setbacks were relevant. However, the 

findings did not allow a further distinction of subcompetencies.

Adapting and responding to change. Adapting and responding to change 

includes adapting to new conditions, accepting and welcoming new ideas, 

but also dealing with the ambiguity arising from anticipated changes. One 

case study showed that, in critical situations, effective SMTs first tried to 

modify the external conditions, but soon realized and accepted the given con-

ditions and instead adapted themselves to the situation (Oliver & Roos, 

2003). Additionally, Yeatts et al. (2001) found that openness to experience 

correlated moderately with higher team performance. Adding quantitative 

evidence, de Jong and de Ruyter’s (2004) influential study based on multi-

level analyses showed that the adaptive recovery behavior at the team level 
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correlated positively with team performance. Quickly reacting to changing 

conditions improves performance outcomes. On the other hand, qualitative 

research showed that recognizing and managing ambiguity and tolerating 

high uncertainty were positively associated with team performance out-

comes, especially in critical situations (Murnighan & Conlon, 1991; Oliver & 

Roos, 2003). Interestingly, Cheng et al. (2012) found a positive relationship 

between low uncertainty avoidance of student SMTs and team performance 

only in early team phases. This time effect may exist because in the early 

project phases, when little is known, more decisions must be made under 

more uncertain conditions. In such cases, being unable to make decisions 

under uncertainty will thus impede performance. Besides, Elloy et al.’s 

(2001) thorough SEM-based study showed that perceived role conflict and 

uncertainty about one’s organizational position were associated with moder-

ate increases in burnout factors, such as emotional exhaustion, depersonaliza-

tion, and feelings of low personal accomplishment. Although not directly 

measured, these findings underpin the relevance of coping with ambiguity 

and uncertainty, considering that dynamic role definition and distribution are 

characteristic of SMTs (Lee & Edmondson, 2017).

Coping with pressure and setbacks. This subcompetency refers to handling 

pressure and setbacks well by regulating the own emotions efficiently but 

also maintaining a positive outlook despite potential difficulties. Quinteiro 

et al. (2016) found that thought self-leadership, referring to fostering con-

structive thoughts by applying mental imagery, (positive) self-dialogue, and 

evaluation of (dysfunctional) beliefs and assumptions, predicted team perfor-

mance and viability, mediated through team collective efficacy. Emotional 

stability, the tendency of feeling confident, secure, and steady (Barrick & 

Mount, 1991), was found to predict slightly higher leadership emergence in 

Taggar et al.’s (1999) detailed study. Furthermore, Thoms et al. (1996) found, 

although based on a predominantly male sample, that low emotional stability 

not only predicted slightly lower self-efficacy for participating in SMTs, but 

also correlated negatively with attitude toward SMTs.

Gray (2012) showed that team resilience predicted higher team perfor-

mance over time. Interestingly, he also found that perceiving and managing 

own emotions had a weak negative association with team performance but 

weak to moderate positive associations with team resilience. Overly focusing 

on dealing with emotions might trap one and impede performance. We pro-

pose that moderate levels might be more beneficial to performance, but cur-

vilinear relationships were not investigated. Unfortunately, the findings are 

of limited validity due to variance restriction and a tiny sample (team level 

aggregation), as well as using a simulation game to gather data, which limited 
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the external validity. On the other hand, qualitative research identified calm-

ness and focus under pressure as decisive for dealing with critical incidents 

and essential for constructive conflict resolution (Murnighan & Conlon, 

1991; Oliver & Roos, 2003).

Enterprising and Performing

Within the cluster enterprising and performing, the reviewed literature 

showed the relevance of the competency achieving personal work goals and 

objectives. Specifically, the subcompetencies working energetically and 

enthusiastically and demonstrating ambition, and pursuing self-develop-

ment were relevant.

Achieving personal work goals and objectives

Working energetically and enthusiastically and demonstrating ambition. This 

subcompetency includes putting effort and desire into one’s actions and 

showing determination to perform and reach goals. Research has identified 

as relevant making extra efforts to show commitment to the team and its 

goals, being proactive, and engaging proactively in problem-solving activi-

ties (Ainsworth, 2016; Druskat & Kayes, 2000; Hawkins, 2013; Moe et al., 

2009; Weerheim et al., 2019). Specifically, personal and task commitment 

and perseverance were positively related to team performance and agile team 

maturity (Fontana et al., 2014; Gray, 2012). Furthermore, qualitative and 

quantitative research found self-regulatory strategies for working autono-

mously and with focus, which are necessary to keep on track with one’s goals, 

important for individual and team performance (Ainsworth, 2016; Coetzer 

& Trimble, 2009). Investigating individual motives in a quasi-experimental 

approach, Sorrentino and Field (1986) identified individual achievement 

motivation, which refers to taking pride in accomplishments—as a predic-

tor for socio-emotional and task leadership emergence. Achievement orienta-

tion helps individuals to work toward their goals energetically. Consequently, 

more achievement-oriented individuals showed more task-relevant interac-

tions and their peers rated their contribution, competence, and confidence 

higher (Sorrentino & Field, 1986). Unfortunately, the authors hardly explored 

the longitudinal effects, although the design would have allowed it.

Pursuing self-development. Pursuing self-development refers to seeking 

out and engaging in activities or behaviors that help one’s skills, knowledge, 

and personality evolve further, and also increase one’s level of experience. 

Based on a thorough SEM, Lee and Paunova (2017) found that individuals 

who set their goals in terms of competence development instead of mere 

ability demonstration (learning goal orientation) felt safer in their SMTs. 



162 Small Group Research 53(1) 

Besides, these individuals showed more collaborative, team-oriented behav-

iors, beyond the actual requirements of their roles. Mediated by felt safety, 

learning goal orientation predicted moderately higher leadership emergence. 

Furthermore, lack of team member interest in engaging in tasks outside 

one’s specialization area threatened cross-functionality and team perfor-

mance (Hoda & Murugesan, 2016). Research on this topic is in general still 

sparse, though findings regarding agility and organizational learning have 

suggested that individual behaviors to pursue self-development are impor-

tant as well (Sherehiy & Karwowski, 2014).

Model of KSAOs for SMT Performance

Based on previous research findings, the present paper provides a model of 

individual KSAOs and traits beneficial to SMT performance. It gives details 

on the relations of individual KSAOs not only with the three performance 

aspects (performance outcomes, performance behaviors, and affective and 

health outcomes), but also with SMT initiation success. Besides the team-

level performance perspective, the paper also offers a perspective on individ-

ual-level performance, as individual performance is also predictive of team 

performance (Figure 1 through Figure 4). The model is oriented toward the 

Bartram (2005) competencies for general job performance to cover all aspects 

regarding SMT performance, for example, not merely teamwork, but also 

managerial aspects. Our findings have much in common with the specific 

research on teamwork KSAOs by Stevens and Campion (1994), which also 

included managed teams (cf. section on teamwork). We found studies report-

ing the compound or single teamwork KSAOs as relevant in the field of 

SMTs (e.g., Hirschfeld et al., 2006; Tasa et al., 2007), and we derived similar 

competencies from the data. However, despite the commonalities, we found 

additional KSAOs that are not part of Stevens and Campion’s (1994) model, 

especially regarding deciding and initiating action or adapting and coping. 

Therefore, like other authors (e.g., Williams et al., 2010), we think that to 

understand the individual KSAOs related to SMT performance, general 

teamwork KSAOs are not sufficient. The range of required activities in SMTs 

is even broader (i.e., they include more managerial aspects or more uncer-

tainty), as there is no external leader providing safety and direction. 

Consequently, self-managing team KSAOs are better covered by a derivate 

of Bartram’s (2005) model for general job performance.

Relation to Team Level Competency and Process Models

The present paper focuses on individual-level KSAOs and their relationship 

to team performance. Other authors have developed models for team-level 
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KSAOs and processes. Marks et al. (2001) identified mission analysis, goal 

specification, strategy formulation and planning, monitoring progress toward 

goals, systems monitoring, team monitoring and backup, coordination, con-

flict management, motivating and confidence building, and affect manage-

ment as relevant team processes. Similarly, but in lesser detail, Salas et al. 

(2005) reported team leadership, mutual performance monitoring, backup 

behavior, adaptability, team orientation, shared mental models, mutual trust, 

and closed-loop communication as the most relevant aspects at the team level 

for teamwork performance. The KSAOs of the present paper are substantially 

in accordance with these team models and correspond to the individual 

requirements to contribute to the identified team processes and emergent 

states. For instance, the team process of conflict management requires, among 

other things, the individual competency of managing conflict. Still, the indi-

vidual KSAO perspective adds value through its higher level of detail, as 

some team processes require several KSAOs. Besides, providing individual 

starting points makes it functional for practitioners.

The Interplay of Team Members’ KSAOs Within SMTs

Despite the upside of relating individual KSAOs to team performance, we 

obviously cannot confine ourselves to observing team members in isolation. 

Team performance is always a result of team processes and interaction effects 

within the team, and therefore team-based perspectives must not be neglected 

(Mathieu et al., 2014). The question of how competencies and traits will play 

out if several team members show them is crucial. However, only a few stud-

ies so far have addressed the effects of diversity, curvilinear composition 

effects, fault lines, and KSAO centralization or density.

Research on team composition showed that a higher proportion of collec-

tivist-oriented team members predicted moderately higher perceived team 

cooperation (Eby & Dobbins, 1997). Besides, Den Hartog et al. (2020) 

found a positive association of less variance in extraversion and conscien-

tiousness with team innovation over time. The combination of minimal 

conscientiousness variance and maximized extraversion variance predicted 

the best short-term and long-term performance (Humphrey et al., 2011). 

Similarly, Ostermeier et al. (2020) found that too many highly conscientious 

members predicted less psychological safety, which in turn was related to 

lower performance. However, the authors did not report the optimal share of 

conscientious members. Diversity regarding openness was unrelated to team 

innovation, although, interestingly, low variance in agreeableness was asso-

ciated with lesser team innovation over time (Den Hartog et al., 2020). Team 

diversity in proactive behavior predicted worse teamwork behavior, and 
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consequently less team proactive performance (Williams et al., 2010). This 

effect was mediated by worse interpersonal treatment in the case of high team 

diversity regarding proactive behavior, as the more proactive colleagues may 

complain about the less proactive colleagues. However, as previously men-

tioned, there was a clear positive main effect of proactivity on performance. 

Besides, divergence in goal orientation (learning vs. performance) was 

related to worse performance and information elaboration in SMTs, while in 

externally led teams the relations were reversed (Nederveen Pieterse et al., 

2019). This shows that in SMTs goals have a leadership function, emphasiz-

ing the importance of setting and orienting toward goals. A moderate degree 

of team diversity regarding uncertainty avoidance was related to best perfor-

mance (Cheng et al., 2012), probably because, on the one hand, too little 

uncertainty avoidance could promote too risky decisions and thus increase 

mistakes. On the other hand, too much uncertainty avoidance could impede 

necessary decisions and thus hinder the project’s progress. The diversity 

probably enables the team to regulate itself and take the right amount of risk.

Similarly, moderate variance levels of relationship orientation were asso-

ciated with the highest team performance. Relationship orientation variance 

may be beneficial because the team is diverse enough to regulate itself regard-

ing task- and relationship focus, without entering into disputes due to too 

great differences. Diversity of expert skills and functional backgrounds was 

relevant for SMT and organizational performance in several studies, confirm-

ing the claim for cross-functional teams in agile work environments (e.g., 

Cohen et al., 1996; Hoda & Murugesan, 2016; Wageman, 1997). Depending 

on the type and amount of diversity, as well as its context, therefore, team 

diversity can either benefit or hinder SMT performance. This is in line with 

the inconsistent findings reported by Mathieu et al. (2014), who additionally 

pointed out possible interaction effects of diversity with time or the nature of 

the teams’ tasks.

The relevance of characteristics that only one team member displayed was 

the subject of only a few studies. Paik et al. (2019) showed that individual 

emotional intelligence was especially effective when the team average emo-

tional intelligence was low. Similarly, the assertiveness of the team members 

holding critical roles was predictive of high team performance and satisfac-

tion (Pearsall & Ellis, 2006). In their longitudinal study, Volmer and 

Sonnentag (2011) found that having expert members for single tasks or team 

functions predicted higher performance, beyond the team’s average expertise 

level. However, the paper did not clarify the level of self-management of the 

observed software development teams. Comparative research on shared and 

central leadership has substantiated the significance of intrateam leadership 

density for team performance: In the case of low shared leadership, the 
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positive effect of central leadership disappeared (Carte et al., 2006; Taggar 

et al., 1999).

Evidently, we need more research on interactions of the levels of one spe-

cific KSAO, but also between different KSAOs at the team level. A mere 

main effect approach, for instance, may overlook the effect of specific com-

petencies that benefit the team only when they are centralized, for example, 

questioning the status quo (Belbin, 1993; Mathieu et al., 2014). Nonetheless, 

we think that the identified compound of KSAOs already includes some 

KSAOs that facilitate positive interaction effects between the individual 

KSAOs of team members. For instance, adapting to the team or showing 

empathy presumably supports team members to show the situationally ade-

quate type and dose of behaviors.

Critical Appraisal of the Reviewed Studies

The studies under review relied on quantitative and qualitative methodology, 

including longitudinal, cross-sectional, experimental, phenomenological, eth-

nographic, or case study-based approaches. Most studies relied on samples of 

either permanently installed SMTs in work contexts or newly formed SMTs in 

academic contexts. The missing shared past of newly formed teams may 

reduce the results’ validity, but otherwise it can give insights into the varying 

influence of one factor over the team’s lifecycle (e.g., Guchait et al., 2014). 

Notably, most studies relied on real-life academic teams; therefore, differ-

ences are not merely explicable by a laboratory study character (as is fre-

quently the case in other areas). However, an extrapolation of findings for 

student samples to other samples is not always possible, for example, the cor-

relation of conscientiousness with leadership differed between samples of stu-

dents and employees (Neubert & Taggar, 2004; Taggar et al., 1999). Findings 

indicate that additional moderating factors such as gender or team age were 

causal for the differences (Guchait et al., 2014; Neubert & Taggar, 2004). 

Consequently, multi-sample approaches (e.g., Hu et al., 2019) and the con-

sideration of team age or gender are especially valuable. Indeed, several 

studies controlled for sociodemographic moderators such as gender (e.g., 

Gill et al., 2020; Lanaj & Hollenbeck, 2015; Neubert & Taggar, 2004), 

whereas others did not, which biased findings in the case of unbalanced 

samples (e.g., Kiffin-Petersen & Cordery, 2003; Politis, 2003; Thoms et al., 

1996). Sample size was a recurring challenge of the reviewed studies. 

Unfortunately, many studies lost statistical power and informative value by 

exclusively using team-level aggregated data instead of applying a method 

of multilevel analysis to cover individual and team level simultaneously (e.g., 

linear mixed models) and thus increase explanatory power (Baayen et al., 
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2008). We mainly identified positive competencies from the literature search 

(Figures 1–4). The quantitative literature in particular revealed primarily posi-

tive or neutral relations and only a few negative ones. Negative associations 

were integrated as opposite poles or discussed as contradictory findings. 

Furthermore, in some areas the dose or type was decisive (e.g., trust), marked 

in the figures as mixed findings. Overall, only a few studies reported analyses 

of curvilinear relations, which thus should be of greater interest for future 

research.

Limitations

As Stewart et al. (2011) suggested, we defined SMT to include the continuum 

from self-managing to self-governed teams. We took this approach since a 

more detailed scaling was impossible for most studies, not only because of 

missing information and too unspecific definitions but also due to the very 

fragmented results. However, this trade-off blurred the line between man-

ager-led and self-leading teams and probably fostered the similarities to pre-

vious findings for teamwork in general. On the other hand, as SMTs are a 

specific form of teams, and therefore share many attributes, the high similar-

ity is also plausible. Additionally, we included student SMTs, which made up 

a significant part (37 of 84) of the studies. This may limit applicability for 

employee teams, but otherwise, it also offers incremental value by including 

the perspective of short-term teams, which are also relevant for business but 

indeed have been less studied. Furthermore, the investigated SMTs’ size in 

some cases varied substantially between and within studies (see Table 3). As 

group size can affect interrelations (e.g., Barry & Stewart, 1997) our findings 

may have limited relevance. Lastly, we could not make any statements about 

the relative and absolute relevance of the single competencies because the 

data did not allow such conclusions; nevertheless, this is relevant for practice. 

Similarly, we could not address exhaustively the crucial factors of time and 

team age (Marks et al., 2001; Mathieu et al., 2014), as only a few studies 

included a temporal component; where available, though, we reported it.

Implications for Practice, Theory, and Future 

Research

The present paper advances theory and practice by integrating current 

knowledge on individual KSAOs in SMTs and showing their relations to the 

different indicators and dimensions of team performance and effectiveness 

(Mathieu et al., 2008, 2014). The review expands the knowledge beyond 

Magpili and Pazos’s (2018) previous review of multilevel input factors of 
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SMTs, by deep-diving into the individual factors and connecting the find-

ings to a broader set of outcome variables. This extension is essential, as 

Magpili and Pazos’s work did not provide exhaustive details for organiza-

tional practice.

Implications for Practice

The developed KSAO model can guide different HR practices, including per-

sonnel recruitment, selection, and development, but also organizational cul-

ture development. In general, the adaption of an established model such as 

the Bartram model facilitates using existing HR tools. Relatively stable and 

therefore hard to train subcompetencies such as working energetically and 

enthusiastically and demonstrating ambition serve as selection criteria for 

personnel recruitment in addition to the specialist requirements. Furthermore, 

the model provides indications to find adequate candidates not only by their 

technical knowledge but also by their prior job profiles. For instance, candi-

dates whose previous tasks already required them to bear responsibility due 

to the nature of the task may fit better into SMTs. Besides, to develop high-

performing SMTs and foster value-adding team processes, well-trainable 

subcompetencies, such as managing conflict and communicating proactively, 

should be addressed in training curricula. Hence, the model is helpful for 

operative and strategic personnel and team development. Besides, it serves 

also as a basis for developing the organizational culture. Knowing appropri-

ate behaviors for high SMT performance, the organization can build an orga-

nizational climate and leadership culture that facilitates and encourages these 

behaviors. For instance, the subcompetency trusting others can be encour-

aged by structurally providing transparency, building a safe space, or role 

modeling of the management.

Implications for Theory and Research

Advancing theory and research, the review relates individual competency 

research to team effectiveness research. The derived propositions serve as 

testable hypotheses and the identified competencies as behavioral factors in 

quantitative research. Furthermore, this paper has expanded the existing 

model of general job performance (Bartram, 2005); it identified specific 

competencies for SMTs and enhanced the findings by including further rele-

vant outcome variables, like performance behavior and affective and health 

outcomes (Mathieu et al., 2008). Besides, the review shed light on the mecha-

nisms of team performance reporting the specific relationships of individual 

KSAOs with the different outcomes relevant to team performance. The 
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results allow identifying white spots to focus on in future research; for 

instance competencies, with which only a few studies so far have dealt, for 

example, coping with pressure and setbacks, or relations between specific 

clusters and outcomes, for example, enterprising and performing and affec-

tive/health outcomes. For some subcompetencies, the review also showed 

controversial findings, such as trusting others. A further exploration of mod-

erating and mediating effects helps to understand the underlying relations 

better and draw conclusions for practice.

Addressing the team perspective, the review gives some insights into the 

interplay of individual KSAOs among team members, shows the significance 

of team member composition, and identifies the lack of research in this field. 

It serves as starting point for the valuable further investigation of interactions 

of individual KSAOs with other team members’ same or different KSAOs, 

the interaction with team age, the effect of fault lines, the role of detrimental 

ceiling effects, or diversity (c.f. Mathieu et al., 2014).

At the intra-individual level, the identified competencies are partly coun-

teractive, at least in their maximum expression, but curvilinear effects have 

rarely been explored. Here, the present paper offers a starting point for a 

quantitative investigation that simultaneously considers all relevant variables 

to understand the intra-individual interplay of KSAOs. Besides, the review 

has identified various potentially confounding variables, for example, gen-

der, which future studies on team performance should control.

The review also brings up future research questions. A broad range of 

qualitative studies has identified aspects, for which additional quantitative 

research should advance knowledge on effect sizes and relative influences. 

We have identified more and less trainable KSAOs, but there has so far been 

hardly any quantitative experimental training study to clarify causal rela-

tions, practical relevance, or application possibilities in the field of SMTs. 

Furthermore, as already mentioned, many studies used only moderately self-

leading teams. To expand the knowledge on the effects of high self-leader-

ship, a more substantial consideration of highly self-leading teams is required. 

Moreover, the majority of findings resulted from SMTs embedded in rather 

traditional organizational contexts. Considering that more and more organi-

zations are applying self-management principles organization wide, it is 

promising to explore the transferability of SMT findings to such settings, and 

any consequent differences.

Conclusion

Based on a systematic review of the empirical literature on SMTs of the last 

four decades, we have created a comprehensive picture of the individual 
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competencies related to different performance and success indicators of 

SMTs. The review showed that individual KSAOs in SMTs differ from those 

of teams in general and are significant for team performance in various ways. 

The current review advances theory by offering starting points to identify 

interdependencies of single factors or white spots, and by providing a starting 

point for studying team composition regarding individual KSAOs. Also, the 

results can serve to enhance the quality of personnel and organizational 

development and personnel selection in SMTs.
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Notes

1. Leadership emergence describes the attribution of a leadership role within the 

team to an individual by their team colleagues (Judge et al., 2002).

2. The authors applied the asymptotically distribution-free method, which is inad-

equate for small sample sizes (Bentler & Yuan, 1999).

3. Individualism is characterized by a social framework in which individuals care 

about themselves and their immediate families, while collectivism suggests a 

social framework that distinguishes between in- and out-group and within the 

in-group interpersonal support and loyalty are very important.
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Abstract

The novel organizational form of self0managing organizations decentralizes decision

authority, thus promising higher adaptability and sustainability. However, recent

practical experiences showed that such organizations struggle with employee turnover

and lack of engagement, and thus, levers to improve personnel selection are required.

This work investigated the relationship between person0environment fit regarding

perceived and ideal decision autonomy and the employee outcomes of work

engagement and emotional exhaustion in self0managing organizations. Furthermore,

the associations with personality traits were examined. The study relied on cross0

sectional survey data from two subsamples of employees working in self0managing

and traditional organizations. Group comparison was used to test the elevated level of

decision autonomy in self0managing organizations, polynomial regression with

response surface analysis was used to investigate the effect of (mis0)fit, and multiple

regression analyses evaluated the relationship with personality traits. The findings

showed that employees in self0managing organizations experienced higher decision

autonomy than those in traditional organizations. Additionally, the fit between ideal

and perceived decision autonomy predicted higher work engagement, while

extraversion, openness to experience, and low neuroticism predicted higher ideal

decision autonomy. As a result, individual person0environment fit regarding decision

autonomy and personality requires attention in self0managing organizations to engage

employees. The findings imply that the effect of decision autonomy on engagement is

not positive per se but depends on the intraindividual characteristics, which must be of

concern when decentralizing decision authority organization0wide. Therefore,

personnel selection and recruitment processes in self0managing organizations should

consider ideal decision autonomy and personality traits as assessment criteria.
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decision autonomy, ideal decision autonomy, personality, person0environment fit,

self0managing organization
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Practitioner points

" Personality assessment focusing on high extraversion, high openness to

experience, and low neuroticism may help identify those employees with high

ideal decision autonomy.

" Recruitment and selection processes in self0managing organizations (SMOs)

focused on finding employees with high ideal decision autonomy may help to

promote engagement and prevent emotional exhaustion.

" When transforming a traditional organization toward an SMO, human resource

management should consider the changes in job characteristics for employees and

provide corresponding HR interventions to enable the employees to handle them.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Hiring a suitable employee for an organization that strongly deviates

from traditional organizational setups, for example, by eliminating

almost all managers, is undoubtedly one of the crucial challenges

practitioners face in self0managing organizations (SMOs). <SMOs

radically decentralize authority in a formal and systematic way

throughout the organization= (Lee & Edmondson, 2017, p. 39). The

popularity of New Work1 approaches and the need for organizational

agility fostered the general trend of authority decentralization and

hierarchy reduction in organizations in the recent past. Agile

organizations adapt to new circumstances in a more flexible,

competent, and responsive way and rely on their entire workforce

to adapt to changes and challenges rather than depending on only a

few top0level decision0makers (Muduli, 2016; Petermann &

Zacher, 2020). Thus, they may also benefit from decentralized

authority structures, like in SMOs (Alavi et al., 2014; Muduli, 2017).

The specific organizational form of an SMO also raised practitioners'

and scholars' attention. Although there were early pioneers, such as

Semco (Vanderburg, 2004), and popular examples like Whole Foods,

W. L. Gore and Morning Star, or Mobile Basel (Demailly, 2014;

Stamm & Kaegi, 2019), it is still a rare and novel organizational form

(Laloux, 2014; Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2019; Schell &

Bischof, 2022). An increasing number of organizations has taken

incremental approaches toward organizational self0management by

experimenting with single principles of SMOs that partly decentralize

authority (Lee & Edmondson, 2017). However, SMOs, the subject of

this study, follow the most radical approach.

Practitioners and business philosophers considered SMOs a

promising future organizational form due to their adaptive capacities

and human and holistic approach toward organizations, fostering

organizational sustainability (Carney & Getz, 2009; Getz, 2009;

Laloux, 2014). Organizational sustainability refers to the sustainable

effects of organizational activities and human resource management

practices on employee health, well0being, and performance

(Pfeffer, 2010; Salgado et al., 2019).

SMOs discard the key control mechanism employed in most

organizations 3 the reporting relationship between the manager and

the subordinate (Lee & Edmondson, 2017). This allows for faster,

decentralized decision0making and, at the same time, affects several

organizational core issues, such as labor division, as well as individual0

level factors, such as job autonomy (Martela, 2019). Although

authority decentralization presumably affects many other job

characteristics, this work's focus is on decision autonomy, as previous

research has shown that individual job autonomy could function as a

resource but could also create new demands and even become a

burden (Banai et al., 2000; Dettmers & Bredehöft, 2020; Lam, 2016;

Pérez0Zapata et al., 2016). Similarly, research on person0environment

fit (P0E fit) revealed that the effect of autonomy on well0being

depends on the fit between individual ideal and perceived autonomy

(Ford, 2012; Stiglbauer & Kovacs, 2018).

Besides the organizational practices fostering employee per-

formance, well0being, and health must be promoted to ensure

sustainable performance in organizations (Salgado et al., 2019). The

entry processes, including employee selection and assessment,

played a crucial role in the well0being as they could enable a better

P0E fit, which is the <compatibility between an individual and a work

environment that occurs when their characteristics are well matched=

(Kristof0Brown et al., 2005, p. 281). P0E fit shaped the effect of

specific job characteristics as they could only evolve their full positive

effects on well0being and performance and, thus, promote organiza-

tional sustainability, when individual needs and environmental

supplies matched (Edwards et al., 1998; Greguras &

Diefendorff, 2009). Therefore, to realize the potential benefits of

SMOs and create a sustainable organization, employee character-

istics, such as values, skills, and traits, must fit the organizational and

job characteristics.

Previous literature showed the relevance of orienting personnel

recruitment and selection toward P0E fit and demonstrated the

benefit of personality assessments in personnel selection, particularly

in modern, dynamic business environments (Barrick & Parks0

Leduc, 2019; Barrick et al., 2013; Ostroff & Zhan, 2012; Rothstein

& Goffin, 2006). A broad body of research related personality traits

with job performance as a criterion (Barrick & Mount, 1991), but as

successful personnel selection goes beyond focusing on performance

predictors, the investigation of other criteria, such as well0being, was
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also necessary (Rothstein & Goffin, 2006; Salgado et al., 2019). Thus

far, the literature on selection did not address the challenge of

selecting employees who fit well into the specific context of SMOs

and, more generally, into jobs with unexpectedly high decision

autonomy. However, specific consideration of selection criteria for

the work in SMOs is necessary as job characteristics presumably

differ from those of traditional organizations due to the SMOs'

organization0wide authority decentralization. As P0E fit studies

suggested that individual differences in ideal autonomy shaped the

effect of autonomy on well0being (Ford, 2012; Stiglbauer &

Kovacs, 2018), knowing who desires high decision autonomy could

contribute to filling an important gap in the literature on personnel

selection. These insights could provide good criteria to select for fit,

which is particularly important in SMOs, as wrong personnel

decisions might have a worse impact on the whole organization

due to the individual employee's large sphere of influence and

responsibility in SMOs.

Therefore, this paper aimed to test whether SMO models were

indeed associated with more perceived decision autonomy at the

individual level than organization models with centralized authority.

Secondly, the study aimed to explore the general associations

between decision autonomy and important factors for sustainable

performance in organizations (Salgado et al., 2019): Individual work

engagement and emotional exhaustion. Moreover, the study

intended to explore the interactions with the individual ideal decision

autonomy and personality traits (Christian et al., 2011; Halbesleben &

Bowler, 2007; Schaufeli & Salanova, 2008). Therefore, the following

sections will explore the SMO characteristics and relevant prior

research regarding autonomy and personality traits and present and

discuss the study results eventually.

1.1 | Individual decision autonomy in

self0managing organizations

SMOs handled several organizational core issues differently from

other, more centralized organizations; thus, the work context for

individuals was different and presumably required other skills and

behaviors. Firstly, SMOs were characterized by the radical,

organization0wide, and systematic decentralization of authority,

which implied abolishing middle management and shifting more

power toward employees, empowering teams and individuals (Lee &

Edmondson, 2017). The disciplinary managerial power over employ-

ees' was almost nonexistent, as decision0making was radically

decentralized in SMOs (Martela, 2019). Besides, employees and the

top management shared the responsibility to create new tasks, and

the employees allocated tasks, as they had sufficient authority to

choose roles and tasks in which they felt competent. In SMOs, the

focus was on intrinsically motivating job conditions instead. Employ-

ees ensured performance monitoring and accountability for each

other and were trained in explicit conflict resolution techniques to

resolve conflicts and combat free0riding effectively. Furthermore,

these organizations exhibited exceptional information transparency

that enabled every employee to make the best decisions in the

interest of the whole organization (Martela, 2019). SMOs often relied

on self0managing teams which were responsible for specific issues,

highly autonomous in their decisions, and highly self0managing

(Doblinger, 2021; Hackman, 1986). Traditional organizations with

centralized decision authority (hereafter non0SMOs) differed in those

organizational core principles; for instance, task identification and

distribution occurred in top0down processes; supervisors allocated

compensation and rewards and monitored and controlled work

outputs; and broad information distribution was needless due to

precise instructions and strict task boundaries (Martela, 2019).

The SMO's way of addressing organizational core issues

presumably also affected the individual0level job characteristics: For

instance, authority decentralization should increase individual job

autonomy in SMOs compared to non0SMOs. Job autonomy was

often classified into three types based on the autonomy over the

following: autonomy regarding work methods, work schedules, and

decisions (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Decision autonomy refers

to the extent of freedom, independence, and discretion in decision0

making (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Individual autonomy varies

based on organizational or job0related characteristics, such as job

position or organizational form. Based on the previously described

SMO frameworks, which explicitly allowed and required employees

to make decisions on their own (Martela, 2019; Robertson, 2015),

individual decision autonomy presumably was enhanced, and thus

the following hypothesis was proposed:

H1: On average, employees of SMOs perceive higher

individual0level decision autonomy than employees of

non0SMOs in their daily work.

1.2 | Relation between autonomy and work

engagement and emotional exhaustion

Well0being, a state of mental health (Page & Vella0brodrick, 2009),

could be positively or negatively influenced by work (Schaufeli

et al., 2009). Work engagement, a work0related, fulfilling, positive

mental state characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption

(Schaufeli et al., 2002), could increase well0being, while emotional

exhaustion, characterized by <feelings of being emotionally drained

by one's work= (Bakker & Costa, 2014, p. 113), could decrease well0

being (Schaufeli et al., 2009). This study focused on those two

outcomes as the promotion of work engagement and prevention of

emotional exhaustion were particularly important in SMOs due to

their firm grounding in individual self0responsibility (Martela, 2019;

Mazmanian et al., 2013; Pérez0Zapata et al., 2016).

The well0established job demands0resources model (JD0R;

Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) proposed job resources and demands

as opposite antecedents of well0being. Job resources, which were

beneficial in either achieving work goals, reducing the cost of job

demands, or stimulating personal development, fostered well0being

through their positive effect on work engagement and their
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protective effect by preventing exhaustion from job demands (Bakker

& Demerouti, 2007). In turn, the effort0requiring, cost0generating job

demands diminished well0being as they strained employees' health

and consumed their energy due to effortful performance0protection

strategies. Job autonomy was commonly considered a resource

(Schaufeli & Taris, 2014), and a broad body of research showed a

positive relationship between job autonomy and increased well0

being, satisfaction, work engagement, and performance (Clausen

et al., 2022; Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2011; Hakanen et al., 2021; Humphrey

et al., 2007). Building on that, the presumably high autonomy level in

SMOs should result in high work engagement and low health strain.

However, this study seeks to challenge this assumption for high

levels of decision autonomy like in SMOs, as the JD0R's flexibility

hypothesis proposed that one particular job characteristic, such as

autonomy, acted as a demand or resource, depending on its level and

the interactions with one's personal resources as well as the context

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Therefore,

using the JD0R as a theoretical framework helps develop a nuanced

picture of the effect of decision autonomy. Additionally, the

conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2011) assumed that a

high resource level needed an increased investment of other

resources to maintain the high level; thus, these resources could

become demanding. For instance, the high decision autonomy

prevalent in SMOs may be associated with high levels of particular

demands, for example, an increased workload. This was in line with

research showing that high job autonomy required designing one's

job (Dettmers & Bredehöft, 2020), thus demanding extra investment.

Some studies have already reported a nonlinear effect of

autonomy, indicating a leveling out or even inversion of the positive

effect of job autonomy. For instance, using a longitudinal study

design, Kubicek et al. (2014) found curvilinear effects of job control

on work engagement and depersonalization. Work engagement was

highest for medium levels of job control, while the burnout facet

depersonalization was lowest. Stiglbauer and Kovacs (2018) also

discovered a leveling out of the positive effect of autonomy on

affective well0being, although, regarding flourishing, the effect was

linearly positive. However, findings were mixed: Some studies

identified curvilinear relations opposite to the expectation with

moderate levels of autonomy relating to the highest levels of

depression (Jonge et al., 2000) or poorest mental health (Rydstedt

et al., 2006).

Different studies indicated that job autonomy's (non0)linear

effect depended on the job type, characteristics, and context

(Chung0Yan, 2010; Clausen et al., 2022). However, as participants

of these previous studies reported moderate levels of autonomy it

seemed like only traditional organizations without decision authority

decentralization were examined. This range limitation may have

obscured potential curvilinear relations as attenuation presumably

occurs only at high autonomy levels. Thus, filling this research gap, it

was expected that the positive relation of autonomy with well0being

would attenuate at exceptionally high decision autonomy levels, such

as those prevalent in SMOs, and therefore, testing it in a combined

sample of employees of SMOs and non0SMOs could reveal this

curvilinear relation. To understand how decision autonomy relates to

well0being, investigating its relationships with positive and negative

antecedents of well0being was helpful (Schaufeli et al., 2009).

Consequently, the following hypotheses were proposed for the

entire sample:

H2: Perceived decision autonomy shows a curvilinear

relationship with work engagement, with an almost linear

positive relationship at lower levels of autonomy, but at

higher levels of autonomy, the slope becomes more negligible

and even negative.

H3: Perceived decision autonomy shows a curvilinear

relationship with emotional exhaustion, with an almost

linear negative relationship at lower levels of autonomy, but

at higher levels of autonomy, the slope becomes more

negligible and even positive.

1.3 | Person3environment fit and autonomy

The broader P0E fit theory (Edwards et al., 1998; Kristof, 1996)

proposed that if the environmental resources (E) fit employees'

demands for these resources (P), they would show optimal effect. P

differed among individuals depending on personal characteristics,

such as values, needs, and traits. If the environmentally provided

resources did not fit the person's standards (P b E), well0being would

be reduced. A good P0E fit was associated with higher well0being, job

satisfaction, organizational commitment, work engagement, perform-

ance, and less strain and turnover (Bednarska, 2017; Kristof0Brown

et al., 2005; Morrow & Brough, 2019; O'Reilly et al., 1991; Yu, 2016);

thus, it was of concern for organizational sustainability (Pfeffer, 2010;

Salgado et al., 2019). The theoretical lens of P0E fit was valuable as it

allowed focusing on interindividual differences in the work condi-

tions' effects relevant to personnel selection.

Because every employee in SMOs had exceptionally high

individual decision autonomy and previous research showed that

job autonomy exceeding the expected level for a specific job position

decreased well0being (Ford, 2012), the consideration of decision

autonomy fit is essential for well0being in SMOs. SMO practitioners

reported that the required decision0making would discourage some

employees (Breidenbach & Rollow, 2020; Laloux, 2014), and in line

with that, Stiglbauer and Kovacs (2018) showed the moderating

influence of individual preferences for autonomy regarding perceived

autonomy: Highest levels of well0being and flourishing were reported

in the case of fit. As long as the perceived autonomy fell below the

ideal level, further autonomy was associated with higher well0being

and flourishing but with poorer well0being when perceived autonomy

exceeded the ideal level. However, the relationships were only

significant for method and schedule and not for decision autonomy,

yet that probably reflected a statistical artifact due to the lack of

autonomy surplus cases in traditional organizations. Nonetheless,

individual decision autonomy is essential in SMOs. Connecting the
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P0E fit theory to the JD0R theory, this study proposed autonomy

surplus as a job demand based on the JD0R. Due to lacking

supporting resources such as supervisor guidance, we expected a

detrimental effect of autonomy surplus, particularly in SMOs, and a

need to invest in effortful coping strategies (Hobfoll, 2011). In turn,

we expected a positive effect of autonomy when the perceived

decision autonomy equated to the individual ideal decision autonomy

(P = E). However, the closer the perceived decision autonomy level

got to the individual ideal level, the lower the increase in well0being

would be, as the need is already satisfied. We expected to find

significant relationships with (mis0)fit in SMOs and non0SMOs,

although it was presumably more salient and statistically detectable

in SMOs as the likelihood of a surplus was higher due to the elevated

decision autonomy levels. Including employees of SMOs and focusing

on the motivational and health antecedents of well0being, the

previous findings of Stiglbauer and Kovacs (2018) were extended

by testing the following hypotheses in the sample including SMOs

and non0SMOs:

H4a: Less discrepancy between the perceived and ideal

decision autonomy is associated with higher work

engagement. The optimal fit (P = E) between the perceived

and ideal decision autonomy is associated with the highest

level of work engagement. Increasing decision autonomy

shortage (P > E) or surplus (P < E) is associated with decreasing

work engagement.

H4b: If the level of perceived decision autonomy matches

the level of ideal decision autonomy (P = E), increases in

perceived and ideal decision autonomy are related to an

increase in work engagement.

H5a: Less discrepancy between the perceived and ideal

decision autonomy is associated with less emotional

exhaustion. The optimal fit (P = E) between the perceived

and ideal decision autonomy is associated with the lowest

level of emotional exhaustion. Increasing decision autonomy

shortage (P > E) or surplus (P < E) is associated with increased

emotional exhaustion.

H5b: If the level of perceived decision autonomy matches

the level of ideal decision autonomy (P = E), increases in

perceived and ideal decision autonomy are related to

decreased emotional exhaustion.

1.4 | Role of personality in the effect of decision

autonomy on motivation and well0being

The introduction of organization0wide self0management affected

employees differentially (Kumar & Mukherjee, 2018; Lam, 2016).

Hence, understanding the factors responsible for interindividual

differences is important, for example, in personnel selection. Building

on the assumption of the P0E fit theory (Kristof0Brown et al., 2005)

regarding the influence of individual standards for job characteristics

on the actual effect of those job characteristics, possible antecedents

of the individual ideal decision autonomy level were considered.

Adding to previous literature, showing that the ideal decision

autonomy level was a personal characteristic relatively independent

of the environment but likely influenced by personality traits

(Edwards et al., 1998; Kristof, 1996; Kristof0Brown & Guay, 2003),

the relation of personal characteristics with ideal decision autonomy

was considered.

Various personal characteristics might influence the ideal decision

autonomy level. For instance, the individual motivation autonomy

orientation, the tendency to perceive behaviors and choices as volitional

(Olesen et al., 2010), was identified as a moderator between

empowering leadership and engagement (Li et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2011).

Additionally, core self0evaluations, such as locus of control4the belief

that the results of one's behavior are influenced by oneself

(Rotter, 1966), self0esteem4the overall assessment of one's self0worth

(Rosenberg, 1965), or generalized self0efficacy4the belief that one could

handle and perform successfully in different situations (Chen

et al., 2001), could increase the desire for individual job autonomy as

the individuals may feel more confident in their ability to handle

autonomy. However, thus far, no study has demonstrated an apparent

effect of those concepts on the individual ideal decision autonomy,

although positive correlations with perceived job autonomy have been

reported (Chang et al., 2012). An empirical study could only find a

positive association of self0efficacy with agile orientation but not with

the need for autonomy (Seger et al., 2008). Moreover, the individual

desire for power, referring to the control of others and one's resources

(Galinsky et al., 2003), was also a personal characteristic discussed as

relevant in the context of autonomy (Lammers et al., 2016).

Building on the initial finding by Bipp (2010) that some Big Five

personality traits were predictive of the individual importance

attached to job autonomy, this study focused on the relationship

between job autonomy and these personality traits, as their

assessment was a popular and valid procedure in personnel selection

processes (Robertson & Smith, 2001; Rothstein & Goffin, 2006). The

Big Five personality traits offered an indicator that was not as

obviously related to job autonomy as other indicators, for example,

autonomy orientation; thus, measures would be less biased by the

effects of social desirability. Consisting of neuroticism, extraversion,

conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness to experience, the

Big Five personality traits proved their good predictability and validity

in the organizational context, as well as in research on self0managing

teams, job autonomy, and P0E fit (Barrick & Mount, 1991, 1993;

Kristof0Brown & Guay, 2003; Mount & Barrick, 1995; Thoms

et al., 1996). They predicted higher job performance, performance

motivation, and job satisfaction (Barrick & Mount, 1991;

Barrick, 2005; Judge & Heller, & Mount, 2002; Judge & Ilies, 2002;

van den Berg & Feij, 2003) and were related to P0E fit (Kristof0Brown

& Guay, 2003) and to job0related attitudes in general and in self0

managing teams in particular (Rubenstein et al., 2019; Taggar

et al., 1999; Thoms et al., 1996).
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High neuroticism manifested as the tendency to experience

emotional instability, feelings of fear, worriedness, insecurity, and

moodiness (Parks0Leduc et al., 2015; Raab et al., 2010), whereas low

neuroticism was equated with emotional stability, referring to the

tendency of feeling confident, secure, and steady (Barrick &

Mount, 1991). Neuroticism was negatively related to performance

motivation and work engagement, while it was positively related to

experiencing stress, dysfunctional coping strategies, and emotional

exhaustion (Alarcon et al., 2009; Bolger, 1990; Gallagher, 1990;

Janssens et al., 2019; Judge & Ilies, 2002; McCrae, 1990; Waldmann

et al., 2017).

High extraversion, manifested in sociable, talkative, active

behavior (Barrick & Mount, 1991), was positively associated with

work engagement, job satisfaction, and performance motivation and

negatively associated with burnout indicators, such as emotional

exhaustion and withdrawal behavior (Alarcon et al., 2009; Janssens

et al., 2019; Judge & Ilies, 2002; Wilmot et al., 2019). High openness

to experience, manifested in being imaginative, curious, original,

broad0minded, intelligent, and artistically sensitive (Barrick &

Mount, 1991), was positively correlated with performance motiva-

tion, job engagement, job change into managerial positions over time,

stress resilience, and team performance in self0managing teams

(Janssens et al., 2019; Judge & Ilies, 2002; Nieß & Zacher, 2015;

Ongore, 2014; Williams et al., 2009; Yeatts et al., 2001). High

conscientiousness, manifested in responsible, dependable, persistent,

and achievement0oriented behaviors (Barrick & Mount, 1993), was

related to higher performance and job satisfaction and less emotional

exhaustion (Judge & Heller, & Mount, 2002; Periard & Burns, 2014;

Zell & Lesick, 2022). High agreeableness, manifested as the tendency

to show flexibility, trust, cooperation, forgiveness, and tolerance

(Barrick & Mount, 1991), was associated with higher organizational

commitment, less emotional exhaustion, and less counterproductive

behavior (Periard & Burns, 2014; Wilmot & Ones, 2022).

Building on previous theory and literature, we assumed that

personality traits were predictive of individual ideal decision auton-

omy. The theory of purposeful work behavior assumed that

personality traits triggered purposeful goal strivings, and if the job

characteristics had matched the purposeful motivational strivings,

meaningfulness would be experienced (Barrick et al., 2013). It

proposed that openness to experience was related to striving for

autonomy, and employees higher in openness to experience preferred

jobs with higher autonomy levels. Additionally, it argued that

extroverted employees would prefer jobs with power and significance.

In turn, employees higher in neuroticism would search for security

(Barrick & Parks0Leduc, 2019; Barrick et al., 2013). When meaningful-

ness was experienced, motivation would increase (Barrick et al., 2013).

Moreover, empirical findings also supported the relevance of

personality traits. Bipp (2010) showed that openness to experience

predicted significantly higher perceived importance of the job

dimensions of responsibility and autonomy. Longitudinal data

indicated that extraversion and openness to experience predicted

higher decision latitude, while neuroticism predicted lower decision

latitude over time (Sutin & Costa, 2010). Neuroticism was positively

related to the tendency to try to yield the best, associated with a

negative relationship between high choice and satisfaction (Purvis

et al., 2011; Schwartz et al., 2002). Research on leadership showed

that extraverted employees evaluated transformational leadership,

which provided employees with relatively high autonomy and

empowerment (Bass, 1999), more positively than less extraverted

employees (Felfe & Schyns, 2006).

Sharpening the scope of the research question, this study only

focused on the personality traits of extraversion, openness to

experience, and neuroticism. Conscientiousness was certainly impor-

tant for the functioning of SMOs because the organizational

principles were primarily based on self0responsibility and responsible

behaviors. However, a connection with the desire for decision

autonomy could not be identified as this was independent of the

ability to cope well with decision autonomy. Similarly, agreeableness

was likely important in SMOs to ensure a harmonious collaboration,

but no evidence was found suggesting a relation between agreeable-

ness and ideal autonomy. Therefore, despite the benefit of

investigating conscientiousness and agreeableness as beneficial

personality characteristics in SMOs, they were not considered

antecedents of ideal decision autonomy in the current study.

Although the relationship of personality traits with ideal decision

autonomy, particularly relevant in SMOs, was considered due to the

elevated decision autonomy level, this association was still expected

to form independently of the organizational form based on the prior

research findings. Consequently, based on the previous theory and

research, the following relationships were suggested for any employ-

ees, including those of SMOs and traditional organizations:

H6: Personality traits relate to the level of ideal decision

autonomy (P) in such a way that neuroticism (H6a) predicts

lower ideal decision autonomy, while extraversion (H6b) and

openness (H6c) both predict higher ideal decision autonomy.

As a result, we also expected an association of personality traits

with P0E fit through the level of ideal decision autonomy in SMOs.

Prior research examined the relationship of personality traits with the

needs0supplies fit in the population of college students, but neither

for (decision) autonomy nor in the context of (self0managing)

organizations. For instance, Harms et al. (2006) identified openness

to experience as the only significant predictor of better needs0

supplies fit among the Big Five personality traits. Meanwhile, Roberts

and Robins (2004) identified low neuroticism and low agreeableness

as the only significant predictors of better needs0supplies fit.

However, these studies did not specify the mechanism of how P0E

fit was affected. As argued in H1, individuals were expected to

perceive higher decision autonomy in SMOs due to the radical

authority distribution (Martela, 2019). Therefore, when the perceived

decision autonomy was high, and the personality traits predicted the

individual ideal level of decision autonomy, the personality traits

were expected to predict the fit accordingly, as the level where the

ideal and perceived decision autonomy would match in SMOs would

be high. Thus, extraversion and openness were expected to predict a

DOBLINGER and CLASS | 425

 1
4
6
8
2
3
8
9
, 2

0
2
3
, 3

, D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 fro
m

 h
ttp

s://o
n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/d
o
i/1

0
.1

1
1
1
/ijsa.1

2
4
4
0
 b

y
 C

o
ch

ran
e G

erm
an

y
, W

iley
 O

n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 o

n
 [2

0
/1

0
/2

0
2
3
]. S

ee th
e T

erm
s an

d
 C

o
n
d
itio

n
s (h

ttp
s://o

n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/term
s-an

d
-co

n
d
itio

n
s) o

n
 W

iley
 O

n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 fo

r ru
les o

f u
se; O

A
 articles are g

o
v
ern

ed
 b

y
 th

e ap
p
licab

le C
reativ

e C
o
m

m
o
n
s L

icen
se



better fit in SMOs due to their positive relationship with ideal

decision autonomy. In turn, neuroticism was expected to predict a

worse fit due to the negative relationship with ideal decision

autonomy. Importantly, these predictions were made exclusively for

employees in SMOs, as traditional organizations varied substantially

from SMOs. Thus, as the current paper focused on generating

insights for SMOs, the sole interest was to test these predictions in

the sample of SMO employees. Therefore, the following was

proposed:

H7: Personality traits predict the decision autonomy fit in

SMOs such that neuroticism (H7a) predicts a worse fit, while

extraversion (H7b) and openness (H7c) both predict a better fit.

For a more comprehensive picture of the relationship between

the decision autonomy fit and the personality traits, this study also

examined the interactions of the personality traits predicting ideal

decision autonomy with perceived decision autonomy, which is

sensible due to the naturally occurring interaction between person-

ality and the environment (Endler & Magnusson, 1976). Previous

literature supported the notion that extraversion and openness to

experience increased the resource function of decision autonomy,

while neuroticism decreased its resource function. First, the positive

relation between extraversion and supervisor0rated and contextual

performance was higher under conditions of high autonomy (Barrick

& Mount, 1993; Gellatly & Irving, 2001). Second, extraversion

predicted a higher mitigating relationship between autonomy and

emotional exhaustion and its positive relation with job satisfaction,

while neuroticism predicted a less positive relationship between

autonomy and job satisfaction (Farfán et al., 2020). Third, research on

leadership showed that high autonomy predicted a stronger negative

relationship between neuroticism and leader self0efficacy, which was

relevant for leader effectiveness (Ng et al., 2008). Fourth, Smith and

DeNunzio (2020) reported that higher autonomy predicted less

counterproductive work behavior for employees with high openness

to experience or high extraversion. Consequently, we suggested that

personality and decision autonomy interacted in their prediction of

work engagement and emotional exhaustion in any organization,

including SMOs and traditional organizations:

H8: Personality traits moderate the positive relationship

between perceived decision autonomy and work engagement

in such a way that neuroticism (H8a) is associated with a

weaker positive relationship, while extraversion (H8b) and

openness (H8c) are associated with a stronger positive

relationship.

H9: Personality traits moderate the negative relationship

between perceived decision autonomy and emotional

exhaustion in such a way that neuroticism (H9a) is

associated with a weaker negative relationship, while

extraversion (H9b) and openness (H9c) are associated with a

stronger negative relationship.

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Participants and procedure

H029 The sample for this study included two different groups of

employees without managerial responsibility. Subsample 1 con-

sisted of employees working in SMOs for at least 6 months,

whereas subsample 2 comprised employees working in traditional

organizations. Based on calculations with the G*Power tool (Faul

et al., 2009), the required sample sizes were estimated a priori.

The estimated minimum sample size was N > 130 for the subgroup

of SMO employees to yield satisfying statistical power for the

SMO0focused hypotheses, assuming moderate effect sizes. For

the more complex hypotheses 4 and 5, testing the effects of fit, a

higher sample size of N > 222 was needed2, which was achieved as

the analyses were based on both samples. Participants were

recruited by sharing the link to the online survey in various self0

managed organizations and networks of SMO practitioners or

business0related social media platforms. Most participants were

recruited through the direct distribution of the questionnaire in

SMOs. The authors knew from previous interviews and evalua-

tions that the selected organizations fulfilled the criteria to be

considered an SMO. Participants were excluded from the analysis

if they had no prior experience in SMOs, did not complete the

questionnaire, or had substantially missing data (more than 10% of

the questions).

Subsample 2 consisted of employees working in non0SMOs for

at least 6 months. Participants were recruited using the research

panel Prolific (www.prolific.com), which has proven to yield good

data quality (Eyal et al., 2022). Participants who did not complete

the questionnaire, had substantially missing data (more than 10%

of the questions), or failed at least one of the five attention checks

within the questionnaire were excluded from the analysis. Thus,

high data quality was ensured. In the questionnaire for subsample

1, attention checks were not included for parsimony because

participation was voluntary and only incentivized by providing

personalized feedback, which should have motivated people

sufficiently to answer honestly and carefully. In turn, for

subsample 2, financial interests were presumably a stronger

motivation; thus, attention checks were used to exclude

inconclusive, careless answers.

The primary data collection for the cross0sectional study was

done through an online questionnaire; the survey was available in

English and German. Informed consent for participation was

gathered from every participant in advance of participation. As a

reward for their contribution, all participants were given the option

to receive automated, individual feedback on their personality

profiles. Participants of subsample 2 (research panel) additionally

received a small financial compensation of 0.63£ (7.56£/hour) for

their participation. The final sample included 259 participants

whose characteristics are presented inTable 1. After data cleaning,

the size of the subsample of SMO employees was nSMO = 143, and

the size of the subsample of employees of traditional organizations
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was nnon0SMO = 113. Due to missing data, some data (n = 3) could

not be categorized into SMO or non0SMO and were only

considered for the overall analyses. The sample size of traditional

organization employees was smaller than intended, as cases with

failed attention checks were excluded; however, the subsample

was still sufficiently large for the planned group comparison (H1),

and the entire sample was sufficiently large for the response

surface analysis (RSA). The participants in both samples worked in

different business sectors, including software development, finan-

cial services, and social services, and across three countries:

Germany, the UK, and Portugal.

2.2 | Measures

2.2.1 | Ideal and perceived decision autonomy

The ideal and perceived decision autonomy were assessed based on

the corresponding three items in the German and English versions of

the Work Design Questionnaire (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006;

Stegmann et al., 2010). The items (e.g., <The job allows me to make

many decisions on my own=) were rated on a 50point scale with

options ranging from not at all to completely. Following the approach

of Stiglbauer and Kovacs (2018), the items to measure the ideal and

perceived decision0making autonomy were the same but introduced

by two different questions: The introduction for perceived decision

autonomy was <To what extent does this apply to your current job?,=

and for ideal decision autonomy <To what extent does this apply to

your ideal job?=.

2.2.2 | Personality

The personality traits were assessed using the scales for extraversion

(four items), neuroticism (four items), and openness to experience

(five items) of the short version of the Big Five Inventory (BFI0K)

developed by Rammstedt and John (2005). The items were rated on a

50point scale with options ranging from very incorrect to very correct.

2.2.3 | Emotional exhaustion

Emotional exhaustion as an indicator of work0related stress was

assessed using the emotional exhaustion scale of the Maslach

Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Thorsen et al., 2011)

and consisted of nine items (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). The items, for

example, <I feel emotionally exhausted because of my work,= were

rated on a 70point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (every day),

indicating the frequency of experiencing certain situations such as

frustration at work.

2.2.4 | Work engagement

To assess work engagement, the three0item ultrashort Utrecht Work

Engagement Scale (UWES03) was used (Schaufeli et al., 2019). Three

items measured each dimension of work engagement, vigor,

dedication, and absorption. Each item was rated on a 70point scale

ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).

2.2.5 | Self0managing organization

To determine whether the participants worked in an SMO, they had

to complete a checklist with seven statements about the organiza-

tion, reflecting the characteristics of SMOs based on Martela (2019).

Participants confirmed every statement that applied to their current

employer by ticking it. Subsequently, participants had to judge

whether they worked in an SMO based on the information that all the

criteria mentioned above must be met in the case of an SMO. That

measure was developed for this study as no previous works

investigated SMOs quantitatively. Although an extension was made,

the items aligned with the definition of SMOs by Lee and Edmondson

(2017) as organizations that radically decentralize decision0making

authority. An example item was <Performance control occurs mainly

mutually among employees.= Only those cases for which the

subsequent confirmation of SMO was in line with the checklist were

counted as a case of the SMO subsample in this study.

2.3 | Data analysis

H1, referring to the group difference in perceived decision autonomy,

was tested by conducting a two0sample t0test, a suitable method to

TABLE 1 Sample characteristics.

All SMO Non0SMO

Year of birth

<1964 4% 3% 6%

196531979 33% 30% 29%

198031994 52% 54% 39%

>1995 10% 11% 6%

Gender

Male 46% 44% 40%

Female 53% 54% 41%

Diverse 0% 1% 0%

Autonomy

P < E 4% 5% 2%

P = E 52% 61% 39%

P > E 44% 34% 59%

Note: N = 259, nSMO = 140, and nnon0SMO = 113. Some data could not be

characterized into SMO or non0SMO due to missing data and, therefore,

were only considered for the overall analyses.

Abbreviation: SMO, self0managing organization.
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identify mean differences between two independent groups

(Bortz, 2005). If the statistical requirements were not satisfied

sufficiently, the nonparametrical Mann3Whitney U Test would have

been used instead. The hypotheses on the relationships of perceived

decision autonomy with work engagement and emotional exhaustion

(H2 and H3) were assessed using hierarchical polynomial regression

analysis performed on both subsamples. The hierarchical approach

was adopted to identify the added value of the polynomial term

compared with the linear term and thus to evaluate whether the data

fit better with a curvilinear relation than a linear relation (as applied

by Kubicek et al., 2014). To assess the hypotheses on the

associations of (mis0)fit between ideal and perceived decision

autonomy (H4 and H5), we relied on the entire sample as well as

polynomial regression and response surface analysis, as suggested for

analyses of personality fit (Edwards, 2002; Schönbrodt et al., 2018;

Shanock et al., 2010). A multiple regression analysis based on the

entire sample was conducted to identify the predictiveness of

neuroticism, extraversion, and openness to experience regarding

ideal decision autonomy (H6), as it allows for evaluating the different

predictors' unique contributions (Licht, 1995). Likewise, multiple

regression analysis based on the entire sample was used to evaluate

the interaction effects of autonomy and neuroticism, extraversion,

and openness to experience (H8). To test the hypothesis on

personality and autonomy fit (H7), only the SMO subsample's data

were used for the analysis by multivariate regression and delta

method (Bednall & Zhang, 2020). As recommended (Handl &

Kuhlenkasper, 2018; Spieß, 2010), a significance level of 5% was

chosen for the data analyses.

3 | RESULTS

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of the

study variables for the entire sample, and Tables 3 and 4 provide data

for the two subsamples. Internal consistencies were satisfactory, as

Cronbach's α was g.70 for all scales, except for openness to

experience within the non0SMO sample (α = .67; Streiner, 2003).

The analysis of the distributions of the variables showed that for no

variable, the assumptions of normal distribution were violated to the

extent that would have impeded parametrical tests. However, the

distributions of ideal and perceived decision autonomy showed

elevated skewness (perceived decision autonomy = 20.85; ideal

decision autonomy = 21.59). Most analyses were controlled for age

and gender. However, the analyses did not control for further factors

to avoid unnecessary power reduction as the sample size was (due to

the specific sample population) at the lower acceptance limit. Instead,

the central characteristics of age and gender were focused, as they

were associated with many other variables, such as seniority, work

experience, and self0esteem (Daveri & Maliranta, 2007; Robins

et al., 2002).

3.1 | Differences in perceived decision autonomy

between the SMO and non0SMO samples

The Welch two0sample t0test, testing the difference in perceived

decision autonomy between SMO employees and non0SMO employ-

ees, indicated a significant difference between the mean perceived

decision autonomy of both groups (MSMO = 4.20, SDSMO = 0.75, Mnon0

SMO = 3.28, SDnon0SMO = 0.97), t(206.63) = 8.26, p < .001, d = 1.07).

Therefore, H1 was confirmed. Explorative analysis showed that the

group difference regarding ideal decision autonomy (MSMO = 4.57,

SDSMO = 0.61, Mnon0SMO = 4.21, SDnonSMO = 0.84) was also significant,

with t(251) = 4.01, p < .001, d = 0.51.

3.2 | Perceived decision autonomy as a predictor

of engagement and exhaustion

H2, stating that perceived decision autonomy relates curvilinearly to

work engagement, was tested by hierarchical regression analysis based

on the entire sample, including employees of SMOs and non0SMOs.

The first step included the control variables and the linear term for

perceived decision autonomy. The second step added the squared term

to test for curvilinearity. The results (seeTable 5) indicated no curvilinear

relation between decision autonomy and work engagement (ß= .02,

TABLE 2 Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and zero0order correlations between study variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Ideal decision autonomy 4.41 0.73 (.92)

2. Perceived decision autonomy 3.80 0.96 .48** (.92)

3. Work engagement 4.95 1.21 .34** .59** (.89)

4. Emotional exhaustion 3.18 1.41 2.18** 2.43** 2.47** (.93)

5. Neuroticism 2.76 0.90 2.24** 2.32** 2.26** .51** (.78)

6. Extraversion 3.30 0.99 .30** .40** .44** 2.28** 2.33** (.85)

7. Openness 3.68 0.67 .27** .14 .18** 2.09 2.10 .26** (.70)

Note: N = 259, except for extraversion with N = 254, and openness with N = 255. Values in parentheses are Cronbach's α.

*p < .05; **p < .01.
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TABLE 3 Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and zero0order correlations between study variables for self0managing organization (SMO)

sample only.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Ideal decision autonomy 4.57 0.60 (.91)

2. Perceived decision

autonomy

4.20 0.75 .54** (.86)

3. Work engagement 5.32 1.01 .31** .41** (.84)

4. Emotional exhaustion 2.84 1.16 2.12 2.33** 2.33** (.90)

5. Neuroticism 2.71 0.78 2.26** 2.33** 2.16 .49** (.70)

6. Extraversion 3.68 0.83 .15 .23* .21* 2.12 2.13 (.77)

7. Openness 3.99 0.63 .26** .21* .13 2.15' 2.13 .14 (.70)

Note: N = 143, except for extraversion with N = 138 and openness with N = 139. Values in parentheses are Cronbach's α.

*p < .05; **p < .01.

TABLE 4 Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and zero0order correlations between study variables for non0self0managing organization

(non0SMO) sample only.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Ideal decision autonomy 4.21 0.84 (.92)

2. Perceived decision

autonomy

3.28 0.97 .34** (.92)

3. Work engagement 4.46 1.3 .27** .60** (.90)

4. Emotional exhaustion 3.58 1.58 2.12 2.40** 2.50** (.96)

5. Neuroticism 2.83 1.04 2.21** 2.33** 0.33 .53** (.84)

6. Extraversion 2.86 0.98 .32 .30* .48* 2.27 2.49 (.87)

7. Openness 3.72 0.68 .24** 2.04* .14 .072 2.05 .23 (.67)

Note: N = 113. Values in parentheses are Cronbach's α.
 p < .10.

*p < .05; **p < .01.

TABLE 5 Perceived decision autonomy as predictors of work engagement and emotional exhaustion in SMOs and non0SMOs.

Work engagement Emotional exhaustion

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Age 2.04 2.04 2.03 2.03 .05 2.04

Male gender .02 .02 .01 .04 0.04 .05

Perceived autonomy .59*** .61*** .53*** 0.44*** .04*** 2.45***

Perceived autonomy .02 .03 0.47 2.10 

SMO .10 2.01

SMO× perceived autonomy 2.13 .09

SMO× perceived autonomy² .07 2.04

N 254 254 248 254 254 248

R2 (adjusted R2) .36 (.35)*** .36 (.35)*** .38 (.36)*** .19 (.18)*** .19 (.18)*** .21 (.19)***

Note: Standardized regression weights ß.

Abbreviations: Aut (E), perceived decision autonomy; SMO, the respondent's organization is self0managed.
 p < .10.

***p < .001.
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p = .681). In a third explorative step, the interaction terms of decision

autonomy and the factorial variable SMO versus non0SMO were

explored to test for sample0specific associations. The results showed no

curvilinear association of autonomy specific to the subsamples (ß = .07,

p = .186). However, the results suggested a significant main effect of

perceived decision autonomy on work engagement (ß = .53, p < .001):

Regardless of the organizational form and level, higher autonomy was

related to higher work engagement. Consequently, H2 was rejected.

For testing H3 (perceived decision autonomy relates curvilinearly

to emotional exhaustion in SMOs), a hierarchical regression analysis

based on the entire sample, analogous to the approach for H2, was

conducted. The results (see Table 5) showed no curvilinear relation-

ship of autonomy within the whole sample (ß = 2.04, p = .374) nor

within a specific subsample (ß = 2.04, p = .449). Instead, the results

demonstrated a significant main effect of perceived decision

autonomy (ß = 2.45, p < .001), indicating that an increase in perceived

decision autonomy was related to a decrease in emotional exhaus-

tion. Consequently, H3 was rejected.

3.3 | Relationship of autonomy (mis0)fit with work

engagement and emotional exhaustion

(Mis0)fit involves the interaction between the ideal and perceived

decision autonomy. To assess the associations with (mis0)fit within

the entire sample, including employees of SMOs and non0SMOs,

polynomial regression and response surface analysis (RSA) were used,

following the approach proposed by Shanock et al. (2010). For the

RSA, the RSA package in R (Schönbrodt & Humberg, 2021) was used,

and grand mean centering was applied, recommended for skewed

data (Schönbrodt et al., 2018). The analyses indicated that 44% of the

sample experienced less than their ideal decision autonomy, while 4%

experienced more than their ideal decision autonomy. For 52% of the

participants, the ideal and currently perceived decision autonomy

levels were congruent (cutpoint of |∆z | < 0.5). In line with the current

theory, the share of persons indicating an autonomy surplus was

higher in the SMO subsample than in the non0SMO subsample (see

Table 1). Figure 1a shows the response surfaces for work engage-

ment with ideal (P) and environmental (E) levels of autonomy as

predictors and Figure 1b depicts the corresponding surface for

emotional exhaustion (seeTable 6 for the corresponding parameters).

To test H4a, describing the relationship of decision autonomy

(mis0)fit with work engagement, the shape of the surface was

considered first. As expected, it was saddle0shaped, and the shape

along the line of misfit (E = 2P) was convex (see Figure 2). The

better fit between the perceived and desired autonomy predicted

higher work engagement, as indicated by the RSA parameter a4,

which represents the effect of the degree of discrepancy

(a4 = 20.52, SE = 0.20, p < .01). Besides, the results showed that

the direction of discrepancy was irrelevant (a3 = 20.08, n.s.).

Consequently, the significant relationship of (mis0)fit with work

engagement confirmed H4a. To test H4b, stating that in the case

of fit, higher perceived decision autonomy was associated with

higher work engagement, the surface's shape at the line of

congruence (P = E) was decisive. The respective parameters

showed a positive linear relationship (significant, positive a1, and

nonsignificant a2): In the case of fit (P = E), an increase in perceived

decision autonomy was related to an increase in work engagement

(see the line on P = E in Figure 1a). Consequently, the data showed

that the absolute level mattered besides the fit, confirming H4b.

Interestingly, the ridge was shifted away from the line of

congruence, indicating that at lower levels of autonomy, the

highest work engagement levels were found when ideal decision

autonomy marginally exceeded perceived decision autonomy.

To test H5a, describing the relationship of (mis0)fit with

emotional exhaustion, the shape of the surface was initially

examined. It was, as expected, bowl0shaped, and the surface at the

line of incongruence was u0shaped. The corresponding a4 coefficient

failed to reach the significance level of α = .05, although it showed the

expected slope (a4 = .44, SE = 0.24, p = .063), meaning increased

levels of incongruence between the perceived and ideal decision

autonomy were related to higher emotional exhaustion. Thus, H5a

was not confirmed. To confirm H5b, which assumed that an increase

in perceived decision autonomy was related to a decrease in

exhaustion in the case of fit (P = E), the slope of the surface along

the line of congruence (P = E) had to be negative and significant,

while the curvature had to be nonsignificant. A negative, linear, and

marginally significant squared term (a1 = 20.67, se = 0.12, p < .001,

a2 = 20.16, se = 0.09, p = .079) predicted the surface along the line of

congruence (see the line at P = E in Figure 1b). Therefore, H5b was

confirmed.

Post hoc analysis showed that the relation of (mis0)fit with

exhaustion was significant (a4 = 0.50, SE = 0.25, p < .05) for the

subsample of SMO employees (nSMO = 140; see Figure 1c). However,

the effect was nonsignificant for the subsample of non0SMO

employees (a4 = 0.68, SE = 0.40, p = .091, nnon0SMO = 113; Figure 1d).

Instead, the slope and curvature along the line of congruence were

significant (a1 = 20.84, SE = 0.20, p < .001, a2 = 20.42, SE = 0.19,

p < .05), indicating an initial increase in emotional exhaustion for

low to moderate autonomy levels followed by a decrease for

moderate to high autonomy levels.

3.4 | The association with personality traits

3.4.1 | Personality traits as predictors of ideal

decision autonomy

To test H6a3c, which assumed that personality traits predicted ideal

decision autonomy, ideal decision autonomy was regressed on

neuroticism, extraversion, and openness, using the entire sample (see

Table 7 and Figure 3). Neuroticism showed the expected negative

relationship and predicted lower ideal decision autonomy (ß = 20.12,

p < .05), while extraversion (ß = .14, p < .01) and openness (ß = .23,

p < .001) showed the expected positive relationships, predicting higher

ideal decision autonomy. Therefore, H6a3c were confirmed.
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3.4.2 | Personality traits as predictors of autonomy

fit in SMOs

To test H7a3c, predicting the association of personality traits and

decision autonomy fit in SMOs, the approach proposed by Bednall

and Zhang (2020) was followed. More precisely, an effect on the

absolute directional difference (the systematic difference in the

levels of P and E) was expected (Edwards et al., 1998). Based on

subsample 1, including only SMO employees, the expected

increasing effect of neuroticism and the mitigating effects of

extraversion and openness on the absolute directional difference,

|(α1 3 α2) + Xj ; (ß1 2 ß2)|, were sequentially tested by first running

the multivariate regressions of ideal and perceived decision

autonomy on the traits to receive the corresponding regression

parameters (Table 7). Then, the significance of the directional

differences was assessed using the delta method. The resulting,

zero0including 95% confidence intervals (CINeuroticism [20.07, 0.17],

CIExtraversion [20.32, 0.16], CIOpenness [20.19, 0.27]) indicated that

none of the personality traits significantly affected the autonomy

fit, leading to the rejection of H7a3c. Notably, the multivariate

regressions of ideal and perceived decision autonomy showed that

personality traits predicted not only ideal but also perceived

decision autonomy, which was not foreseen. That might have

undermined the relationship with the fit measure. Interestingly,

extraversion was a stronger predictor of perceived decision

autonomy than ideal decision autonomy, while openness was only

F IGURE 1 Response surface of the perceived level of autonomy (E) and the person's ideal level (P) predicting work engagement and

emotional exhaustion. (a) Prediction of work engagement based on the entire sample. (b) Prediction of emotional exhaustion based on the entire

sample. (c) Prediction of emotional exhaustion based on the self0managing organization (SMO) subsample. (d) Prediction of emotional exhaustion

based on the non0SMO subsample.
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predictive of ideal decision autonomy. Possible content0related and

methodological reasons are discussed in the next section.

3.4.3 | Personality traits as moderators

Hypotheses H8a3c, which expected the relationship between

perceived decision autonomy and work engagement to be moderated

by personality traits in SMOs and traditional organizations, were

tested through a multiple regression based on the entire sample.

Work engagement was regressed on the perceived decision

autonomy, neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, and

their corresponding dual interactions (see Table 8). The total model,

including the covariates of gender and age, the four direct effects,

and the three interaction terms, explained a significant part of the

variance (R² = .43, p < .001). The regression showed small but

significant interactions of perceived decision autonomy with extra-

version (ß = 2.14, p < .05) as well as with neuroticism (ß = 2.13,

p < .05). The interaction term of perceived decision autonomy and

openness was not significant (ß = .02, p = .661). In line with the

predictions, in the case of high neuroticism, the relationship between

perceived decision autonomy and work engagement was less positive

than in the case of low neuroticism. However, in contrast to the

predictions, high extraversion was also related to a less positive

relation between perceived decision autonomy and work engage-

ment (see Figure 4). Consequently, H8a was confirmed, while H8b

and H8c were rejected.

Similarly, testing the moderation hypotheses H9a3c within the

entire sample, emotional exhaustion was regressed on perceived

decision autonomy, personality traits, and their dual interactions (see

Table 8). The regression model explained a significant part of the

variance (R² = .35, p < .001). However, no interaction term reached

significance. Therefore, further analyses of the moderation effects

were irrelevant, and H9a3c were rejected.

4 | DISCUSSION

The current study examined the relationship between the interaction

of perceived and ideal decision autonomy and the antecedents of

well0being4work engagement and emotional exhaustion (see

Figure 5 for a visualization of the hypotheses). Additionally, the

associations with personality traits were investigated. It thus gave

TABLE 6 Perceived and Ideal decision autonomy as predictors
of work engagement and emotional exhaustion.

Work

engagement

Emotional

exhaustion

Variable b (SE) b (SE)

Constant 5.00 (0.11)*** 3.09 (0.13)

Perceived autonomy 0.38 (0.13)** 20.43 (0.16)*

Ideal autonomy 0.46 (0.16)** 20.24 (0.19)

Perceived autonomy2 20.05 (0.04) 0.01 (0.05)

Perceived autonomy ×

ideal autonomy

0.32 (0.11)** 20.30 (0.13)*

Ideal autonomy2 20.15 (0.10) 0.13 (0.11)

R2 .38*** .21***

a1 0.84 (0.09)*** 20.67 (0.13)***

a2 0.13 (0.09) 20.16 (0.09) 

a3 20.08 (0.27) 20.19 (0.32)

a4 20.52 (0.20)** 0.44 (0.24) 

Note: N = 259.

Abbreviations: b, unstandardized regression coefficient; SE, standard

error; a1 to a4, specific parameters of the RSA.
 p < .10.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

F IGURE 2 Relationship between (mis0)fit of environmental and
ideal decision autonomy and work engagement. Lines are based on
linear and quadratic regression estimates.

TABLE 7 Multivariate regression of ideal and perceived decision
autonomy on the personality traits neuroticism, extraversion, and
openness.

Full samplea SMO subsampleb

Ideal

autonomy

Perceived

autonomy

Ideal

autonomy

Perceived

autonomy

ß ß ß ß

Age 2.02 .06 .00 .08

Male 2.03 .03 2.01 .03

Neuroticism .03* 2.21** 2.23* 2.25**

Extraversion 2.15** .32*** .10 .20*

Openness .19*** .04 .23** .17 

R2 (adjusted R2) .15 (.14)** .20 (.18)*** .14** .16***

Note: Values in parentheses are adjusted R2.

Abbreviation: SMO, self0managing organization.
anSMO = 127.
bN = 246.
 p < .10.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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insights into employee characteristics associated with a better fit

with high individual decision autonomy, as found in SMOs. First, the

results confirmed our basic assumption that SMO employees

perceive significantly higher decision autonomy than non0SMO

employees (H1), verifying the proposition of previous literature on

SMOs (Lee & Edmondson, 2017), which is essential in understanding

the impact of the self0managing organizational framework on the

individual level.

Second, the applicability of the previously described linear

relationship between decision autonomy and work engagement/

emotional exhaustion was challenged for exceptionally high levels of

decision autonomy, as prevalent in SMOs. The results contradicted

the curvilinear relationship of decision autonomy with work engage-

ment (H2) and emotional exhaustion (H3) and supported linear

relationships. This aligns with the previously mixed findings and

shows that a more detailed examination is required. The selective

attraction of individuals with high ideal decision autonomy to SMOs

and vice versa (Schneider et al., 1995a) may have restricted the

variance and thus obscured the curvilinear effect.

To better understand how individual characteristics interact with

the potential resource of high decision autonomy in SMOs, we tested

whether there was a significant relationship between decision

autonomy (mis0)fit and work engagement (H4a) or emotional

exhaustion (H5a). The results confirmed H4a, showing the highest

levels of work engagement when the perceived decision autonomy

fitted the ideal one. Notably, the perceptions of autonomy surplus or

shortage were equally related to lower work engagement. Hence, by

showing that decision autonomy misfit was also related to lower

work engagement, the study extended the previous findings

regarding autonomy (mis0)fit and flourishing (Stiglbauer &

Kovacs, 2018). In turn, H5a was not confirmed, as the results

showed that (mis0)fit was a significant predictor of emotional

exhaustion only in the sample of SMOs, while it was only marginally

significant in the total sample. These results align with previous

findings of Stiglbauer and Kovacs (2018), who found a nonsignificant

curvilinear relationship between decision autonomy misfit and job0

related affective well0being in a sample of non0SMO employees.

However, for the current study's subsample of SMO employees, the

expected relation of (mis0)fit and emotional exhaustion was signifi-

cant; thus, decision autonomy surplus seemed to reveal its health0

detrimental effect only in SMOs. One reason for this difference may

be a lack of alternatives: High decision autonomy also entails the

F IGURE 3 Regression of ideal decision autonomy on the personality traits neuroticism, extraversion, and openness. The regression model
controlled for age and gender.

TABLE 8 Perceived decision autonomy (E) and personality traits
as predictors of work engagement and emotional exhaustion.

Work

engagement

Emotional

exhaustion

Age 2.01 .02

Male gender 2.01 2.09

Perceived autonomy .47*** 2.30***

Neuroticism 2.03 .42***

Extra .23*** 2.05

Open .04 .00

Perceived autonomy x neuroticism 2.13** .01

Perceived autonomy x extraversion 2.14* 2.04

Perceived autonomy x openness .02 .00

R2 (adjusted R2) .43 (.41)*** .35 (.33)***

∆R2

Note: N = 246. Standardized regression weights ß.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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demand to make the required decisions. In contrast to non0SMOs, in

SMOs, this responsibility cannot be handed back to a supervisor or a

colleague; thus, the demand to fulfill the autonomy0related responsi-

bility consumes resources, causing higher emotional exhaustion

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Consequently, to benefit from high

levels of decision autonomy, such as those provided by SMOs,

employees must also aim to perform according to such high levels, as

it may otherwise impede work engagement and health strain.

To further understand the effect of perceived decision auton-

omy, it was tested whether, in the case of fit, higher decision

F IGURE 4 The moderating effect of neuroticism and extraversion levels on the relations of work engagement and perceived decision
autonomy. Colored fields display 80% confidence intervals. Moderator levels were determined by standard deviations.

F IGURE 5 Conceptual depiction of hypotheses. H7a3c only refer to the self0managing organization (SMO) sample and are in light gray.
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autonomy showed its job resource characteristic by relating

positively to work engagement (H4b) and negatively to emotional

exhaustion (H5b). The results confirmed both hypotheses. These

insights support the interplay of the P0E fit theory and JD0R theory.

Decision autonomy can have motivational and health0protective

characteristics attributed to job resources, but they become more

salient when there is a good fit between the person's needs and

perception of decision autonomy.

Additionally, we investigated the relationship between personal-

ity traits and ideal decision autonomy to enhance the understanding

of the interindividual differences in P0E fit. The results supported the

hypothesis that neuroticism is related to lower (H6a), while

extraversion (H6b) and openness to experience (H6c) are related to

higher ideal decision autonomy. As previous research rarely looked

into predictors of individual ideal (decision) autonomy, the findings

are innovative and support the theory of purposeful work behavior

(Barrick et al., 2013) by showing a positive relationship between ideal

autonomy and extraversion or openness but a negative one with

neuroticism. Openness might motivate the desire for decision

autonomy as it allows one to pursue new ideas, shape structures

and processes, and seek personal growth, which are openness0

associated interests (Mount et al., 2005). In turn, the negative

association of neuroticism with ideal decision autonomy might be

explained by the preference for security (Barrick & Parks0

Leduc, 2019) and the link with worse decision0making performance

(Byrne et al., 2015; Denburg et al., 2009). Thus, employees higher in

neuroticism may have a reduced interest in decision0making and the

corresponding autonomy.

In addition, it was investigated whether personality traits are, as a

result, also related to (mis0)fit in SMOs, where perceived decision

autonomy would be high (H7a3c). Although personality traits

predicted ideal decision autonomy and ideal decision autonomy

predicted (mis0)fit, the results contradicted the direct relation of

personality traits with autonomy (mis0)fit, resulting in the rejection of

H7a3c. However, the significant relationship between personality

and perceived decision autonomy could explain the finding: Neuroti-

cism predicted lower perceived decision autonomy, while extraver-

sion and openness predicted higher perceived decision autonomy.

That is in line with previous findings (Rubenstein et al., 2019; Sutin &

Costa, 2010) and may result from individual job crafting: Job crafting

refers to the proactive modification of one's job characteristics (Tims

et al., 2012) and can increase not only job resources (Tims et al., 2013)

but also P0E fit, specifically, the needs0supplies fit (Tims et al., 2016).

Additionally, the tendency to craft one's job was related to

personality traits (Roczniewska & Bakker, 2016; Rudolph et al., 2017).

Therefore, individual job0crafting behaviors might have blurred the

relation between personality and (mis0)fit. On the other hand, other

unknown factors could also have obscured the relationship, which is

worth exploring in future research.

Lastly, to get the whole picture, we also investigated whether

certain personality types could benefit more or less from decision

autonomy by examining whether and how personality traits interact

with the relation between perceived decision autonomy and work

engagement (H8a3c) or emotional exhaustion (H9a3c). In line with

our predictions, neuroticism was associated with a less positive

relation between decision autonomy and work engagement. The

results indicated that individuals scoring high on neuroticism felt

more engaged when perceiving higher decision autonomy but less

than employees scoring low on neuroticism. Two possible mecha-

nisms might explain the attenuated positive relation: On the one

hand, neuroticism was associated with difficulties in decision0making

(Byrne et al., 2015; Denburg et al., 2009) and thus might impede work

engagement when facing the need to live up to the decision

autonomy. On the other hand, decision autonomy might give certain

freedom, reducing the anxiety of making wrong decisions.

In contrast to the predictions, extraversion was also associated with

a less positive relationship between decision autonomy and work

engagement. With increasing extraversion, the relationship between

decision autonomy and engagement became less positive, although

even for highly extraverted individuals, an increase in decision

autonomy was still associated with an increase in engagement. The

unexpected mitigation related to extraversion may result from the fact

that extraverted people generally tend to feel more engaged, and hence

the incremental effect of decision autonomy becomes less relevant for

them (Akhtar et al., 2015; Langelaan et al., 2006). The results did not

show an interaction between openness to experience and perceived

decision autonomy, contradicting H9c.

In contrast to this study's hypotheses, personality traits did not

moderate the relationship between decision autonomy and emotional

exhaustion. This points to a personality0independent, health0

protective character of decision autonomy, which aligns with

previous research based on the JD0R, considering it a job resource

with a buffering effect on demands. When considering the

nonsignificant relation between (mis0)fit and emotional exhaustion

in this study, P0E fit seems to play a minor role in emotional

exhaustion. This contrasts the core assumption of the P0E fit theory,

proposing increased stress in case of a misfit (Edwards et al., 1998).

Two possible explanations may justify this finding: First, selective

attraction and job crafting may have reduced variance within the

sample and obscured relationships. Secondly, the job characteristic

decision autonomy may have a particular health0protective role

through the increased possibility for self0determination (Ng

et al., 2012). Additionally, the findings that neuroticism is relevant

for work engagement, and not exhaustion, may point to the fact that

the increased autonomy may reduce pressure in general but lead to

excessive relaxation in more neurotic persons, resulting in reduced

engagement.

Generally, as this study was a cross0sectional nonexperimental

study, the effects of selective attraction or job crafting may have

skewed the analysis through variance restrictions. For instance,

extraverted or open0minded persons might have chosen a job with a

decision autonomy level that corresponds to their ideal level or

crafted their decision autonomy accordingly and thus reduced

variance in the decision autonomy0extraversion combinations

(Rubenstein et al., 2019; Schneider et al., 1995; Sutin & Costa, 2010).

This is in line with previous research on the relation of personality
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traits with perceptions of job demands and resources (Bakker

et al., 2010) and the present study's exploratory findings: Ideal

decision autonomy was also higher for the SMO group, and

personality traits predicted not only perceived decision autonomy

but also ideal decision autonomy. Therefore, experimental designs

are necessary to account for the potential causalities.

4.1 | Theoretical and practical contributions

This study provides four critical contributions to further theory

development. First, the study adds to the literature on P0E fit by

proving that decision autonomy (mis0)fit is related to affective well0

being (Edwards et al., 1998; Stiglbauer & Kovacs, 2018) and also

motivational outcomes such as work engagement. Moreover, it

shows that the misfit of decision autonomy is not necessarily

associated with increased emotional exhaustion, underlining the need

for a more detailed examination. Additionally, it offers insights into

the relation of personality traits theory with the intrapersonal

antecedents of P0E fit. The findings add to the theory of purposeful

work behavior (Barrick et al., 2013) by showing that extraversion and

openness to experience were positively related to ideal decision

autonomy, while neuroticism was related negatively. The findings

support the theory's proposition of openness as a motivator for

autonomy striving and also suggest extraversion and neuroticism as

further (de0)motivators for autonomy striving.

Second, the study results contribute to the JD0R theory and the

research on job resources, providing a more nuanced picture of

decision autonomy. The study results show no evidence that decision

autonomy functioned as a demand by causing health strain. However,

the results support the notion that decision autonomy is a resource

whose strength depends on individual values and personality,

extending the personal resources considered thus far (Schaufeli &

Taris, 2014). Third, it contributes to the connection between the P0E

fit and the JD0R theory. The findings of the (mis0)fit3wellbeing0

relationship and the additional linear autonomy3wellbeing relation

occurring when the environmental supplies fit the person's values

add to the understanding of decision autonomy as a resource as well

as the mixed findings on (inverted) u0shaped versus linear relation-

ships (Clausen et al., 2022; Kubicek et al., 2014). Additionally,

decision autonomy surplus, resulting from misfit, could function as

demand and exert detrimental health effects in certain contexts, such

as SMOs.

Fourthly, the present study contributes to the research on SMOs.

Thus far, research has mainly focused on outcomes and processes at

the organizational level; accordingly, adding the individual0level

perspective helps clarify the picture. It provides initial quantitative

data on SMOs, confirming the so0far theoretical assumption that

employees in SMOs perceive more decision autonomy due to the

adapted organizational principles. This finding is important as prior

research showed that self0managing practices at the team level did

not necessarily result in more perceived individual autonomy

(Barker, 1993). Besides, the fact that the relation of (mis0)fit and

emotional exhaustion was significant only for SMOs supports the

notion that P0E fit is essential for mental well0being in SMOs.

The present findings also have relevant implications for

organizational practice in SMOs and other organizations experiment-

ing with decentralizing autonomy, as extreme cases can offer

valuable transferable insights. The finding that employees perceive

high decision autonomy in SMOs helps to understand the require-

ments and benefits for employees in such organizations; thus,

recruitment and selection criteria can be adapted accordingly for

better P0E fit (Barrick & Parks0Leduc, 2019). The findings help utilize

personality assessment more specifically, as neuroticism, extraver-

sion, openness to experience, and ideal decision autonomy were

identified as related to employee well0being. This facilitates the

selection of candidates who fit better into the organization and

optimally benefit from the provided autonomy. As P0E fit is related to

individual work engagement, its consideration is crucial in SMOs: Due

to the associated reduced control mechanisms, the intrinsic motiva-

tion to do one's job optimally becomes more critical for the

organization's success. Consequently, besides considering technical

skills, choosing people with high openness to experience and

extraversion but low neuroticism levels may be better for SMOs. In

turn, people with higher neuroticism and less openness to experience

may fit better into organizations with more centralized authority

structures because, in such organizations, a surplus in perceived

decision autonomy is less likely: Decision autonomy is lower on

average and more centralized toward managers, who can give

security and support. Additionally, considering the interindividual

differences in desired autonomy allows matching employees with apt

roles and can help improve person0job fit in organizational

transformation and personnel development processes.

Besides, the results are relevant for organizational practices

beyond the context of SMOs and recruitment and selection.

According to our findings, when developing people, customizing

jobs, or developing organizational cultures (e.g., New Work initia-

tives), providing more autonomy is not a universal motivational

mechanism; instead, it must address individual preferences. In turn, as

prior research has shown that openness to experience can be

developed (Jackson et al., 2012), this could be a lever to make

employees more comfortable with decision autonomy.

4.2 | Limitations and future research

An important limitation of this study is the potential bias through

uncontrolled covariates. Although this study included important

control variables (age and gender), which are associated with other

potential intrapersonal control variables, further individual and

organizational control variables would have strengthened the validity

of the results. Unfortunately, collecting further variables was waived

to reduce participant burden, particularly for SMO employees, who

had already received many research requests because of their

organizational uniqueness. This limits the significance of the group

comparison of SMOs versus non0SMOs (H1), as controlling for
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potential systematic biases by the organization's size and age or the

individual's organizational tenure was not possible. Although a

preselection was made regarding the type of organization in the

research panel, the full equivalency of the subsamples could not be

ensured. Additionally, individual0level organizational tenure may have

influenced the relations proposed in H209. For instance, organiza-

tional tenure was found to be related to work engagement and

emotional exhaustion (Bal et al., 2013; Karatepe & Karatepe, 2009;

Karatepe & Olugbade, 2009): Increasing tenure was associated with

decreasing vigor and engagement but also with a weaker relation

between role conflict and emotional exhaustion. Thus, differences in

organizational tenure may have biased the relationship between

decision autonomy (fit) and work engagement or emotional exhaus-

tion found in this study. These biases might be particularly critical in

the context of SMOs, as they strongly rely on the long0term

engagement of their employees due to the high individual autonomy

and lack of central steering mechanisms. Therefore, the lack of

control of this potential covariate clearly limits the significance of the

results. Despite the limited significance, the results show a first

important tendency of difference in decision autonomy, which should

be consolidated in future studies.

Ceiling effects regarding perceived and ideal decision autonomy

were observed in the subsample of SMO employees. The used scale

was initially developed to describe work situations in non0SMOs,

where employees have less decision autonomy than those in SMOs.

The left0skewed data showed that the scale probably could not

capture the entire autonomy variance in the sample, which may have

restricted the analyses, although the conventions for the statistical

analyses' requirements were satisfied. Thus, using an adapted scale to

measure decision autonomy in SMOs would probably have improved

the results. Based on our assumption that SMOs would particularly

affect decision autonomy, only decision autonomy was assessed, for

which the effects of (mis0)fit seemed to be different from those in

other forms of autonomy (Stiglbauer & Kovacs, 2018). However, the

conditions in SMOs also likely affect other forms of autonomy, such

as method autonomy, and therefore, its future investigation is also

relevant.

Another challenge of this study was measuring SMOs appropri-

ately. A scale for measuring the SMO characteristics was not

available from previous research; thus, we developed one based on

the qualitative data gathered by Martela (2019). A limitation of

the current study is that the scale was not previously validated, but

the preselection of organizations to recruit participants from ensured

the inclusion of SMO employees only in our SMO subsample.

Nonetheless, using a validated scale to measure the affiliation to an

SMO would further improve the significance of the data.

The questionnaire was provided in English and German so

that most participants could answer in their native language.

However, the sample also included Portuguese participants,

answering in English as a foreign language. Nonetheless, we are

confident that this did not endanger the validity, as the

participants were fluent in English due to their workplace's

conversation language English.

Another challenge of the study was the minimum sample size.

The sample sizes were calculated to guarantee sufficient power to

detect an effect of moderate size within the whole sample of

employees of SMOs and non0SMOs. The total sample size of N = 259

was sufficient, but for the explorative analyses limited to the

subsamples, the sizes were not sufficiently large for RSA, which

limited these analyses' significance. However, this limitation is

acceptable as the subsample analyses were post hoc and explorative.

Further, the samples were sufficiently large for all hypothesis0testing

analyses.

The study's SMO subsample comprised employees mainly

working in the software, social, and finance sectors. The sample

included only employees of organizations with a workforce smaller

than 500. A broader range of organizational size would have been

desirable, but accessibility reasons proved to be a hindrance.

Although this offers a selective perspective, the sectors and

organizational sizes presumably did not affect the investigated

relations of ideal and perceived decision autonomy significantly, as

those relations are supposed to be universal.

Due to the limited accessibility of SMO participants and

presumably high dropout rates in longitudinal designs, a cross0

sectional approach was adopted to gain first valuable insights into

how the autonomy surplus is related to current work engagement

and mental health. However, as cross0sectional studies cannot

account for causality but only correlations, the results regarding the

relational hypothesis must be interpreted as correlations accordingly.

Those first promising insights should be extended by future research

by employing additional longitudinal or experimental approaches.

Due to the complex nature of difference scores, polynomial

regression analyses were used. This method is a valuable tool for

investigating fit hypotheses (Shanock et al., 2010), but it cannot

account for the integrated analysis of several interdependent

hypotheses like structural equation modeling can. Thus far, there

has been no seminal paper on the usage of difference scores in

structural equation models; thus, a molecular measure of P0E fit

would be necessary to use structural equation models, but this would

impede the investigation of the role of ideal decision autonomy. As

discussed above, the findings pointed to certain effects of selective

attraction and job crafting, which probably limited the analyses.

Therefore, using experimental designs could help get a less biased

picture. On the other hand, examining potential job0crafting0fit

relations is promising, as they can be enhanced through interventions

(Gordon et al., 2018) and are thus of interest for personnel

development and selection.

For parsimony, the traits of agreeableness and conscientiousness

were excluded from the study. Although they were found to be related

to performance, burnout, and work engagement (Akhtar et al., 2015;

Barrick, 2005; Barrick & Mount, 1993), there was no evidence of their

impact on ideal decision autonomy and thus fit, which was the main

focus of the paper. However, investigating conscientiousness or

agreeableness as moderators of the relationship between autonomy

and work engagement or emotional exhaustion could offer even more

insights and thus be subject to future research. Building on the finding
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of high decision autonomy in SMOs and the relevance of fit, other

predictors of ideal decision autonomy and additional characteristics of

such organizations should be considered, for example, the need for

collaboration. Moreover, in addition to personality, the role of

competencies could be addressed, as they are trainable. Additionally,

team0based research could add information regarding the intrateam

interactions of individual personality traits or ideal decision autonomy

levels and their impact on team performance and work engagement.

Moreover, although predictors of job performance were addressed in

the present study, a direct investigation of the misfit0job performance

relationship would be beneficial.

SMOs are based on various unique and intertwining principles,

and despite their many advantages, quantitative research can only

grasp a few aspects of these complex constructs. Besides, the extent

of certain job characteristics, such as decision autonomy, exceeds the

usual dimensions and previously validated scales presumably cannot

capture the entire range. Therefore, more holistic approaches

whereby the researcher can interact with the participants, like in

qualitative methodologies or action research (Huxham & Vangen,

2003), could provide valuable insights into individual behaviors and

reactions toward those organizational principles.

4.3 | Conclusions

The present study provides initial empirical evidence that self0

management at the organizational level is associated with higher

perceived decision autonomy at the individual level. The previously

mentioned is essential to consider in personnel selection processes,

as the study also showed that the fit between the individual ideal

decision autonomy and the perceived decision autonomy was related

to feeling engaged in one's work. This adds to the literature on job

resources and P0E fit as it might explain the mixed findings on linear

versus curvilinear relations between autonomy and work engage-

ment or mental health. To select suitable candidates for job positions

in SMOs or positions with high decision autonomy, individual

personality traits can be considered, as this study revealed that

extraversion and openness to experience were related to higher ideal

decision autonomy. In contrast, neuroticism was related to lower

ideal decision autonomy. Hence, this work also advances the research

on the predictors of P0E fit and the interindividual differences in the

associations of perceived decision autonomy. Conclusively, high

decision autonomy is not the best choice for everyone. Instead,

suitable individual characteristics are related to the motivational

character of decision autonomy.
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ENDNOTES

1 New Work is a philosophy pursuing the inversion of the former

relationship between work and humans such that work would serve as

a source of fulfillment and energy for employees, instead of consuming

their energy and using them as a tool (Bergmann, 2019). The purpose0

oriented, self0managed work in SMOs is in line with those aims.

2 Due to the relatively complex nature of the response surface analysis

(RSA), the sample size must be at least 233 times as high for the

detection of the linear main effects (Aiken et al., 1998; Humberg

et al., 2019). According to power analysis in G*Power, the minimal

sample size to detect the linear main effects (assuming moderate effect

sizes) was N = 74.
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Introduction: Self-managing organizations are a novel organizational form

that radically decentralizes decision authority to adapt to the volatile business

environment and the demands of knowledge work, resulting in new resources and

demands for the employees. Therefore, building on the job demands-resources

theory and the person-environment ût theory, the associations of self-managing

organizationswith higher perceived individual autonomywere tested. Additionally,

the study investigated how job crafting and handling mistakes related to the

relationship between job autonomy and work engagement/satisfaction.

Method: A cross-sectional study was conducted to gather data from employees

of di�erent self-managing organizations and non-self-managing organizations,

and group comparisons and path analyses were applied to test the preregistered

hypotheses.

Results: Increased method and decision autonomy, job crafting behaviors, error

management orientation, work engagement, and job satisfaction were found

in self-managing organizations. Additionally, a surplus of perceived autonomy

compared to the ideal autonomy was associated with lower work engagement

and job satisfaction compared to a ût between ideal and perceived autonomy.

However, job crafting did not relate to a better ût between ideal and perceived

autonomy. Decision autonomy predicted higher crafting of challenging demands

and structural resources for employees with low error strain. Depending on

the autonomy type, learning from errors enhanced or reduced the relationship

between perceived autonomy and job crafting.

Discussion: This study showed the importance of addressing the higher level of

individual autonomy in self-managing organizations and o�ered starting points

for interventions to support employees with handling high autonomy. Reducing

error strain but increasing error learning and risking errors could help increase job

crafting and work engagement, particularly in self-managing organizations.

KEYWORDS

self-managing organization, decision autonomy, error orientation, job crafting, learning

from errors, risking errors, error strain, work engagement

1. Introduction

What if we change the game, abolish middle management, and let the employees
self-manage? This question arised in the search for an adaptive strategy toward the
increasingly dynamic and uncertain business environment, the employees’ demand for
more self-determination and purpose, and the increasing societal demand to contribute
purposefully. The COVID-19 pandemic fueled all these challenges, which caused turbulences
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in the market but also turned upside down the daily job and
family routine for many employees (Kaushik and Guleria, 2020;
Shirmohammadi et al., 2022; Chung et al., 2023; Leslie-Miller
et al., 2023). First studies showed that self-managing processes and
flat hierarchies helped handle the COVID-19 challenges, like the
sudden remote work (Maurer et al., 2022).

Self-managing organizations (SMOs) are organizations that
“radically decentralize authority in a formal and systematic way
throughout the organization” (Lee and Edmondson, 2017, p.
39). This organizational setup allows for faster decision-making
as decisions can be made directly at the point where needed
(Puranam and Håkonsson, 2015; Burton et al., 2017; Lee and
Edmondson, 2017). However, engaged and healthy employees are
the prerequisite for the sustainable success of any organization
(Pfeffer, 2010). Initial practice reports showed that not all
employees feel more engaged in SMOs (Maier, 2013; Lam, 2016;
Schell and Bischof, 2022), and thus, individual-level factors seem
to be important as well. As authority decentralization also implies
changes in other organizational core issues, such as labor division
or provision of rewards, and also in job conditions, like decision

autonomy or supervisor support (Lee and Edmondson, 2017;
Martela, 2019), employees in SMOs may face new job resources
and demands. This may require certain changes in the employees’
behaviors, attitudes, or competencies to adapt to these altered job
conditions and, thus, stay engaged and healthy.

Initial research on SMOs proposed the need for specific

personal characteristics, such as proactiveness, motivation to learn,
and accepting responsibility (Corbett-Etchevers et al., 2019; Reitzig,

2022; Schell and Bischof, 2022). Additionally, a series of individual
behavioral competencies, such as assuming responsibility, deciding
and initiating action, or learning from mistakes, was identified as
important (Doblinger, 2023). However, previous research did not
look into the mechanism of why these personal characteristics
are related to work engagement or job satisfaction in SMOs.
Nonetheless, to better understand the relevance of these factors,

opening the black box by looking into the interaction of
employee characteristics and the job characteristics affected by

the organizational changes in SMOs, e.g., person-environment fit
regarding job autonomy, is necessary.

Therefore, to support employees in this novel, adaptive

organizational form, a better understanding of resources and
demands in SMOs is necessary, as that allows for targeted

interventions to ensure the employees’ long-term wellbeing.
Although the decentralization of decision authority in SMOs

implies changes in various job conditions, this work focuses on
job autonomy in particular as it is a crucial element in the success

of SMOs: on the one hand, higher autonomy, resulting from the

decentralization of authority, enables those employees who are
most knowledgeable tomake decisions and thus get better decisions

as an organization. On the other hand, this requires engaged
employees, and prior research on job design showed that high levels
of job autonomy were not a surefire success (Stiglbauer and Kovacs,
2018; Dettmers and Bredehöft, 2020).

Initial research on SMOs identified a range of personal traits
and competencies that might be beneficial to flourish in SMOs
(Corbett-Etchevers et al., 2019; Reitzig, 2022; Schell and Bischof,
2022; Doblinger, 2023). However, these studies were mainly

based on qualitative methodology, impeding understanding of
the effect mechanism and preventing the broader generalization.
Therefore, to get insights into the operating principles of SMOs,
this work investigates how proactive behaviors toward crafting
one’s job and the attitude toward errors relate to the associations
between job autonomy and work engagement or job satisfaction
in SMOs. The paper focuses on these two aspects because both
characteristics were found relevant in SMOs (Schell and Bischof,
2022; Doblinger, 2023), and both are modifiable through training
or cultural interventions and, thus, are of particular relevance for
organizational practice.

2. Theory

2.1. Self-managing organizations and
individual job autonomy

SMOs are a novel organizational form changing organizational
core principles to radically decentralize authority at an
organization-wide scope, thus allowing all employees to hold
a specific amount of decision rights that others cannot simply
overrule, which is necessary for self-management (Lee and
Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2019). These changes usually imply
abolishing traditional middle management, reducing disciplinary
manager-over-subordinate-power to a minimum, and shifting
authority toward individual employees (Lee and Edmondson,
2017). Notably, the authority decentralization in SMOs does
not mean that SMOs are hierarchy-free. However, person-related
hierarchy, as known from classic organizational setups, is abolished.
Instead, it is replaced by a role-based, task-related hierarchy that is
not bound to specific persons and is changing over time (Laloux,
2014; Lee and Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2019). Hence, in SMOs,
individuals can still hold particular formal leadership roles, but
they are bound to revocable consent from those being managed,
constrained by clear boundaries, or temporarily held (Lee and
Edmondson, 2017).

According to Martela (2019), SMOs also differ in several
organizational core principles from traditional organizations with
more centralized decision authority (hereafter non-SMOs): the
responsibility of creating new tasks is shared by employees
and top management, and employees allocate tasks, as they
are allowed to choose the roles and tasks for which they
are competent. Rewards and incentives focus on intrinsic
motivating job conditions instead of monetary compensations.
Frequently, a peer-based process determines payments. Employees
monitor performance and accountability of each other. Conflict
resolution and combating free-riding occurs among the involved
employees, supported by training and methods. Furthermore, high
information transparency is required to enable every employee
to make decisions in the interest of the whole organization
(Martela, 2019). In contrast, in non-SMOs, task identification and
distribution occur in top-down processes, and broad information
distribution is obsolete due to precise instructions and strict
task boundaries. Moreover, supervisors allocate compensation and
rewards and monitor and control work outputs (Martela, 2019).
Therefore, SMOs depict a novel organizational form requiring
specific consideration.
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These SMO-specific changes in organizational principles also
affect the team and individual levels. At the team level, for
instance, decision-making processes are affected, while at the
individual level, job characteristics change. For instance, authority
decentralization shifts authority to the employees, and thus, the
individual employee should perceive more autonomy than in
traditional organizations. It is crucial to look at that, as it is the
prerequisite of the intended mechanism to enable decentralized
decision-making (Lee and Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2019).Work
design theory differentiates between three types of autonomy:
autonomy regarding work methods, work schedules, and decisions
(Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006). I expect that SMOs provide
higher individual-level decision and method autonomy. The
decentralization of authority allows employees to decide and
choose their methods to reach a goal and thus provides
employees with more decision and method autonomy than in
non-SMOs. However, although this may sound obvious at first
glance, it is important to empirically validate it to understand
organizational behavior in SMOs, because interactions with
other SMO characteristics may impede individual autonomy. For
instance, Barker (1993) showed that team processes in autonomous
teams restricted individual autonomy. Additionally, rigid SMO
frameworks such as Holacracy, the demand for methodological
synchronization, or organizational alignment could prevent
employees from perceiving higher method autonomy despite the
decentralization of authority (e.g., Moe et al., 2021).

Initial research on SMOs already pointed out that in SMOs,
individual decision autonomy is higher than in other organizations
(Doblinger and Class, 2023). However, the study did not consider
method autonomy and was potentially biased by the organizational
size or age of the researched organizations, as the study lacked
the corresponding control variables. Thus, to understand the
functioning of SMOs and their impact on employees, more
information on the perceived individual autonomy in SMOs is
needed. Therefore, this paper aims to test whether the desired effect
of SMOs indeed occurs, independently from organizational size
or tenure.

H1: Perceived decision (a) and method (b) autonomy are

significantly higher in SMOs than in non-SMOs.

2.2. Job autonomy, person-environment
ût, and employee wellbeing

In principle, several theories on work design and motivation
attributed a positive effect to job autonomy regarding motivation,
health, and wellbeing (Hackman and Oldham, 1975; Bakker
and Demerouti, 2007). In particular, the well-established job
demands-resources theory (JD-R) distinguishes job resources
from job demands (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Job resources
refer to those aspects that are either functional in achieving
work goals, reducing the costs of job demands, or stimulating
personal development, fostering motivational and buffering health-
detrimental processes. In turn, job demands are those aspects of the
job that require effort and come with a particular cost, and thus,
strain health and energy due to effortful performance-protection

strategies. The definitions of resources and demands reveal a certain
flexibility: specific factors can function as resources or demands,
depending on their extent and context (Bakker and Demerouti,
2017). Autonomy usually is considered a resource (Schaufeli and
Taris, 2014), and there is a broad body of research confirming
the positive effect of job autonomy on work engagement, job
satisfaction, and wellbeing (e.g., Chung-Yan, 2010; Spiegelaere
et al., 2016; Clausen et al., 2022), particularly in the case of high job
complexity (Chung-Yan, 2010). Consequently, SMOs are likely to
foster work engagement and job satisfaction through the provision
of high job autonomy.

Nonetheless, the positive relation of job autonomy is not
universal. There is also theory and research pointing to a
curvilinear relationship between autonomy and work engagement
or satisfaction, with the best outcomes at moderate levels of job
autonomy (Kubicek et al., 2014; Stiglbauer and Kovacs, 2018).
In particular, method autonomy was found to function also as
job demand by increasing work intensification (Bipp et al., 2021).
Additionally, the individual fit regarding ideal and perceived job
autonomy is essential. Person-environment fit (P-E fit) refers to
the “compatibility between an individual and a work environment
that occurs when their characteristics are well matched” (Kristof-
Brown et al., 2005, p. 281). The theory of P-E fit suggests that P-E
fit reduces stress and turnover but increases work engagement and
performance (O’Reilly III et al., 1991; Edwards et al., 1998; Kristof-
Brown et al., 2005; Morrow and Brough, 2019). Several studies
showed that the effect of autonomy is a question of P-E fit. Too
much autonomy could have a diminishing effect on satisfaction,
health, or motivation. The perception of too much autonomy
depends on individual preferences and job-related expectations
(Ford, 2012; Stiglbauer and Kovacs, 2018).

Ford (2012) found that job satisfaction was highest and
depression lowest when the perceived autonomy matched the
autonomy expected for this vocation. If it surpassed or fell
below the expected level, satisfaction decreased while depression
increased. That is critical for SMOs, as here, the employees
hold more decision rights than in other organizations, and
hence, it may exceed, in many cases, the usual autonomy in
this type of vocation. Indeed, a study including employees of
SMOs showed that the (mis-)fit regarding decision autonomy was
related to work engagement, and in the case of fit, increases in
decision autonomy were related to increases in work engagement
(Doblinger and Class, 2023). Such curvilinear relations were
also found between (mis-)fit and wellbeing, flourishing, and
satisfaction in samples of non-SMO employees (Edwards and
Rothbard, 1999; Stiglbauer and Kovacs, 2018). These findings
align with the job demands-resources model that assumes that
one particular aspect of a job, for instance, the autonomy level,
can function as a demand or resource, depending on its level
and personal resources, among others. Personal resources are
aspects of the self that relate to self-efficacy and resilience (Hobfoll
et al., 2003), which is the “positive adaptation, or the ability to
maintain or regain mental health, despite experiencing adversity”
(Herrman et al., 2011, p. 259).

In application to SMOs, this implies that the decentralization
of decision authority brings the potential to increase work
engagement and satisfaction [which in turn fosters sustainable
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performance (Pfeffer, 2010)]. As this positive effect mainly occurs
when perceived autonomy fits the individual preference, identifying
influencing factors for P-E fit is necessary to support employees and
prevent excessive demand by their job autonomy.

2.3. Job-crafting as behavior to cope and
deal with job autonomy

Proactive behavior was relevant in SMOs and other work
contexts with high authority decentralization (Dettmers and
Bredehöft, 2020; Doblinger, 2021, 2023; Schell and Bischof, 2022).
Thus, it may also be a helpful behavior to achieve a better person-
environment fit regarding job autonomy in SMOs. One well-
established type of proactive behavior in the context of job design
research is job-crafting, a bottom-up process of job design, referring
to the proactive modification of one’s work (Wrzesniewski and
Dutton, 2001; Tims et al., 2012). Job crafting was found to be
related to increased work engagement, satisfaction, performance,
wellbeing (Bakker et al., 2012; Tims et al., 2013; Vogt et al.,
2016), and person-environment fit (Chen et al., 2014; Tims et al.,
2016; Kooij et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2017). Scholars focused
on different job-crafting subjects, for instance, different types of
resources or job-related cognitions (Wrzesniewski and Dutton,
2001; Tims et al., 2012; Zhang and Parker, 2019). The current
work considers Zhang and Parker’s concept of behavioral approach
crafting, which refers to actions to increase one’s job resources
and challenging demands, which are particularly relevant in SMOs
because it includes elements of self-management and bottom-up
task creation (Martela, 2019).

Different relations between work engagement and job crafting
have been proposed (Demerouti, 2014). One stream of research
focused on the positive effect of job crafting on work engagement
(Bakker et al., 2012; Petrou et al., 2012; Vogel et al., 2016; van
Wingerden et al., 2017). For instance, according to Moreira et al.’s
(2022) study, job crafting behaviors were positively related to
work engagement mediating the relationship between crafting
social resources and challenging demands with job performance.
However, this effect was not found for structural resources. In
contrast, another stream focused on the positive impact of work
engagement on job crafting, arguing that job crafting is how
engaged employees create resources increasing engagement over
time and creating gain spirals (Bakker, 2011). Looking at SMOs,
where proactive behaviors have been identified as important, this
work focuses on the effect of job crafting on work engagement.
Job crafting allows for modifying job resources and demands
and thus can increase the person-environment fit (Tims et al.,
2016; Kooij et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2017). Misfit was also
considered as a trigger for job crafting, potentially in order to
increase fit. For instance, Dust and Tims (2020) showed increased
job crafting behaviors when the interdependence supply exceeded
or failed the individual interdependence need. Additionally, the
effect was increased by autonomy. Therefore, I argue that job-
crafting behaviors predict work engagement and job satisfaction
in SMOs because they help increase the person-environment fit
regarding job autonomy and, thus, enhance the positive effect of
job autonomy on work engagement and satisfaction.

Additionally, I suggest job crafting in terms of behavioral
approach crafting is more important and prevalent in SMOs than
in traditional organizations. As the decision and method autonomy
is unusually high, potentially resulting in autonomy excess, the P-
E-fit-increasing role of job crafting is more important. Secondly,
higher job autonomy was associated with more job-crafting
behavior (Petrou et al., 2012; Rudolph et al., 2017; Kim et al.,
2018). Additionally, previous research showed that job crafting
was used to cope with new situations and handle organizational
change (Kira et al., 2010, 2012) and positively related to readiness
for change (Lyons, 2008). Hence, this work is aimed at testing the
following hypotheses:

H2: Job crafting predicts higher job satisfaction and work

engagement, mediated by better P-E fit regarding decision autonomy

(a) and method autonomy (b).

H3: Job crafting is more critical in SMOs than in

other organizations.

2.4. Error orientation

Prior research showed that handling mistakes constructivelywas
an important individual competency in SMOs (Doblinger, 2023)
andmay also interact with individual job autonomy. Constructively
handling mistakes means that mistakes are considered an
opportunity to learn instead of mere failure. Thus, the risk of
mistakes is also accepted to increase knowledge and advance
in uncertain conditions. Although prior research investigated
the orientation toward mistakes often at the organizational level
(Dahlin et al., 2018), Rybowiak et al. (1999) developed the error
orientation questionnaire to measure how individuals perceive and
appraise mistakes. The questionnaire is based on eight dimensions,
including risking errors, learning from errors, strain from errors,
thinking about errors, covering up errors, or error anticipation1.
The dimensions of risking errors, learning from errors, and
strain from errors reflect critical aspects of handling mistakes
constructively, and thus their role in SMOs regarding handling job
autonomy might be of particular interest. Previous literature used
error management orientation or simply error orientation when
referring to constructively handling mistakes (Rybowiak et al.,
1999; van Dyck et al., 2005; Keith and Frese, 2008). Therefore, in
the following, error orientation refers to the constructive handling
of mistakes.

Research on the relation of individual error orientation with
work engagement or job autonomy is still lacking. However,
individual-level error orientation related positively to opportunity
identification, entrepreneurial decision-making, and performance
under uncertainty (Arenas et al., 2006; Wei and Hisrich, 2016;
Roose, 2018), which are both important behaviors in SMOs
(Martela, 2019; Doblinger, 2023), and likely, for handling high
decision autonomy. Additionally, the comparison of managers
and employees regarding error orientation showed a stronger
appraisal of mistakes as learning opportunities by managers than
employees; however, there was no difference regarding mistake-
related strategies or emotions (Harteis et al., 2008). Additionally,

1 All factors make unique contributions, allowing for usage as single

predictors (Farnese et al., 2020).

Frontiers in Psychology 04 frontiersin.org



Doblinger 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1198196

Loh et al. (2013) showed an effect of training interventions by
finding increased performance after error management training,
while error avoidance training decreased performance. Moreover,
team and organizational-level error orientation was positively
related to performance and innovation (van Dyck et al., 2005;
Tjosvold and Yu, 2007; Putz et al., 2013; Javed et al., 2020).

Job autonomy in SMOs requires the individual to make
decisions—even under uncomfortable uncertainty, but the
delegation to one’s leader, as done in more hierarchical
organizations, is not possible or accepted anymore. Hence, to
make decisions under uncertainty, accepting the risk of making
errors is necessary (Tjosvold and Yu, 2007). Due to the natural
tendency toward risk aversion, this is a challenging point in SMOs.

Having a positive attitude toward mistakes can become a
personal resource, as it links to resilience (Hobfoll et al., 2003;
Xanthopoulou et al., 2009). I argue that error management
orientation in terms of learning from errors, risking errors, and
low strain from errors is relevant to the effect of job autonomy
on work engagement. Error orientation functions as a personal
resource in the context of SMOs as it can strengthen personal
resilience (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009; Herrman et al., 2011). The
decision authority employees receive in SMOs leads to high job
autonomy and consequently requires the corresponding decisions.
Making decisions seems more manageable when the fear of making
mistakes is low, andmistakes are considered learning opportunities
(Wei and Hisrich, 2016; Metcalfe, 2017). Therefore, I expect that
individuals with a positive attitude toward mistakes will benefit
more from high levels of autonomy than individuals struggling with
making mistakes, and thus, I propose the following hypothesis:

H4: Error orientation in terms of taking error risks (a), learning

from errors (b), and low error strain (c) increases decision and

method autonomy’s positive relationship with work engagement and

job satisfaction.

In addition, I also expected an enhancing effect of error
orientation on job crafting. Prior research provided evidence of
a positive relationship between learning from mistakes or error
risk acceptance and job crafting. For instance, error orientation
was positively associated with readiness for change and personal
initiative (Rybowiak et al., 1999), and job crafting can be considered
a specific type of personal initiative. Besides, individual error
orientation was found to be positively related to job crafting,
mediated through personal growth initiative (Fischer, 2021).
According to the regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997), humans
seek pleasure but avoid pain through behaviors to either avoid
pain or promote pleasure. Linking that to error orientation, the
dimensions of error orientation represent either an avoidance
focus, which includes concentrating on safety, responsibilities, and
avoiding losses (e.g., error strain, cover-up), or a promotion focus,
which includes hopes, accomplishments, and gains while pursuing
their goals (e.g., learning from errors, error risk). Research on
regulatory focus showed that a general prevention focus predicted
more hindrance demands reduction and prevention-focused job-
crafting, while a promotion focus predicted promotion-focused job
crafting, including increasing challenging demands and resources
(Rudolph et al., 2017; Lichtenthaler and Fischbach, 2019). Similarly,
approach temperament was positively related to seeking resources
and demands, while avoidance temperament was positively related

to reducing demands (Bipp and Demerouti, 2015). Hence, based
on the assumption that learning from mistakes and risking errors
align with a promotion focus while strain from errors aligns
with a prevention focus, I assume that they predict job crafting
behavior to increase resources and challenging demands. Higher
job autonomy also predicted more job crafting behavior (Petrou
et al., 2012), so I expect an interaction between job autonomy
and error management orientation. Consequently, the following
hypotheses are proposed:

H5: Learning from errors (a), taking error risks (b), and low error

strain (c) enhance the positive relation between decision (method)

autonomy and job crafting.

In SMOs, individual job autonomy and the requirement for
proactive behaviors are higher, so handling uncertainties and
making decisions that could turn out to be wrong is more often
necessary. Having an error management orientation is helpful in
this case because it reduces the burden of potentially harmful
decisions. Additionally, previous literature showed the importance
of constructively handling mistakes in SMOs (Doblinger, 2023). I
also expect risking errors, learning from errors, and low error strain
to be more important in SMOs than in other organizations.

H6: Error orientation in terms of learning from errors (a), taking

error risks (b), and low error strain (c) is more critical in SMOs than

in other organizations.

3. Method

All hypotheses have been pre-registered before complete data
collection (https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/9SQWU).

3.1. Sample

In order to include employees from SMOs and non-SMOs,
the participants were recruited through two different approaches.
Firstly, employees of SMOs were recruited through direct contact
with SMOs. Secondly, employees of non-SMOs were recruited
through social media platforms and the research panel Prolific
(Prolific, 2022). The final sample consisted of 278 participants in
total. Although the planned sample size (non-SMOs and SMOs)
was at least 100 participants of each group, due to participant
burden and losses in the data cleaning phase, the study relied on
a smaller sample of SMO employees (nSMO = 78, nnon−SMO =

167, nother = 33). However, the subsample was large enough to
make the planned group comparisons. The characteristics of the
sample are displayed in detail in Table 1. All participants had the
option to receive customized feedback on their answers regarding
job crafting and error orientation, and participants of the research
panel additionally received financial compensation of 0.75£ (=
9.00£/h; amount suggested by the panel provider).

3.2. Procedure

Participants were invited to answer the online questionnaire via
direct contact with SMOs, social media platforms, and the prolific
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TABLE 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample.

All SMO non-SMO

Age

19 years or younger 2 1 1

20–24 years 12 3 6

25–29 years 52 12 33

30–34 years 51 12 33

35–39 years 41 12 22

40–44 years 29 10 17

45–49 years 22 8 12

50–54 years 25 9 14

55–59 years 24 7 13

60–64 years 9 1 8

65 years or older 6 1 5

Gender

Female 155 42 89

Male 111 34 68

Leadership

No leadership responsibility 132 33 86

Leadership responsibility 145 44 81

Org size

Microenterprise 19 8 10

Small and medium-sized
enterprises

95 27 55

Large enterprise 135 40 77

Organizational age

<1 year 21 2 18

1–2 years 9 38 7

2–5 years 61 37 15

>5 years 186 127

Business sectors

Administration 11 0 11

Automotive 21 4 17

Architecture/construction 10 1 9

Consulting 9 6 3

Education 19 1 18

Chemistry 2 0 2

Services 5 2 3

IT 47 37 10

Finance 9 0 9

Research and development 9 0 9

Retail 10 5 5

Industry/manufacturing 9 0 9

Health 30 11 19

(Continued)

TABLE 1 (Continued)

All SMO non-SMO

Food/agriculture 1 1 0

Public administration 3 0 3

Human resources 1 0 1

Legal 2 0 2

Others 10 1 9

Social institutions 23 9 14

Tourism/hospitality 3 0 3

Logistics/transport 4 0 4

Numbers depict the absolute amount of persons with this value.

research platform. In order to incentivize participation, automated
personalized feedback on one’s answers to the questionnaire
was offered. After confirming the informed consent, participants
answered the items on perceived and ideal autonomy, job
crafting, error orientation, work engagement, job satisfaction,
self-managing, and more general organizational characteristics of
the current employer. Participants were also asked about their
work experience in SMOs and, in general, their job position,
potential leadership role, and working hours in an employment
relationship. The leadership role was assessed by asking the
participants whether they held a specific leadership responsibility,
such as processual or technical. In the end, participants were asked
to provide information on their sociodemographic characteristics.
After finishing the questionnaire, the participants could receive
feedback on their answers regarding job crafting and error
orientation, and the feedback was displayed accordingly.

Common source bias was encountered by several procedural
remedies, recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003): (1) participants
were informed that answers were anonymous and desired to be
as honest as possible as there was no correct answer; (2) question
order was counterbalanced by alternating questions measuring the
predictor and questions measuring the criterion; (3) variations in
response scales; (4) the items in use were checked to fulfill the
criteria of clarity, unambiguity and simplicity; and (5) mid- and
endpoints of scales were labeled.

3.3. Measures

3.3.1. Ideal and perceived decision and method
autonomy

Ideal and perceived decision and method autonomy were
assessed by the corresponding six items of the German and
English versions of the Work Design Questionnaire (Morgeson
and Humphrey, 2006; Stegmann et al., 2010). The items (e.g.,
“The job allows me to make a lot of decisions on my own”) were
rated on a 5-point scale ranging from not at all to completely.
Following Stiglbauer and Kovacs’s (2018) approach, the items to
measure ideal and perceived decision-making autonomy were the
same but introduced by two different questions: the items on
perceived autonomy were introduced by the question “To what
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FIGURE 1

Conceptual model.

extent does this apply to your current job?” whereas the items on
ideal autonomy were introduced by the question “To what extent
does this apply to your ideal job?”.

3.3.2. Error orientation
Taking error risks, learning from errors, and low error strain

were measured by using the corresponding scales of Rybowiak et al.
(1999). A sample item of the four items measuring taking error
risks was “If one wants to achieve at work, one has to risk making
mistakes”. A sample item of the four items to measure learning
from errors was “Mistakes assist me to improvemywork”. A sample
item of the four items to assess error strain was “I am often afraid
of making mistakes”. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from not at all to completely.

3.3.3. Job crafting
In order to assess the job-crafting dimensions of increasing

structural job resources, increasing challenging job demands,
and increasing social job resources, the corresponding scales
of Lichtenthaler and Fischbach (2016) (based on Tims et al.,
2012) were used. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from never too often. Five items measured increasing
structural job resources, and a sample item was “I try to learn
new things at work”. Five items measured increasing challenging
job demands, and a sample item was “When an interesting

project comes along, I offer myself proactively as a project
coworker”. Five items measured increasing social job resources,
and a sample item was “I ask others for feedback on my
job performance”. The items of this scale were adapted to the
framework of self-management by extending the term “supervisor”
to “supervisor/colleagues”.

3.3.4. Work engagement
For assessing work engagement, the three-item

ultrashort Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-3)
to measure work engagement was used (Schaufeli et al.,
2019). Three items measured each dimension of work
engagement, vigor, dedication, and absorption. Each item
was rated on a seven-point scale ranging from never (1) to
always (7).

3.3.5. Job satisfaction
Job satisfaction was assessed by two items based on the scale of

Kovacs et al. (2018). Initially, it was presented as a reliable 1-item
scale, but in order to prevent biased results through input errors,
the item was repeated in its negative version at another position in
the questionnaire. “I’m satisfied with my job” was a sample item,
and both items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale.
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TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities between the study variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

1 Ideal decision autonomya 4.26 0.81 (0.89)

2 Perceived decision autonomy 3.86 0.92 0.60∗∗∗ (0.88)

3 Ideal method autonomya 4.36 0.80 0.87∗∗∗ 0.54∗∗∗ (0.90)

4 Perceived method autonomy 3.96 0.93 0.56∗∗∗ 0.82∗∗∗ 0.59∗∗∗ (0.87)

5 Work engagementa 5.16 1.07 0.35∗∗∗ 0.39∗∗∗ 0.38∗∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗ (0.85)

6 Job satisfaction 5.25 1.31 0.26∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗ 0.31∗∗∗ 0.45∗∗∗ 0.71∗∗∗ (0.95)

7 Error learninga 3.94 0.72 0.29∗∗∗ 0.24∗∗∗ 0.32∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗∗ (0.85)

8 Error riskinga 3.61 0.84 0.31∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗∗ 0.28∗∗∗ 0.24∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗ (0.80)

9 Error straina 2.89 0.84 −0.18∗∗∗ −0.2 ∗∗∗
−0.15∗ −0.20∗∗∗ −0.24∗∗∗ −0.18∗∗∗ −0.17∗ −0.24∗∗∗ (0.81)

10 Structural resources crafting 4.03 0.63 0.50∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗ 0.46∗∗∗ 0.46∗∗∗ 0.39∗∗∗ 0.41∗∗∗ 0.44∗∗∗ −0.21∗∗∗ (0.76)

11 Challenging demands craftinga 3.49 0.83 0.40∗∗∗ 0.29∗∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗ 0.32∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗ 0.30∗∗∗ 0.42∗∗∗ −0.17∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗ (0.80)

12 Social resources crafting 3.30 0.85 0.14∗ 0.12. 0.17∗ 0.18∗∗∗ 0.19∗∗∗ 0.16∗ 0.19∗∗∗ 0.08 0.15∗ 0.34∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ (0.81)

13 Age – – 0.02 −0.05 0.00 −0.07 0.05 −0.02 −0.02 0.07 −0.16∗ −0.03 0.03 −0.25∗ –

14 Male gender – – −0.04 −0.01 −0.09 −0.05 −0.12 −0.07 0.00 0.03 −0.20∗∗∗ −0.15∗ −0.11 −0.28∗ 0.15∗ –

15 Leadership responsibility – – 0.14∗ 0.13∗ 0.11 0.08 0.18∗ 0.01 0.03 0.21∗ −0.15∗ 0.16∗ 0.23∗∗∗ 0.02 0.16∗ 0.05

Reliabilities in ().
areduced N= 277, otherwise N= 278. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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3.3.6. Self-managing organization
In order to assess whether the participants worked in an

SMO, the checklist approach of Doblinger and Class (2023) was
taken. Participants answered a checklist with seven statements
on the organization based on the characteristics of SMOs by
Martela (2019). Every statement that applied to the participant’s
current employer should be confirmed by ticking it. Subsequently,
participants additionally evaluated whether they worked in an
SMO. Participants were informed that all the criteria mentioned
above must be met in the case of an SMO. The checklist
contained the following items: (1) the organizational hierarchy is
flat; (2) decisions are not always made centrally by managers, but
instead employees can make decisions on their own responsibility
(decentralized decision-making); (3) not only managers but also
employees define and create new tasks; (4) employees themselves
decide which tasks they will work on; (5) performance control
occurs mainly mutually among employees; (6) there are explicit
conflict resolution mechanisms that do not require a disciplinary
manager; (7) there is a high level of information transparency to
enable employees to make decisions. Only those cases for which
the subsequent confirmation of SMO was in line with the checklist
were counted as a case of the SMO subsample in this study.

3.4. Analysis

All analyses were done using the statistical software R (R
Core Team, 2022). The group comparison required to test H1,
was done by analyses of covariance (ANCOVA). The conceptual
model (as presented in Figure 1) was divided into different parts
to limit model complexity. First, the impact of job crafting on work
engagement and job satisfaction, mediated through autonomy fit,
was analyzed in a separate path model, and in a second path model,
the moderating role of error orientation on job crafting and work
engagement/job satisfaction was investigated. Given the sample
size, I relied on path analysis with manifest variables because
latent interactions require a larger sample size. All path models
were estimated using a covariance-based approach usingmaximum
likelihood with robust standard errors as estimation method. Four
pathmodels with ideal and perceived decision (method) autonomy,
their polynomials, and the interaction term of both variables as
mediators of the relationship between job crafting behaviors and
work engagement (job satisfaction) were estimated to test H2.
H3 and H6 were tested using group comparisons. H4 and H5
were tested based on an additional moderated mediation path
model, including the interactions of error orientation dimensions
and decision/method autonomy as predictors of job crafting and

work engagement/job satisfaction. For the group comparisons car
package (Fox and Weisberg, 2019) and for the path models the
lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) were used. The response surfaces
were analyzed using the RSA package (Schönbrodt and Humberg,
2023).

The data were screened for cases signaling insufficient attention
by evaluating the attention checks, the control question (“Can
we use your data?”), and a relative speed index (Leiner, 2019).
Only those cases in which the last survey page was reached were
considered. In line with the suggestion of the research panel
Prolific, one failed attention check was accepted as long as the
relative speed index was not significantly increased (as suggested
by Leiner, 2019), resulting in two deletions and a final sample of N
= 278. Additionally, we examined the answers regarding SMO. The
data showed some inconsistencies regarding the answers to whether
the organization was an SMO or not. Some participants did choose
none or only a few characteristics of SMOs but confirmed that their
organization was an SMO. Different interpretations were possible
but also speculative. In order to ensure good data quality for the
group comparisons, the ambiguous cases were coded as a third,
additional group, which was the case for n= 25. Additionally, eight
cases in which the participants said they could not judge were also
assigned to the third group, resulting in nother = 33.

4. Results

Table 2 shows the correlations of all variables. All reliability
scores were acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.70). 12-factor
confirmatory factor analysis using the lavaan package (Rosseel,
2012) showed that the measurement model with the distinct but
related variables of ideal and perceived decision and method
autonomy, crafting structural and social resources, crafting
challenging demands, risking errors, learning, and strain from
errors, work engagement, and job satisfaction fitted well with the
data (CFI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.049). Item loadings were also all in
the expected direction and significant at the p < 0.001 level.

In addition to the procedural remedies regarding common
source bias, post hoc statistical control was taken. Common
source bias was tested by the unmeasured latent factor technique
recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2012). The comparison of the
standardized regression weights of themodel with a common latent
factor and the model without one did not point to a common
method bias for most variables, except for perceived decision and
method autonomy, for which the differences between the indicators
exceeded the level of 0.20. Common method bias can inflate
bivariate correlations and, thus, reduce the reliability of the results.

TABLE 3 Autonomy surplus, ût and shortage in the sample and subsamples.

Decision autonomy Method autonomy

all SMOs non-SMOs all SMOs non-SMOs

Surplus 21% 21% 23% 19% 18% 20%

Congruence 56% 65% 49% 57% 67% 51%

Shortage 23% 14% 28% 23% 15% 29%

The cutpoints for congruence were |1z| < 0.5.
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TABLE 4 Results of path model predicting work engagement and job satisfaction by job crafting mediated through autonomy ût.
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Structural resources crafting −0.57∗∗ 0.48∗∗∗ 0.42∗∗∗ −0.51∗∗ −0.87∗∗ 0.21∗ 0.21∗ −0.54∗ 0.44∗∗∗ 0.48∗∗∗ −0.55∗∗ −1.02∗∗ 0.19∗ 0.17∗

Challenging demands crafting 0.03 −0.01 0.16∗ 0.11 −0.04 0.19∗∗ 0.04 0.01 0.04 0.13 0.12 −0.04 0.18∗ 0.02

Social resources crafting 0.04 −0.04 −0.05 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.02 −0.04 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.03

Age 0.11 −0.05 0.00 0.13 0.11 0.08 0.03 0.01 −0.06 0.01 0.22∗ 0.08 0.08 0.03

Male gender 0.03 0.06 0.02 −0.05 0.06 0.08 −0.02 0.02 0.04 −0.02 −0.09 0.08 0.08 0.00

Leadership responsibility 0.14 0.07 0.05 0.01 0.09 −0.06 −0.08 0.07 0.01 0.01 −0.04 0.03 −0.06 −0.06

Autonomy (E) x (P) 0.16∗∗ 0.22∗∗ 0.14 0.23∗

Autonomy (E)² −0.07 −0.15∗ 0.01 −0.05

Autonomy (E) 0.13 0.23∗ 0.21∗ 0.32∗∗∗

Autonomy (P)² −0.15∗∗ −0.10 −0.15∗∗ −0.15∗

Autonomy (P) −0.02 −0.02 −0.05 −0.03

a1 0.12 0.21∗∗ 0.16 0.27∗

a2 −0.05 −0.03 0.00 0.03

a3 0.15 0.25∗∗∗ 0.26 0.38∗∗

a4 −0.38∗∗∗ −0.47∗∗∗ −0.29∗∗∗ −0.43∗∗∗

All results are controlled for gender, age, and leadership role. N= 262. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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However, interaction and quadratic effects can only be deflated in
case of severe common source bias (Siemsen et al., 2010). In the
current study, mainly interactions with perceived autonomy were
tested. Thus, the common method bias is less problematic. The
impact of commonmethod bias onH1 should also be neglectable as
the bias should have affected both groups (SMOs and non-SMOs)
similarly. Therefore, in the current study, common source bias
could not increase the type I error rate, only the type II error rate,
which was tolerated acknowledging that post hoc statistical control
also comes with several disadvantages (Conway and Lance, 2010).
Analyses of statistical power showed that the power was for all
relevant analyses at an acceptable level of 1 – ß > 0.80.

4.1. Hypothesis 1

In order to test H1a (higher perceived decision autonomy in
SMOs), the group means were compared using the ANCOVA
method. Gender, age, leadership responsibilities, organizational
age, and organizational size were used as covariates. The results
showed that perceived decision autonomy was significantly and
moderately higher in SMOs (n = 78, M = 4.20, SD = 0.77) than
in non-SMOs (n = 167, M = 3.68, SD = 0.96), F(1,206) = 13.10, p
<0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.58. Therefore, H1a was confirmed. In order
to test H1b (higher perceived method autonomy in SMOs), the
same statistical approach and covariates were applied. Perceived
method autonomy was significantly and moderately higher in
SMOs (n = 78,M = 4.28, SD= 0.76) than in non-SMOs (n = 167,
M = 3.77, SD= 0.98), F(1,206) = 11.26, p <0.001, Cohen’s d= 0.56.
Therefore, H1b was confirmed.

4.2. Explorative analysis regarding ût

The analysis of the shares of autonomy excess, autonomy
shortage, and autonomy fit showed that SMOs had more cases
of congruence between ideal and perceived decision and method
autonomy but fewer cases of autonomy shortage (Table 3). In
turn, the cases of autonomy surplus were even a little higher in
non-SMOs, where the total level of autonomy was lower.

4.3. Hypothesis 2

In order to test H2a and b, predicting job satisfaction and
work engagement through job crafting, mediated by better decision
(method) autonomy fit, path analysis was used. Following Edward’s
recommendations for analyzing fit, perceived and ideal decision
(method) autonomy, their squared terms and the terms of
their interactions were used as mediators, and the job crafting
dimensions as predictors. Due to the small sample size, separate
models were run for method and decision autonomy, work
engagement, and job satisfaction. For the resulting four models, fit
indices were good (CFI > 0.97).

The results (Tables 4, 5, Figure 2) showed a significant indirect
effect of crafting structural resources on work engagement and
job satisfaction, mediated through ideal and perceived decision

TABLE 5 Mediational paths.

Autonomy

Total indirect e�ects Decision Method

Structural resources crafting→Work
engagement

0.13∗∗ 0.14∗∗

Challenging demands crafting→Work
engagement

0.00 0.01

Social resources crafting→Work
engagement

0.00 0.01

Structural resources crafting→ Job
satisfaction

0.14∗∗ 0.18∗∗∗

Challenging demands crafting→ Job
satisfaction

−0.01 0.01

Social resources crafting→ Job
satisfaction

0.00 0.01

∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

autonomy (ßWE = 0.13; ßJS = 0.14) and method autonomy
(ßWE = 0.14; ßJS = 0.18). The indirect effects of crafting
social resources or challenges were not significant. The ß-weights
between independent variables and mediator variables showed
a problem with high multicollinearity between the mediator
variables. However, this multicollinearity must be tolerated due
to the methodological requirements resulting from the aim to
investigate the P-E fit. The overall fit was good, so the indirect effect
could be interpreted cautiously.

In order to test the increasing effect of job crafting behavior on
the fit between ideal and perceived decision (method) autonomy,
Bednall and Zhang’s (2020) approach to predicting the directional
difference was used. Accordingly, the effect of job crafting on
autonomy fit was assessed by testing the significance of the
regression weight ßdiff = ßE – ßP, where ßP was the regression
weight of job crafting as a predictor of ideal autonomy, and
ßE the weight as a predictor of perceived autonomy. Using the
delta method, implemented in the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012),
the analyses showed a significant effect of crafting challenging
resources on the directional difference between perceived and ideal
decision autonomy (ß=−0.17, p< 0.05) but not regardingmethod
autonomy. The regression weight of ideal decision autonomy (ß
= 0.16, p < 0.05) was significant and positive, but the weight of
perceived decision autonomy (ß = −0.01, n.s.) was insignificant,
which contradicted the proposed theory. Crafting structural and
social resources showed no significant effects (Table 6).

Additionally, the effects of fit on work engagement and job
satisfaction were tested. The surface parameters were calculated
and tested for significance using the approach of Shanock et al.
(2010) (Table 4 and Figure 3 for results). To assess the impact of
(mis-)fit, the slope and curvature along the line of congruence
and incongruence were relevant. Regarding decision autonomy, the
curvature along the line of incongruence was significant for work
engagement (a4 = −0.38, p < 0.001) and job satisfaction (a4 =

−0.47, p < 0.001). Additionally, the parameter a1 indicating the
slope at the line of congruence was significant for job satisfaction
(a1 = 0.21, p < 0.01) but not for work engagement, showing
the positive association of the fit at a higher decision autonomy

Frontiers in Psychology 11 frontiersin.org



Doblinger 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1198196

FIGURE 2

Pathmodel 1: ût between ideal decision (method) autonomy as a mediator between job crafting and work engagement/job satisfaction. (A) Method

autonomy. (B) Decision autonomy. All estimated lines are displayed and colored according to their signiûcance (gray: p ≥ 0.05; black: p < 0.05). Black

dotted lines show the total e�ects that were signiûcant. All models controlled for age, gender, and leadership. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

level with higher job satisfaction. Regarding method autonomy, the
curvature along the line of incongruence was significant for work
engagement (a4 = −0.29, p < 0.001) and job satisfaction (a4 =

−0.43, p < 0.001). Additionally, the parameter a1 indicating the
slope at the line of congruence was significant for job satisfaction
(a1 = 0.29) but not for work engagement, showing the positive
association of the fit at a higher decision autonomy level with higher
job satisfaction.

Consequently, H2 stating that job crafting behavior predicts
higher work engagement and job satisfaction mediated by better

decision and method autonomy fit was not confirmed. However,
the positive relations between P-E fit and work engagement/job
satisfaction were confirmed.

4.4. Hypothesis 3

H3, predicting higher criticality of job crafting behavior, was
tested by comparing the group means of the different types of job
crafting behaviors between SMOs and non-SMOs. Controlling for

Frontiers in Psychology 12 frontiersin.org



Doblinger 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1198196

TABLE 6 E�ects of job crafting behaviors on the ût between perceived

and ideal autonomy.

Person-environment ût

Decision
autonomy

Method
autonomy

ß ß

Structural resources crafting 0.06 −0.05

Challenging demands crafting −0.17∗ −0.09

Social resources crafting 0.01 0.06

ß= ßE – ßP . ∗p < 0.05.

age, gender, leadership, organizational size, and tenure, crafting
social resources [F(1,223) = 10.43, p < 0.01, d = 0.45], seeking
challenging demands [F(1,206) = 6.47, p <0.05, d = 0.35], and
crafting structural resources [F(1,206) = 13.59, p < 0.001, d = 0.51]
were more prevalent in SMOs (Table 7 for group means).

Additionally, the relationships between job crafting behaviors
and work engagement (job satisfaction) were compared between
the SMO and non-SMO groups, as these variables were critical
in SMOs. Firstly, work engagement and job satisfaction were
regressed on the job crafting behaviors and their interactions
with the group variable of SMO vs. non-SMO, controlling for
age, gender, and leadership. The interaction effect of crafting
social resources and the group variable on work engagement was
marginally significant, indicating a stronger relationship in SMOs
(Table 7). The other interactions were not significant. Secondly,
the model was estimated separately for both groups (Table 8)
to analyze the significant interaction effect further. The group
difference of the regression weight of crafting social resources was
significant (ßSMO = 0.18, ßnonSMO = −0.06, z-value1 = 1.80, p
< 0.05)2, pointing in the assumed direction. The differences in the
regression weights of crafting structural resources and challenging
demands were not significant. Interestingly, crafting structural
resources and increasing challenging demands were significant
predictors of work engagement in SMOs, whereas only increasing
structural resources was significant in non-SMOs. Regarding job
satisfaction, there were no significant interaction effects. The group
comparison showed no significant group differences regarding
the ß-weights of the three job crafting dimensions. Consequently,
H3 could not be confirmed: Although the levels of job crafting
were higher in SMOs, there were only hypothesis-confirm group
differences in the relationships between crafting social resources
and challenging demands and work engagement, but not regarding
job satisfaction.

4.5. Hypothesis 4 and 5

In order to examine H4 and H5, path analysis based on the
lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012) was used. Robust estimators
were used as multivariate normal distribution was violated. Each

2 Comparisons were made by applying the formula of proposed by Clogg

et al. (1995).

type of job crafting was predicted by method and decision
autonomy, the three dimensions of error orientation, and their
corresponding interactions. Job crafting, in turn, predicted work
engagement and job satisfaction. Direct effects of the predictors on
the outcomes were allowed, and the model was controlled for age,
gender, and leadership role. Fit indices were not interpretable as
the model was just identified (df = 0). The results are shown in
Table 9, and Figure 4 presents the path model. The models showed
two significant interaction effects: error strain interacted with
decision autonomy in its effect on crafting challenging demands
(ß = −0.23, p < 0.05), and learning from errors showed a
significant interaction effect with decision autonomy on crafting
structural resources (ß = −0.17, p < 0.05). Additionally, learning
from errors showed a significant main effect on crafting social
resources (ß = 0.16, p < 0.01). Risking errors was a significant
predictor of crafting structural resources (ß = 0.23, p < 0.001)
and challenges (ß = 0.31, p < 0.001). Error strain was a negative
predictor of crafting structural resources (ß = −0.12, p < 0.05)
but a positive one of crafting social resources (ß = 0.12, p <

0.05). There were no significant interactions of error orientation
dimensions and method autonomy regarding the prediction of job
crafting behaviors.

In order to further examine the moderation effects, separate
models based on the data of participants with high (>2nd
tercile) vs. low (<1st tercile) error strain and learning from
errors (Table 10) were estimated. The models were reduced to
the minimum of necessary variables in order to ensure sufficient
power for the smaller sample sizes of the respective high- and
low-expression subgroups (n= 92).

The results showed that in the case of low strain from error,
decision autonomy was related to moderately higher crafting of
challenging demands (ßlow = 0.49, p < 0.05), while in the case of
high error strain, decision autonomy was unrelated to crafting of
challenging demands (ßhigh = −0.04, p = 0.814). The difference
was significant (z-value1 = 1.89, p < 0.05). Additionally, low error
strain was associated with amore positive relation between decision
autonomy and crafting structural resources than high error strain
was (ßlow = 0.56, p < 0.01 vs. ßhigh = 0.24, p = 0.116), but
the difference was only marginally significant (z-value1 = 1.38,
p = 0.084). There was no group difference in the association
between decision autonomy and crafting social resources; both
were non-significant. The associations of method autonomy with
the three job crafting dimensions did not vary significantly between
the groups.

The results of the group comparison of low vs. high learning
from errors showed that in the case of low learning from errors,
perceived decision autonomy predicted higher crafting of structural
resources (ß = 0.65, p < 0.01) than in the case of high learning
from errors (ß= 0.13, p= 0.207, z-value1 = 2.19, p < 0.05), which
contradictedH5a. In turn, the group differences in the relationships
of decision autonomywith crafting social resources and challenging
demands were in the expected direction but of marginal size and
non-significant. In line with H5a, method autonomy was positively
related to crafting structural resources in the group with high
error learning (ß = 0.23, p < 0.05), whereas it was unrelated in
the group with low error learning (ß =0.03, p =0.866), but the
group difference was non-significant (z-value1 = −0.83, n.s.). In
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FIGURE 3

Response surface of the perceived level of autonomy (E) and the Person9s ideal level (P) predicting work engagement and job satisfaction. All models

controlled for age, gender, and leadership. Blue lines display lines of congruence and incongruence.

contrast to H5a, method autonomy predicted higher crafting of
social resources in the group of low learning from errors (ß =

0.40, p < 0.05), compared to high learning from errors (ß =

0.09, p = 0.523). In turn, there was no group difference regarding
the relation between method autonomy and crafting challenging

demands. Consequently, H5 was partially confirmed but partially
also disconfirmed.

In order to examine H4, proposing learning from errors (a),
taking error risks (b), and low error strain (c) as moderators
of the relationship between decision and method autonomy and
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TABLE 7 Group di�erences between SMOs and Non-SMOs.

Variable M (SD) SMO M (SD) non-SMO F value p-value Cohen9s d

Structural resources crafting 4.25 (0.47) 3.90 (0.68) 13.59 <0.001 0.51

Social resources crafting 3.51 (0.78) 3.18 (0.84) 10.43 0.001 0.45

Challenging demands crafting 3.70 (0.74) 3.35 (0.85) 6.48 0.012 0.35

Error learning 4.21 (0.65) 3.82 (0.72) 13.09 <0.001 0.50

Error risking 4.00 (0.77) 3.38 (0.83) 23.75 <0.001 0.67

Error strain 2.58 (0.83) 3.03 (0.8) 13.14 <0.001 0.50

Work engagement 5.41 (0.94) 5.04 (1.13) 7.11 0.013 0.37

Job satisfaction 5.72 (0.98) 5.01 (1.41) 14.87 <0.001 0.53

nSMO = 78, nnon−SMO = 167.

TABLE 8 Relations of job crafting compared between SMOs and non-SMOs.

WE JS

all SMO non-SMO all SMO non-SMO

Model job crafting Structural resources crafting 0.36∗∗∗ 0.33∗ 0.38∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.27 0.36∗∗∗

Social resources crafting 0.01 0.18 −0.06 0.02 0.08 −0.01

Challenging demands crafting 0.20∗ 0.31∗ 0.14 0.00 0.09 −0.05

SMO x structural resources
crafting

−0.04 −0.04

SMO x challenging demands
crafting

0.08 0.08

SMO x social resources
crafting

0.10. 0.04

SMO 0.03 0.18∗∗

Model error orientation Error learning 0.13. 0.02 0.18. 0.13. 0.09 0.16

Error risking 0.16∗ 0.36∗∗ 0.06 0.10 0.22∗ 0.03

Error strain −0.16∗ 0.02 −0.25∗∗ −0.11 0.12 −0.21∗

SMO x error learning −0.07 −0.05

SMO x error risking 0.14. 0.12.

SMO x error strain 0.12. 0.13∗

SMO 0.05 0.18∗∗

Nall = 230, nSMO = 73, nnon−SMO = 157. All results were controlled for gender, age, and leadership role. .p < 0.10; ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

work engagement and job satisfaction, the total effects of the path
model 2 (Figure 4) were interpreted. Regarding work engagement,
the interaction of method autonomy with learning from errors
showed a marginal significant total effect (ß = −0.17, p = 0.094).
The other interaction effects did not reach the significance level
(Table 9). Although the comparison of the groups with low and
high learning from errors showed a group difference in the ß-
weights of method autonomy as a predictor of work engagement,
the difference was non-significant.

The findings regarding job satisfaction were mixed: the
interaction of learning from errors with decision autonomy showed
a significant positive effect (ß = 0.27, p < 0.05), while the
interaction with method autonomy was significant and negative
(ß = −0.21, p < 0.05). The group analysis revealed a positive
total effect of decision autonomy on job satisfaction in the
group of high learning from mistakes, while the effect was

neglectable in the low-learning-from-mistakes group (ßlow =

−0.08, p = 0.728 vs. ßhigh = 0.36, p = 0.055). The group
difference was marginally significant (z-value1 = −1.47, p =

0.708). In turn, method autonomy showed a positive total effect
on job satisfaction in the group with low learning from mistakes,
whereas in the other group, the total effect was non-existent
(ßlow = 0.57, p < 0.01, vs. ßhigh = 0.00, n.s., z-value1 = 2.12,
p < 0.05).

4.6. Mediational analyses

The explorative analyses of the mediational paths showed that
the positive effect of risking errors (ß = 0.10, p < 0.01) as well as
the negligibly small interaction effect of error strain and decision
autonomy (ß = −0.07, p < 0.05) on work engagement were partly
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TABLE 9 Work engagement, job satisfaction, and job crafting behavior predicted by perceived decision and method autonomy.

Structural
resources
crafting

Social
resources
crafting

Challenging
demands
crafting

Work
engagement

Job
satisfaction

Structural resources crafting 0.17. 0.17.

Social resources crafting 0.02 0.03

Challenging demands crafting 0.19∗ 0.00

Decision autonomy (E) 0.20∗∗ −0.09 0.07 0.06 0.09

Error learning x decision autonomy (E) −0.17∗ 0.10 0.07 0.09 0.29∗∗

Error risking x decision autonomy (E) −0.11 −0.06 −0.24 −0.04 −0.15

Error strain x decision autonomy (E) −0.12 −0.08 −0.23∗ 0.04 0.08

Error learning 0.12∗ 0.16∗∗ 0.04 0.02 0.03

Error risking 0.23∗∗∗ −0.01 0.31∗∗∗ 0.01 0.06

Error strain −0.12∗ 0.12∗ −0.07 −0.13∗ −0.07

Error learning x method autonomy (E) 0.06 −0.12 −0.04 −0.17 −0.21∗

Error risking x method autonomy (E) 0.06 −0.02 0.17 0.03 0.04

Error strain x method autonomy (E) 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.00

Method autonomy (E) 0.14. 0.20∗ 0.15 0.14 0.26∗∗

Total e�ects Work
engagement

Job
satisfaction

Decision autonomy (E) 0.11 0.12

Error learning x decision autonomy (E) 0.08 0.27∗

Error risking x decision autonomy (E) −0.11 −0.17

Error strain x decision autonomy (E) −0.03 0.06

Error learning 0.05 0.05

Error risking 0.10 0.10

Error strain −0.16∗∗ −0.09

Error learning x method autonomy (E) −0.17. −0.21∗

Error risking x method autonomy (E) 0.07 0.05

Error strain x method autonomy (E) 0.03 0.01

Method autonomy (E) 0.20. 0.29∗∗

All results are controlled for gender, age, and leadership role. .p < 0.10; ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

mediated through job crafting behaviors. The group comparison
showed that in the group with low strain from errors, the effect of
decision autonomy on work engagement was partially mediated by
job crafting (ß = 0.28, p < 0.05), while in the group of high strain,
no mediation was found (ß = 0.04, p = 0.469, z-value1 = 1.95,
p < 0.05).

Additionally, the group comparison of high vs. low error
learning yielded an interesting pattern: for employees with low
learning from errors, decision autonomy was stronger related to
crafting structural resources (ßlow = 0.65, p < 0.01 vs. ßhigh =

0.13, p = 0.647; z-value1 = 2.19, p < 0.05), but crafting structural
resources itself was related with job satisfaction only in the group
of high learning from errors, but not in the group of low learning
from errors (ßhigh = 50, p < 0.01, vs. ßlow = 0.02, n.s.; z-value1 =

−2.26, p < 0.05).

4.7. Hypothesis 6

To test H6, predicting higher criticality of the dimensions of
error orientation in SMOs, firstly, the group means of the three
dimensions of error orientation were compared between SMOs and
non-SMOs. Controlling for age, gender, leadership, organizational
size, and tenure, risking errors [F(1,206) = 23.75, p < 0.001, d =

0.67], learning from errors [F(1,206) = 19.09, p < 0.001, d = 0.50]
were higher, while strain from errors [F(1,206) = 13.14, p < 0.001, d
= 0.50] was lower in SMOs (see Table 7).

Secondly, the relevance of the three dimensions of error
orientation for work engagement and job satisfaction was
compared between SMOs and non-SMOs. Firstly, the full model
with interaction terms of the group variable with the dimensions of
error orientation, controlling for age, gender, and leadership, was
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FIGURE 4

Pathmodel 2: the moderating e�ect of error orientation on the e�ect of decision and method autonomy on job crafting behaviors. All estimated lines

are displayed and colored according to their signiûcance (gray: p ≥ 0.05; black: p < 0.05). Black dotted lines show the total e�ects that were

signiûcant. The model was controlled for age, gender, and leadership; the covariates were included like in the smaller models (Figure 5), but not

displayed due to clarity. .p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

estimated. Secondly, two separate models based on the subsamples
of SMOs and non-SMOs were estimated (Table 8).

The model based on the full sample showed (marginal)
significant interactions, making the group comparison reasonable.
The group analysis showed no differences in the relationships
between learning from errors with work engagement/job
satisfaction between SMOs and non-SMOs. In turn, risking
errors was a significant positive predictor of work engagement
(ßSMO = 0.36, p < 0.01; ßnon−SMO = 0.06, p = 0.543) and

job satisfaction (ßSMO = 0.22, p < 0.05; ßnon−SMO = 0.03, p
= 0.807) among SMO employees but not among non-SMO
employees. In contrast to our predictions, only in non-SMOs,
strain from errors was related to less work engagement
(ßnon−SMO = −0.25, p < 0.01; ßSMO = 0.06, p = 0.881) and
job satisfaction (ßnon−SMO = −0.21, p < 0.05; ßSMO = 0.03, p
= 0.189). Consequently, the results partially aligned with the
hypotheses (H6b) but partially contradicted the hypotheses (H6a
and c).
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FIGURE 5

The relation between autonomy, job crafting and work engagement and satisfaction according to di�erences in learning from errors and strain from

errors. (A) Low strain from error. (B) High strain from error. (C) Low learning from errors. (D) High learning from errors. All estimated lines are

displayed and colored according to their signiûcance (gray: p ≥ 0.05; black: p < 0.05). Black dotted lines show the total e�ects that were signiûcant.

All models controlled for age, gender, and leadership. .p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

4.8. Explorative analyses

In order to understand the effect of error orientation better,
the relationship between error orientation and ideal autonomy
was examined. Regressing ideal decision and method autonomy
on learning from errors, risking errors, and error strain under the
control of age, gender, and leadership showed a significant positive
relation between risking errors and ideal decision (ß = 0.19, p <

0.05) and method autonomy (ß = 0.21, p < 0.05), while learning
from errors predicted higher ideal method autonomy (ß = 0.19,
p < 0.05), but no decision autonomy (ß = 0.15, n.s.). Strain from
error showed a negative, albeit non-significant, effect on both types
of autonomy (ßmethod =−0.08, n.s.; ßdecision =−0.12, n.s.).

5. Discussion

This work provides several valuable insights into the novel
organizational form of SMOs and its attributes at the individual
level. The current results confirm that the organizational changes
in SMOs are associated with a higher perception of decision and
method autonomy at the individual level (H1). Thus, the results
improve the first evidence of Doblinger and Class (2023) on

decision autonomy by includingmethod autonomy and controlling
for the influence of organizational age and size to prevent
systematic bias. Both forms of autonomy were outstandingly high,
requiring further attention when looking at the mechanisms within
SMOs. However, despite the higher absolute autonomy levels in
SMOs, the shares of autonomy shortage and autonomy surplus
were higher in non-SMOs. This finding shows that ideal autonomy
varies between individuals and that employees with high ideal
decision autonomy may feel attracted to SMOs in particular, which
contributes to the success of SMOs (Maier, 2013; Reitzig, 2022;
Schell and Bischof, 2022) and is an important insight for the theory
about SMOs.

The results did not confirm that job crafting behaviors were
related to higher work engagement and job satisfaction through
increased fit between ideal and perceived decision or method
autonomy (H2). Nonetheless, the results gave several essential
insights. Although there was a significant indirect effect of crafting
structural resources on work engagement, mediated through
perceived and ideal decision and method autonomy and their
interactions, crafting structural resources had no significant effect
on the directional difference, contradicting the assumption of an
enhancing effect on the fit between ideal and perceived autonomy.
Crafting structural resources was related to higher perceived and
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ideal decision and method autonomy, thus weakening the relation
to the directional difference. This contrasts the previous findings
of Tims et al. (2016), Chen et al. (2014), and Kooij et al. (2017),
who found that different types of job crafting were predictive of
needs-supplies and person-job fit. One possible explanation of the
different findings may be using the molecular measure of fit based
on the scale of Cable and DeRue (2002).

The finding that crafting challenging demands was only
associated with higher ideal decision autonomy, not perceived
autonomy, contradicts the hypothesized effect direction and could
be explained by a reversed relationship, such as proposed by
Tims and Bakker (2010): High ideal decision autonomy may cause
crafting challenging demands to increase the perceived autonomy
and, thus, P-E-fit. Additionally, job crafting could be a moderator,
buffering the negative effect of decision autonomy (mis-)fit (Vogel
et al., 2016).

The hypothesis-confirm curvilinear relationships between
autonomy (mis-)fit and work engagement/job satisfaction add to
the prior research of Stiglbauer and Kovacs (2018), who found
already effects of decision and method autonomy (mis-)fit on
flourishing and wellbeing by showing that the relationship also
holds for work engagement and job satisfaction. The current
findings emphasize the relevance of means to increase the P-
E fit regarding decision and method autonomy, particularly
in organizational transformations that increase individual job
autonomy. However, according to the current results, job crafting
is not necessarily the suitable method to improve P-E fit, although
testing the relation in a longitudinal design and an additional
measure of fit could thoroughly verify or falsify the hypothesis.
The non-significant direct effect of crafting social resources on
work engagement is surprising and contradicts prior findings
of Moreira et al. (2022). One potential explanation for this
difference might lie in the minor modification of the scale in the
current study: Crafting social resources included getting advice
from peers, not only from supervisors (as in the original job
crafting scale).

The hypothesis of higher criticality of job crafting behaviors
in SMOs (H3) was supported by the higher expression of job
crafting behaviors in the SMO employees’ group than in the non-
SMO employees’ group.While crafting social resources and crafting
challenging demands showed more substantial relationships with
work engagement in SMOs than in other organizations, crafting
structural resources was equally related to work engagement in
SMOs and non-SMOs. Hence, the latter association seems to be
independent of the organizational context, which aligns with the
findings on the general positive relation (Bakker et al., 2012).
The insignificant group difference concerning the relationship
between job crafting and job satisfaction points to other SMO-
inherent factors that foster job satisfaction: for example, an
excellent person-environment fit regarding autonomy caused by
the selective attraction of those employees who strive for high
decision autonomy (Schneider et al., 1995; Barrick and Parks-
Leduc, 2019). Consequently, although job crafting is more present
in SMOs, there is no evidence that it is more critical for job
satisfaction but partial evidence that it may be more critical for
work engagement. Nonetheless, as job crafting is more present in
SMOs, it may also be more critical for other outcomes, such as
burnout (Tims et al., 2013).
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In contrast to the predictions of H4, method autonomy only
related positively to job satisfaction in the low learning from errors
group but did not relate to it in the other group. However, in line
with the predictions, decision autonomy was stronger related to
job satisfaction and work engagement in the case of high learning
from errors compared to low learning from errors, but these effects
did not reach (marginal) significance. A relieving effect of method
autonomy may explain these contradictory findings, which aligns
with the proposed buffering effect of job resources (Bakker and
Demerouti, 2007; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Method autonomy
may reduce the fear of making mistakes, which likely is higher
when mistakes are not considered an opportunity to learn, and
thus, increase satisfaction.

In contrast to the predictions, there was no evidence
of a moderating effect of error strain and risking errors
regarding the relationship between job autonomy and work
engagement or satisfaction. Hence only learning from errors
seems to influence the relationship between autonomy and
work engagement.

However, the current results showed that strain from errors,
learning from errors, and risking errors are associated with job
crafting behaviors. The moderating effect of strain from errors was
partially confirmed (H5c): for employees with low strain from error,
higher decision autonomy was associated with higher crafting of
structural resources and crafting of challenging demands, while
for those with high strain from error, it was associated less or not
at all. That aligns with the proposed theory: crafting challenges
increases the possibility of mistakes, and thus high strain from
mistakes may prevent employees from proactively using their
decision autonomy to look for new challenges (Wei and Hisrich,
2016). In contrast to the hypothesis, decision autonomy seems to
be of minor importance to crafting social resources; thus, the extent
of error strain was also irrelevant. No error-strain-related group
differences regarding the relationship between method autonomy
and job crafting behaviors were found, again contradicting H5c.
Thus, error strainmay be amore serious threat when using decision
autonomy compared to method autonomy.

The hypotheses about the moderating effects of learning from
errors (H5a) and risking errors (H5b) regarding job crafting
behaviors were not confirmed. While there was no evidence of
any interaction between risking errors and decision or method
autonomy (H5b), the results revealed a hypothesis-contradicting
interaction effect regarding learning from errors (H5a). In the
case of low learning from errors, there was a strong relation
between decision autonomy and crafting structural resources, but a
neglectable one when learning from errors was high. Interestingly,
the results also showed that crafting structural resources was less
related to work engagement in the low-error-learning group than
in the high-error-learning group. Additionally, only in the case
of low error learning the relationship between decision autonomy
and work engagement was partially mediated through crafting
structural resources. One explanation could be that employees
who see errors as a learning opportunity dare to craft their job
independently of receiving explicit autonomy. Employees who see
errors less as learning opportunities may need decision autonomy
to dare to craft structural resources, which aligns with the previous
finding that a learning-oriented organizational climate was directly

related to individual proactive behaviors (Caniëls and Baaten,
2019). There were no significant relations of decision autonomy
with the other job crafting dimensions. However, the relations
pointed in the hypothesized directions with negative relations of
decision autonomy with crafting social resources in the case of low
learning from errors but independence in the case of high learning
from errors. A subsample of too small size may be one reason for
the non-significance. Nonetheless, the effect direction is interesting:
it points to the fact that if learning from errors was low, decision
autonomy could be used to avoid confrontations through peer
feedback. This hypothesis aligns with Aben et al.’s (2022) finding
that error tolerance predicts higher feedback tolerance.

The results for H5a were also mixed regarding method
autonomy: in line with H5a, for employees with high learning
from errors, method autonomy was positively related to crafting
structural resources, whereas both variables were unrelated in the
other group. In contrast to H5a, method autonomy was positively
associated with higher social resources crafting for employees with
low learning from errors, whereas this relationship was neglectable
for employees with high learning from errors. This finding also
supports the notion that the effect mechanisms of the method and
decision autonomy differ (Spiegelaere et al., 2016; Muecke et al.,
2020). Muecke et al. (2020) found that feelings of responsibility
mediated the relationship between decision autonomy and work
engagement, whereas the relationship with method autonomy
was mediated through cognitive demands. Hence, interpreting
the current results, method autonomy may trigger the search for
feedback by peers or supervisors to handle the cognitive demand
and thus prevent mistakes when mistakes are not seen as learning
opportunities. In contrast, employees with a learning attitude
toward mistakes may handle the cognitive demand more easily
as they can tolerate potential mistakes better. In turn, when it
comes to decisions, employees with low learning from errors may
fear the judgment of their peers or the exposure in the case
of a potentially wrong decision in the recent past, as they feel
responsible and, thus, avoid confrontation with peers (Aben et al.,
2022). Additionally, instead of amoderating effect (H5c), the results
identified risking errors as a predictor of increasing structural
resources and challenging demands of small to moderate size,
pointing to an autonomy-independent relationship between risking
errors and job crafting behaviors.

In line with the predictions of H6, the comparison of the SMO
employees with the non-SMO employees showed that learning
from errors and risking errors was higher, and strain from
errors was lower in SMOs compared to non-SMOs, pointing to
a higher criticality of these attitudes in SMOs. Additionally, in
line with the predictions, risking errors was related positively
to work engagement and job satisfaction in SMOs but not in
non-SMOs (H6b). In contrast to our predictions, strain from
errors was negatively associated with work engagement and job
satisfaction only in non-SMOs, but it was irrelevant in SMOs
(H6c). This finding may result from a third variable associated
with SMOs mitigating the relevance of strain from errors, such
as psychological safety (Edmondson and Lei, 2014), a context-
related variable influencing the expected consequences of making
mistakes. Learning from errors showed independence of work
engagement or job satisfaction in SMOs and non-SMOs (H6a).
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Yet learning from errors was, on average, higher in SMOs, and
thus, it may be relevant for other outcomes, such as job crafting or
innovative behaviors (Gu et al., 2013). Consequently, risking errors
seems to be more important in SMOs than in non-SMOs, whereas
the picture is not as clear regarding strain from errors and learning
from errors.

5.1. Theoretical implications

The current work contributes in several ways to previous
theories and research on job crafting, person-environment fit,
error orientation, and SMOs. Firstly, the work adds quantitative
evidence to the qualitative findings about the functioning
of SMOs (Lee and Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2019) by
proving that method and decision autonomy are higher in
SMOs, despite other inter-organizational variations. Showing that
employees in SMOs differ from non-SMO employees in their
behaviors and attitudes supports the controversial idea that SMOs
differ significantly from other organizational forms (Martela,
2019).

The fact that these behaviors and attitudes were partially
stronger related to work engagement and job satisfaction
supports the notion that SMOs have different requirements for
their employees. However, the exact effect is still unclear, but
these insights pave the way for further investigations of the
effect mechanisms.

Secondly, the current work added to the research on P-E fit by
investigating potential antecedents of P-E fit, such as job crafting
behavior. Based on the non-significant relationship between job
crafting and work engagement, the results support the notion
that the atomic measurement of P-E-fit does not equate to the
molecular approach (Edwards, 2001), adding a new perspective
to the previous positive findings based on a molecular approach
(Cable and DeRue, 2002; Chen et al., 2014; Tims et al., 2016; Kooij
et al., 2017). As previous literature argued that the atomic approach
could be a more exact measurement (Edwards, 2001; Stiglbauer
and Kovacs, 2018), the current results support the value of further
investigating the causal relationships between job crafting and P-E
fit. Additionally, the current study extended the knowledge about
the relevance of P-E fit for work engagement and job satisfaction by
showing that a surplus of method and decision autonomy was also
associated with worse engagement and satisfaction. This supports
the universality of this effect, at least when it comes to very high
levels of autonomy.

Thirdly, the current work builds a first connection between
the job crafting theory (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001; Tims
et al., 2012; Zhang and Parker, 2019) and the error orientation
theory (Rybowiak et al., 1999; Keith and Frese, 2008): the
results support that individual error orientation is a further
relevant interindividual antecedent of job crafting that can
explain interindividual variations. Importantly, the finding that
it interacted with the other antecedents, decision and method
autonomy, enriches the knowledge about the autonomy-job
crafting relationship and can help explain potential variations in
findings. The results also demonstrated that the dimensions of

job crafting differ in their relationships with the dimensions of
error orientation, emphasizing the need for distinction between
the types of job crafting (Zhang and Parker, 2019). While
learning from errors showed associations with development-
related behaviors (structural resources), strain from errors
was associated with crafting behaviors to reduce uncertainty
(challenging demands) but increase support (social resources).
Consequently, the results also deepen the understanding of the
concept of error orientation (Rybowiak et al., 1999; Keith and
Frese, 2008), as these different associations with job crafting and
autonomy indicate that a separate consideration of the dimensions
is valuable.

Lastly, the results extend the knowledge of job autonomy.
The distinct relations of decision and method autonomy with
dimensions of error orientation support the assumption of
different types of job autonomy (Morgeson and Humphrey,
2006) and the differences in the effect mechanisms related
(Spiegelaere et al., 2016; Muecke et al., 2020). It thus confirms
the incremental value of a differentiating consideration of the job
autonomy types.

5.2. Practical implications

There are several important implications for organizational
practice in SMOs and potentially in other organizations with
high individual job autonomy or in transition phases. Firstly, the
job crafting and error orientation levels were higher in SMOs,
pointing to a higher benefit in these organizations. Measures
for organizational development, therefore, should add to an
environment where risking errors is welcome and learning from
errors is expected. Thus, employees can learn and embrace taking
calculated risks. These implications align with prior research
emphasizing the importance of handling mistakes constructively in
SMOs but specify which aspects to focus on.

Secondly, the study showed that crafting social resources and
challenging demands was related to higher work engagement in
SMOs, and thus supporting employees in crafting their jobs could
help engage employees in SMOs. Although it was not related to
job satisfaction and thus may seem less important at first glance, it
is essential as it relates to work engagement, which is particularly
important in SMOs due to the need for proactive employees to
work without supervisors. Thirdly, the results show the necessity
of consciously addressing the high level of autonomy in SMOs. The
perceived decision and method autonomy were higher in SMOs,
and a misfit between ideal and perceived autonomy was related
to worse work engagement and job satisfaction. Therefore, when
organizations want to function as SMO, they need to address the fit
of autonomy.

Fourthly, the findings regarding error orientation also provide
ideas for personal development measures. Employees with low
strain from errors were more likely to search for new challenges
when they perceived more decision autonomy; thus, helping
employees to feel less strain from errors could increase the
innovativeness and pioneering of employees in SMOs, as they
would look more for new challenges. The results also indicated
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the importance of supporting learning from errors, as otherwise
increased method autonomy could lead to avoiding peer feedback,
which is an essential part of SMOs (Martela, 2019; Reitzig,
2022; Schell and Bischof, 2022; Doblinger, 2023). Fifthly, the
levels of work engagement and job satisfaction were higher
in SMOs, showing that besides the entrepreneurial advantages
related to SMOs, the organizational form was also associated with
direct employee benefits, which makes SMOs more attractive to
companies and their owners and managers.

5.3. Limitations and future research

Despite its relevant findings, this research has some limitations
and scope for further research. Firstly, the measurement of P-E fit
was challenging. Due to its more exact measurement, the atomic
approach (measuring ideal and perceived autonomy separately)
was chosen for measuring fit (Edwards, 2001). This approach
created the challenge of using difference scores. The problem was
resolved by including polynomials in the path analysis and testing
the effect on P-E fit and the effect of P-E fit in separate steps. Latent
moderated structural equation models (Cheung, 2009; Edwards,
2009; Su et al., 2019) would have been the exacter approach, but
the small sample did not allow for such complex analyses. Other
authors used a molecular approach (Cable and DeRue, 2002; Chen
et al., 2014; Tims et al., 2016; Kooij et al., 2017), avoiding the
statistical challenges, which interestingly yielded other results than
the current study. However, according to Edwards (2001), that
approach only shifts the responsibility of building the difference
score to the participant and, thus, will not increase reliability and
validity. Therefore, the approach of integrating the polynomial
regression with response surface analysis into the path model was
taken. Using latent moderated structural equation models based on
a bigger sample size could be the scope for future research. Another
issue in this context was problems with multicollinearity due to the
high correlations between the autonomy variables. That reduced
the related predictors’ reliability, despite the affected variables’ good
reliability. However, the other paths could be interpreted as the
model’s fit was good. Although this study intended to increase
validity using the atomic approach, due to the problems mentioned
above, future research could also investigate the proposed relations
based on a molecular approach or a longitudinal design, as this
could reveal the time-delayed association of job crafting and
better P-E-fit.

Secondly, as already mentioned, the study was based on a
minimum sample size due to the hard accessibility of SMO
employees. The sample size was sufficient for the analysis based
on the whole group but was marginal for the group analysis
related to the moderation hypotheses. Unfortunately, it also
hindered comparing the full path model between SMO and
non-SMO employees (H3, H6). Instead, less complex relations
were investigated, which pointed in the right direction. Future
research could test these relations in a larger sample based on the
current first evidence of group-related differences. Additionally,
the sociodemographic characteristics of the study samples varied
to a certain degree (e.g., industries), which may have biased the

comparison. However, as various industries are included in both
subsamples, this potential bias is mitigated.

Thirdly, the measurement of SMO was another challenge of
this study. Previous research did not provide a validated scale
for measuring SMO characteristics. Therefore, we relied on a
checklist (Doblinger and Class, 2023), based on the characteristics
of SMOs identified by Martela (2019). This could have limited
the proper selection of SMO employees as the scale was not
adequately validated. However, the preselection of organizations
to recruit participants from ensured the inclusion of organizations
that, indeed, were SMOs. Nonetheless, a validated scale to
confirm that participants belong to an SMO would further
improve the significance of the results and could be the scope of
future research.

Fourthly, this study relied on a cross-sectional
design, which does not allow for detecting time-delayed
relationships, let alone causalities, which may have explained
better the relationship between job-crafting behavior
and autonomy fit. Therefore, the interpretation of the
results is limited as only relationships could be described.
Nonetheless, the detected relationships provide first essential
insights into the associations between relevant variables
for the different groups and thus can trigger future
incremental research.

Lastly, the current study also shows the scope for future
research. A further investigation of the relationship between
job crafting and P-E fit could be valuable. On the one hand,
the potentially reverse relationship between P-E fit and job
crafting could be investigated by testing a theoretical model where
ideal decision autonomy causes crafting challenging demands to
increase the perceived autonomy and, thus, reach a better P-E fit.
Similarly, investigating job crafting as a moderator of the effect
of (mis-)fit on work engagement and job satisfaction promises
valuable insights. Additionally, as job crafting is more present
in SMOs, it may also be more critical for other outcomes, such
as burnout, which could be subject to future studies. Another
interesting research focus could be the exploration of other
levers than job crafting that may help increase P-E fit. Moreover,
future research should investigate the role of learning from
errors in SMOs more in depth, for instance, by relating it to
innovative behavior.

5.4. Conclusion

The results support that P-E-fit regarding job autonomy is
important for work engagement and job satisfaction and that
this fit likely occurs at a higher autonomy level in SMOs. Job
crafting is more prevalent in SMOs but does not necessarily relate
to P-E-fit. Although the dimensions of error orientation relate
to job crafting, they differ in their ways of relating: While error
strain and error learning interact with the effect of decision and
method autonomy, risking errors did not interact but was directly
related to job crafting and even with work engagement in SMOs.
Reducing error strain but increasing error learning and risking
errors could help increase job crafting and work engagement in
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SMOs or also other organizations where individual autonomy
is high.
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INDIVIDUAL COMPETENCIES IN SMOS  1 

 

Abstract 

Self-managing organizations (SMOs), which radically decentralize authority, can 

facilitate agile project management (APM). However, they also confront employees with new 

demands. Therefore, this work investigated important individual competencies in SMOs. 

Using critical incidents and concept mapping, interviews with SMO employees identified 21 

competencies, such as self-reflection, assuming responsibility, self-leadership, and learning 

from mistakes. Critical incidents showed how they were interlocked with the organizational 

self-management principles, demonstrating the necessary individual behavioral adaption. The 

findings add to agile project management practice by identifying individual competencies 

required in the APM-facilitating SMOs and guiding agile project coaches regarding training 

or selecting project members in self-managed environments. 
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Processes and Structures in SMOs Affecting Individual Competencies





Research Question, Design, and Contribution

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore the full range of individual 

competencies required for working in SMOs. The interviews relied on a twofold approach 

recommended for behavior taxonomies (McClelland, 1998; Petermann & Zacher, 2021; 

Pulakos et al., 2000). The critical incident technique (CIT; Flanagan, 1954) and concept 

mapping (CM; Trochim, 1989) were combined to assess the competencies from different 



perspectives. The CIT method allows for an indirect and detailed approach toward 

competencies by focusing on real-world behaviors in critical incidents, enabling a contextual, 

micro-level deduction of competencies. In turn, the CM technique is a direct approach toward 

identifying competencies and allows for gathering the employees' perceptions and evaluations 

and detecting a structure within the mentioned competencies. Combining both methods 

reduces the risk of a biased perception resulting from a merely direct approach while the 

perception of the involved persons is still considered, which facilitates a comprehensive 

picture of necessary competencies in SMOs.

Participants and Procedure

The sample included 25 employees from nine different SMOs, all located in the DACH region 

and Portugal (due to accessibility reasons; Table 1 presents participant details; Table 2 

presents SMO case details). An online search for organizations claiming to live the principles 

of SMOs identified the participant organizations. The search aimed to find SMOs from 

different sectors and of different sizes. Most organizations were spotted through blog articles 

and podcast interviews. Additional pre-interviews based on an SMO-characteristics checklist 

(Martela, 2019) with potential participants ensured that the organizations were indeed SMOs 

and that all participants had experience regarding organizational self-management. As Krumm 

et al. (2012) recommended, the sample composition was optimized for representativeness: 

The sample was diverse regarding sectors, types of managerial responsibility, job areas, and 

previous work experience. Job areas included sales, software, human resources management, 

engineering, marketing, consulting, and care. 

Interviews occurred partly in person and partly online via video calls from December 

2019 to August 2020. Interviews were all conducted personally by the author in a trustful 



setting where only the participant and the author attended, and informed consent was gathered 

beforehand. After providing a definition of SMOs, introducing the critical incident method, 

and defining and explaining a critical incident, the participants were asked to report at least 

three incidents that were particularly critical for their performance in the organization in either 

a positive or a negative way in the recent past. Participants were asked to focus on critical 

incidents related to the SMO context and probably would have differed in other contexts. The 

interviewer supported the interviewee in creating valid critical incidents through additional 

questions on details, such as preceding behaviors, important factors, feelings, or thoughts in 

the situation, as Chell (2004) recommended. The interviewer wrote down the formulated 

critical incidents and confirmed the validity of the recording with the interviewee (as 

suggested by Flanagan, 1954; Gremler, 2004; Petermann & Zacher, 2021). Subsequently, the 

interviewee was asked, "which competencies are important to work and perform in a self-

managing organization?", resulting in a list of several ideas. In the end, participants were 

asked for any other relevant addition, and socio-demographic information was collected. The 

entire interviews took between 45 and 90 minutes and covered M = 8.75 (SD = 3.50) incidents 

and M = 11.05 (SD = 4.10) brainstorming ideas.



Table 1

Sample Characteristics
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Table 2

SMO Characteristics



Critical Incidents Technique

The CIT requires interviewees to report critical incidents, their related behaviors, and the 

context of these incidents. "An incident is critical if it makes a 'significant' contribution, either 

positively or negatively, to the general aim of the activity" (Flanagan, 1954, p. 338). The CIT-

based approaches showed their validity for the identification of behaviors in general (for 

instance, Bitner et al., 1994; Chell, 1998; Gremler, 2004) and competencies in specific, for 

instance, in the areas of management, specialists, or health sector employees (for instance, 

Ekaterini, 2011; Patterson et al., 2000; Turley & Bieman, 1995). For our research question, 

the analysis aimed to identify the underlying competencies of manifested behaviors in critical 

situations in SMOs and, thus, deduct important competencies in SMOs. 

Incidents reported were considered valid when they (1) were critical (positive or 

negative) for the individual performance of the interviewees themselves, for a close colleague, 

or their team; (2) by extension, related to SMO conditions; (3) included the outcome-relevant 

behaviors; (4) provided sufficient detail to be understood by others. After data collection, the 

author cleaned the recorded incidents by excluding those missing these criteria. The focus was 

on maintaining as much content as possible to avoid improper influence on the results while 

ensuring interpretable and relevant incidents. In total, 15 incidents were excluded, and 195 

entered the analyses.

A deductive-inductive approach (Kuckartz, 2018; Pulakos et al., 2000) toward data 

analysis was taken to yield a sufficiently customized but comparable, comprehensive model at 

once. Firstly, a category system of eight competency clusters based on the taxonomy by Kurz 

and Bartram (2002) and Bartram (2005) was defined (see Table 3). Secondly, three 

organizational and industrial psychologists (thereafter coders) with prior experience in 

competency modeling (required to identify the underlying concepts of behaviors and find the 



right abstraction level; Krumm et al., 2012) categorized the data accordingly. Afterward, the 

category definitions were discussed and adapted accordingly. Then, subcategories within the 

previously appointed categories were built (Kuckartz, 2018). Based on the first 50 incidents, 

the three coders individually found and assigned codes less abstract to the incidents. They 

oriented toward the universal competency framework (Bartram, 2005) and used the proposed 

subcompetencies as an orientation for the abstraction level. Afterward, the results were jointly 

discussed and refined and the coders agreed on the final list of 60 category codes. Then, two 

further psychologists and the initial coders coded all incidents. After discussion, all coders 

agreed on a final solution. In order to complement the picture built up by the CIT approach, 

concept mapping was used in the second step to include another perspective, which is 

described in the following section.
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Table 3 

Coding Scheme of Competency Clusters as High-level Categories 

Competency 

domain title 

Competency domain definition Application 

The category is assigned, for 

instance, in the case of 

behaviors of& 

Application example Differentiation 

The category is not assigned in 

the case of behaviors of& 

Leading and 

deciding 

Includes competencies of showing 

initiative and leadership. Initiating 

action, providing feedback, and taking 

responsibility. 

- acting as a role model 

- coaching others 

- making decisions 

- showing initiative 

 

- wanting to take responsibility 

for tasks, in small teams, you 

can afford fewer "implementers 

only" 

- operatively planning and 

organizing  

- supporting others operatively 

- presenting 

- negotiating 

Supporting 

and 

cooperating 

Includes competencies of supporting 

and appreciating others. Having a 

people-centric mindset and working 

effectively with other people. 

- showing cooperation with 

others 

- adapting to the team 

- showing appreciation for 

others 

- being generous: if you are in a 

certain role, you may have to 

give it up and let others have a 

chance too 

- leading and coaching others 

- supervising others 

- communicating and sharing 

information 

- controlling other's work 

results 

Interacting 

and presenting 

 

Includes competencies of effectively 

communicating, persuading, and 

influencing others. Confidently relating 

to others and networking. 

- building relations 

- communicating 

- showing self-confidence 

- relating with ease 

- creating transparency: no 

building up of information silos 

- acting as a role model 

- supporting others 
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Competency 

domain title 

Competency domain definition Application 

The category is assigned, for 

instance, in the case of 

behaviors of& 

Application example Differentiation 

The category is not assigned in 

the case of behaviors of& 

Analyzing and 

interpreting 

Includes competencies of analytical 

thinking, complex problem solving, 

and applying expertise. 

- analytical thinking 

- quickly grasping relations in 

complex situations 

- - questioning the status quo and 

looking for improvements 

- communicating knowledge 

and expertise 

Creating and 

conceptualizin

g 

 

 

Includes competencies of dealing well 

with situations demanding openness to 

new ideas and experiences. Seeking 

opportunities to learn and develop. 

Driving innovation and showing 

creativity. Questioning the status quo, 

thinking broadly and strategically. 

Seeking and driving organizational 

change. 

- searching for new ideas and 

inspiration 

- striving for innovation 

- questioning the status quo 

- driving change 

- curiosity, always looking for 

new approaches 

 

- adapting to new situations 

- planning and organizing 

Organizing 

and executing 

Includes competencies of planning and 

organizing, working systematically and 

following orders and procedures. 

Customer satisfaction focus and the 

delivery of quality service or product. 

- organizing  

- following processes 

- showing solution-

orientation 

- managing time effectively 

- you have to follow the 

Holacracy processes 

- setting goals for oneself and 

others 

- proactively taking initiative 

Adapting and 

coping 

Includes competencies of adapting and 

responding well to change, managing 

pressure effectively, and coping well 

- adapting to new situations 

and changing conditions 

- handling high workload 

- self-reflection, being able to 

assess oneself well, and being 

able to self-reflect 

- proactively initiating change 

- participating in team 

reflection processes 
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Competency 

domain title 

Competency domain definition Application 

The category is assigned, for 

instance, in the case of 

behaviors of& 

Application example Differentiation 

The category is not assigned in 

the case of behaviors of& 

with setbacks. - coping with setbacks 

Enterprising 

and 

performing 

Includes competencies of focusing on 

results and achieving personal work 

objectives. Entrepreneurial behavior. 

Seeking opportunities for further 

personal development and career 

advancement. 

- considering the business 

perspective 

- looking for personal 

development 

- showing ambition and 

motivation 

- willingness to continuously

develop further

- organizing and planning

- following rules and processes

Note. Clusters and definitions are based on Kurz and Bartram (2002) and Bartram (2005). 



Concept Mapping

Concept mapping (CM) was used to analyze the answers to the direct question, "which 

competencies are important to work and perform in a self-managing organization?". CM is a 

method to analyze answers to open-ended questions and explore and define a concept by 

single statements (Jackson & Trochim, 2002; Ohly & Schmitt, 2015). It offers various 

advantages compared to other methods: It increases the trustworthiness of the conclusions 

from the interviewees' answers, as the CM data analysis includes various raters and avoids 

forced categorizations (Ohly & Schmitt, 2015; Trochim, 1989). During the interview, 

participants listed competencies that are important in SMOs. Subsequently, ten previously 

trained industrial and organizational psychologists sorted the mentioned concepts (N = 223) 

into piles of similar concepts  based on their corresponding latent competency. Any number of 

piles was allowed as long as there were fewer groups than concepts, more than one group, and 

no miscellaneous group (Jackson & Trochim, 2002; Ohly & Schmitt, 2015). The resulting 

groups varied substantially from 10 to 56, with M = 27.80 (SD = 12.38). 

The individual sorting results were transferred into binary symmetric similarity 

matrices for each sorter and aggregated into one combined group similarity matrix (Weller & 

Romney, 1988). The similarity matrices displayed every item on the y- and the x-axis. Two 

concepts sorted together were marked with "1" and otherwise with "0". Following Kane and 

Trochim's (2007) recommendation, we applied non-metric multidimensional scaling to 

visualize the level of similarity of the individual concepts in a Cartesian coordinate system 

based on the pairwise distances of all concepts. We then ran a hierarchical cluster analysis to 

identify interpretable groups of similar concepts within the data. Hierarchical cluster analysis 



successively combines the most similar concepts or groups of concepts until only one group is 

left. A dendrogram was inspected visually to detect the range of possible clusters. It did not 

reveal a clear-cutting point, so the number of clusters was defined content-wise. It was chosen 

based on the solution with maximum clusters, for which a content-related differentiation was 

still reasonable, resulting in 29 clusters. Then, three experts labeled the clusters and checked 

whether they were sufficiently distinguishable.

Synthesis

The identified categories from CIT and CM overlapped largely but were not identical. Instead, 

both approaches yielded incremental content, confirming the added value of the combined 

approach. The 60 CIT and 29 CM categories were further summarized into higher-level 

categories to identify the final competencies. Three coders made the assignments 

independently and combined them into a joint solution. The goal was a parsimonious model 

with sufficient detail for applied use cases. Bartram's (2005) competencies served as guidance 

regarding the abstraction level. The competencies were named, defined, and described based 

on the included categories. Where possible, definitions were built based on existing material 

of O*NET OnLine, Stewart et al. (2019), and Ehlers (2020). 



Results

The analyses yielded 21 competencies within seven of eight previously defined clusters 

(Table 3). Figure 1 provides an overview of the results.

Competencies Related to Leading and Deciding

Within the cluster of Leading and Deciding, four competencies were identified: (1) assuming 

responsibility, (2) deciding and initiating action, (3) leading oneself, and (4) leading others 

cooperatively. Assuming responsibility refers to taking responsibility for decisions and their 

consequences. For example, persons showing this competency take proactively and 

voluntarily responsibility for tasks and decisions. They show ownership and become the 

driver for specific topics and tasks. Definitive statements were:

My team is very successful in what it does. [&] you have to influence the decision 

yourself and not pass the responsibility to the hierarchy. (incident 129)

Wanting to take responsibility for the task, you can afford fewer "implementers-only" in 

small teams. (concept 125)

Deciding and initiating action refers to making informed decisions and initiating 

corresponding actions. For example, persons with this competency take action, show initiative 

for issues, and make decisions to drive topics independently. They take calculated risks and 

tolerate uncertainty when making decisions. They consider their intuition for decisions. They 

have and demonstrate confidence in their actions and decisions. Definitive statements were:

For the first two years, I didn't do any training, I didn't have it on my radar. [&] Especially 

in the beginning, it's hard to show initiative, but it's super important.[&] No one is looking 

at you, if you don't approach someone yourself, then nothing happens. (incident 20)

Proactivity: Searching for tasks and addressing topics oneself. (concept 172)

Leading oneself refers to influencing oneself towards actions and behaviors that are effective 

in reaching one's goals but are not necessarily motivating. For example, a person with this 

competency finds and pursues tasks and goals self-reliantly. They set goals for themselves 



autonomously and lead themselves toward the achievement of these goals. They show self-

reliantly initiative. Definitive statements were:

My master's thesis within the organization was demanding, but I made it [&] I could talk 

to everyone, but no one looks at it. You are responsible for yourself. [&] You must keep 

pulling yourself out of your rut. Having or finding a quiet minute helped me to take myself 

out and think about it. You need a lot more discipline here. [&] To make progress anyway, 

it helps me to set myself deadlines because then I have a clearly defined goal. In general, it 

is helpful to have clearly defined goals. It also helps to have quiet minutes in which I can 

reflect. (incident 132)

Being able to motivate oneself [&]. (concept 115)

Leading others cooperatively refers to providing leadership to colleagues at eye level. For 

example, a person with this competency coaches others by helping them to find their path and 

solutions instead of telling them what their path should be. They empower others for their 

personal development by providing feedback. They act as a role model regarding the 

organization's principles and values to inspire others to follow. They give appreciative, 

constructive feedback, ask for it, and accept receiving it. An exemplary incident was:

Two colleagues in my team do not (want to) make their own decisions. They need 

increased guidance when we have to perform because the momentum is very low. I am 

currently doing this very well. [&] It's balancing between leaving room for personal 

development and working together to achieve something. My patience, perseverance, and 

gentleness help me bring people along and drive the entire process forward. (incident 8)

Competencies Related to Supporting and Cooperating

Within the cluster of  Supporting and Cooperating, three competencies were identified: (1) 

, (2) , and (3) 



Appreciating others' competence and perspective refers to recognizing, honoring, and 

relying on the perspectives and capabilities of others. For example, persons with this 

competency appreciate the diversity of personalities and opinions. They seek and appreciate 

other perspectives. They trust in others by relying on their good intentions and their 

competence. They consult others when they feel unsure or not competent enough. They show 

sensitivity when interacting with others. They show tolerance, consideration, and empathy 

toward others. They appreciate the uniqueness and diversity of personalities and opinions. 

Definitive statements were:

The fact that everyone can say something means that many want to make and participate in 

decisions. As a result, votes often turn into endless discussions. Even if the proposals are 

actually good, everyone wants to share their opinion again, which often makes it very 

exhausting. Here it is helpful to trust the opinions of others. (incident 15)

I have to be able to rely on colleagues to indicate when something is going in the wrong 

direction. Otherwise, you have to check everything down to the smallest detail. (concept 

132)

Collaborating with others refers to interacting with others and integrating oneself into 

a group to reach (joint) goals. For example, persons with this competency adapt to the team's 

goals and needs and support them. They deprioritize their own needs. They integrate 

themselves into the team. They collaborate with and appreciate team colleagues. They share 

knowledge with colleagues and go through positive and negative events together. They care 

for others. They consult others to align and improve their own decisions. They demonstrate 

reliability and trustworthiness. They put aside personal sensitivities and give space to others. 

Definitive statements were:

I have successfully built up a new theme. [&] The management trusted me without having 

an idea of what I was doing. The people here in the company were helpful: I had sparring 



partners for structure topics. In the beginning, I had no idea about the system. It helps me a 

lot to exchange ideas with my colleagues here. (incident 54)

Great willingness to help, and deprioritize one's own goals if other goals are more 

important at that moment. (concept 138)

Engaging in feedback and team reflection processes refers to reflect about past 

behaviors and incidents in group settings. For example, persons with this competency 

participate in team reflection processes by opening up to the team, acknowledging different 

points of view, and drawing joint conclusions. They communicate proactively by addressing 

issues on their initiative and with forethought. They act focused on finding a solution. An 

exemplary incident was:

We successfully implemented regular retrospectives. People are quick to complain. You 

have to be very careful not to get stuck on the negative, but that dynamic develops. For a 

good retrospective, a mentality that looks for mistakes outside is not helpful. You have to 

find things that you can influence yourself. But even if it was external factors, you have to 

ask yourself why we didn't react earlier when it was already known. It is essential to make 

the successes clear and question what can help us do this better now. [&] Formulate a 

concrete next step, but if everyone agrees that it couldn't be changed, then we have to let it 

go; we don't have to keep talking about it. Then you can focus on how to deal with the 

issue. What is my contribution, what can I change? (incident 148)

Competencies Related to Interacting and Presenting

Within the cluster of Interacting and Presenting, three competencies were identified: (1) 

, (2) , and (3) 

Showing strong communication refers to adequate, comprehensive communication. 

For example, persons with this competency provide transparency about their own work, 

decisions, and other relevant issues to colleagues within and outside the team. They present 

and convey information concisely and convincingly. They communicate clearly and 



proactively, even when encountering conflicts. They adapt the communication style to the 

respective target groups. They convince others of ideas and arguments. They show confidence 

in their own convictions. Definitive statements were:

Successful implementation of the personnel planning system: We were in charge of the 

project from the initial system selection to the implementation. We informed the 

management once and got the go. We approached stakeholders, but we didn't have to get 

their <O.K.=. We included all stakeholders in the project team and then took that out to 

manufacturing. Without managers having to approve something, we avoid whisper mail 

and can communicate directly. That's also how we get direct feedback. I went to the line a 

lot and talked directly to the line workers, so we didn't have to make loops. (incident 29)

Creating transparency: no building up of information silos. (concept 122)

Negotiating skillfully refers to bringing others together and trying to reconcile 

differences (National Center for O*NET Development., 2022). For example, persons with this 

competency negotiate skillfully in a manner that seeks a good solution for each stakeholder. 

They integrate others through communication. They engage all stakeholders by involving the 

relevant parties in the development and change processes and informing them about all 

relevant decisions. They consider the needs of the stakeholders. They mediate between two or 

more parties to find an acceptable solution for all parties involved. They see conflicts as a 

constructive element and accept them as a means to develop personally, progress, and find 

new solutions. They separate professional and interpersonal issues when interacting with 

colleagues. Definitive statements were:

Before I successfully reintroduced the structures, I spoke with colleagues individually 

several times and spent a total of 1.5 weeks only talking to people. Others might have 

looked at the company's figures first, but I think the people are the most important thing; 

you first have to inspire them again. (incident 12)



Exchange about expectations, who has which expectations, and how to find a common 

denominator. (concept 7)

Relating with confidence refers to building good relations with others with ease and at 

eye level. For example, persons with this competency act and relate with others with self-

confidence. They act authentically and follow their principles and values. They communicate 

with people at eye level, regardless of status, age, etcetera. They are aware of their different 

roles, distinguish between these roles when acting or interacting with others, and consciously 

shift between these roles as needed. They build relationships across different levels and areas 

inside and outside the organization. Definitive statements were:

There was great disappointment among more experienced colleagues because they were 

supposed to get different superiors. In addition, the status they have worked for over the 

years is felt to be diminished. For me, how the older colleagues reacted was a concern. I 

immediately created transparency, I do not want to question colleagues' wealth of 

experience but rather create a conducive framework for their work and thus support them. 

(incident 50)

Being able to say no sometimes, being able to set yourself apart. (concept 44)

Competencies Related to Creating and Conceptualizing

Within the cluster of Creating and Conceptualizing, three competencies were identified: (1) 

, (2) , and (3) welcoming new 

ideas

Learning from mistakes refers to taking a constructive stance toward mistakes. For 

example, persons with this competency deal constructively with mistakes and focus on the 

learning potential of the mistakes. They work iteratively and use the opportunity to learn from 

mistakes to make small steps toward improvement. Definitive statements were:

The attempt to introduce structure creates a great deal of irritation in the system and causes 

precisely the opposite of what you want. I used to warn other companies not to fall into the 



trap we suddenly fell into ourselves. I corrected that, and now I believe it and know it. 

(incident 18)

Very good at dealing with uncertainty: We work iteratively, so you can't exactly plan what 

comes next. (concept 61)

Striving for innovation and improvement refers to innovating. For example, persons 

with this competency seek and support change. They seek inspiration for further development. 

They strive for improvements and innovation. They question the status quo and the existing 

processes. They think outside the box. Definitive statements were:

I did a project for the redesign of a process. I never personally liked the process because I 

thought a different approach made more sense, so I went for it. [&] As a result, we moved 

forward much faster, and there was more money in it for the company; we saved internal 

resources. [&] I talked to all the teams and asked about current pains. Through this, I 

derived a solution with benefits for all. (incident 34)

Curiosity, always looking for new approaches. (concept 175)

Welcoming new ideas refers to accepting and adapting new ideas. For example, 

persons with this competency embrace new ideas and show openness toward new concepts 

and approaches. They accept new ideas and show cross-cultural awareness. Definitive 

statements were:

The co-managing director started as an intern and came into his new role in a very short 

time. He came here with great confidence; he got involved, let himself drift, was open to 

all possibilities, took on different tasks, and thus gained experience for the position of 

managing director. (incident 13)

Ability to engage with the organism. (concept 145)

Competencies Related to Organizing and Executing

One competency was identified within the cluster of Organizing and Executing: Aligning with 

existing processes refers to independently aligning with committed processes. For example, 



persons with this competency follow previously established processes. An exemplary incident 

was:

In my role, I have to hold regular meetings, a lot of which are about finding responsibility 

for tasks, and the organizational form dictates the framework of the meetings. Time and 

again, we get caught up in discussions about the extent to which we should or should not 

follow the prescribed rules of self-organization, and there is sometimes a significant lack of 

understanding among colleagues. Colleagues often push ahead because they do not (want 

to) deal with the organizational form's rules. The meeting framework is not adhered to; 

appointments are "misused" for their own topics. That leads to less feedback overall 

because not everyone gets a chance to speak. Whoever shouts the loudest gets his way. 

(incident 95)

Competencies Related to Adapting and Coping

Within the cluster of Adapting and Coping, three competencies were identified: (1) adapting 

to change, (2) coping with pressure, and (3) self-reflecting.

Adapting to change refers to coping with changes in conditions, requirements, or 

goals. For example, persons with this competency adapt quickly to new situations and 

changing conditions. They handle uncertainty and ambiguity optimistically and adaptively. An 

exemplary statement was:

I won a fellow campaigner for my project. At first, when he came to the company [&], I 

thought, oh dear, it will take extra effort to onboard him, but he quickly became a valuable 

team member, and we became a really good team. I adapted myself to the new situation, 

and we complemented each other well in terms of competencies, and everyone could 

concentrate on their own topics [&]. (incident 66)

Coping with pressure and setbacks refers to handling stressful situations well. For 

example, persons with this competency care for themselves and show tolerance. They 

deliberately set themselves apart from the expectations of others. They demonstrate patience 



and maintain a positive outlook despite all setbacks and unclear prospects. They manage 

emotions sustainably and appropriately to the situation. They handle high workloads 

sustainably well. They show social behavior despite feeling high pressure.

There was a big clash between the board and me. After the escalation meeting, it slowly 

dissipated. I wasn't feeling well, so I then focused on my work. [&] I got away from the 

idea that I was getting understanding from him, I delineated my own opinion. That took a 

few months, but now it has really taken off. I've never worked in Holacracy before. It was 

important to me that the lead link had my back, but I was missing that. [&]. (incident 39)

Self-care: sacrificing oneself is ineffective in self-organization; one must also pay attention 

to what is important in one's role. (concept 27)

Self-reflecting refers to questioning oneself to foster further constructive development 

(Ehlers, 2020). For example, persons with this competency question and evaluate their own 

behaviors, attitudes, competencies, emotions, and interactions with the social environment. 

They learn from those reflection processes. They are aware of their competencies. Exemplary 

statements were:

Initially, I had difficulties getting involved with agile working, but now I wouldn't want to 

return to it because it makes work much more fun. [&] It was challenging for me. I had the 

role of a product owner and had to learn and get used to taking myself back. For example, 

it was tough not to participate in the Daily and not to interfere. It was tough to let them run 

and "let them fail." Intensive self-reflection about my drivers and fears helped me. 

(incident 90)

Self-reflection and being able to assess oneself well. (concept 25)

Competencies Related to Enterprising and Performing

Within the cluster of Leading and Deciding, four competencies were identified: (1) Acting as 

an organization's owner, (2) focusing on development, (3) pursuing personal work goals, and 

(4) showing self-responsibility.



Acting as an organization's owner refers to thinking and acting according to the 

organization's goals. For example, persons with this competency use the financial and 

material resources of the organization responsibly. They act in the organization's interest by 

aligning their actions to its success and purpose. They reflect on and question the current 

organizational structures to improve the organization. An exemplary incident was:

I had an idea in the marketing area, and we managed to implement a large project within a 

month. Although it involved an investment of more than 100,000¬, we only had to 

coordinate it once with management. It was helpful that we made our decisions on a 

reasonable, objective evaluation basis, keeping the company's goals in mind. We presented 

arguments, including that we are also cost-effective as a team and that others can benefit 

from the project. [&]. (incident 88)

Showing self-responsibility refers to "overlooking, understanding, and taking responsibility 

for one's own actions" (Ehlers, 2020, p. 67). For example, a person with this competency 

shows responsibility for their behavior and its consequences. They take ownership of one's 

work conditions and personal development. Definitive statements were:

I was extremely overworked. I just took things in stride, and others probably less. [&] I 

took on the task of making processes better in addition to my own work because I didn't 

want to put up with the inefficiencies in our team's work, but that meant a hefty workload 

for me. In the new system, we all have many more responsibilities. However, I must take 

responsibility for myself and manage my workload to get out of the overhaul. (incident 56)

Responsible use of freedoms. (concept 191)

Focusing on development refers to prioritizing development over other goals. For 

example, persons with this competency aim for and focus on development. They seek and 

take advantage of opportunities for personal and professional growth. Definitive statements 

were:



On my initiative, I started a dual master's program here at the company. After I realized 

that I didn't yet feel sufficiently qualified, I reflected on myself. [&] First, I did my own 

research on continuing education opportunities and the various formats. Then, I submitted 

the proposal to the managing director and presented arguments in favor of it, thus 

convincing her to support me. (incident 5)

Willingness to constantly develop further. (concept 73)

Pursuing personal work goals refers to motivating oneself to focus on reaching 

personal work goals. For example, persons with this competency demonstrate ambition 

through high commitment and performance. They persistently follow their convictions, even 

if this means headwinds and obstacles. They work with focus and know how to prioritize and 

pursue short and long-term goals. Definitive statements were:  

[&] Now, I have been named for it in the last few months and have been allowed to take 

on the responsibility. In the process, I was persistent and persevering, but I also always 

came up with concrete proposals. I had to be active and show creativity by proposing 

solutions. I needed to have concrete goals regarding the company and the people. (incident 

46)

Willingness to perform: you immediately notice who is doing what; you can't hide. 

(concept 57)

Showing self-responsibility refers to "overlooking, understanding, and taking 

responsibility for one's own actions." (Ehlers, 2020, p. 67). For example, persons with this 

competency show responsibility for their behavior and its consequences. They take ownership 

of their work conditions and personal development. Definitive statements were:

I was extremely overworked. I just took things in stride, and others probably less. [&] I 

took on the task of improving processes in addition to my own work because I didn't want 

to put up with the inefficiencies in our team's work, but that meant a hefty workload for 



me. In the new system, we all have many more responsibilities. However, I must take 

responsibility for myself and manage my workload to get out of the overhaul. (incident 56)

Responsible use of freedoms. (concept 191)



Implications for Theory and Practice



Discussion with Prior Literature
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Table 4 

Comparison of Current Results With Prior Models 

Model Competencies overview Similarities Differences* 

General job performance 

(Bartram, 2005) 

- Leading and Deciding (2) 

- Supporting and Cooperating (2) 

- Interacting and Presenting (3) 

- Analyzing and Interpreting (3) 

- Creating and Conceptualizing (3) 

- Organizing and Executing (3) 

- Adapting and Coping (2) 

- Enterprising and Performing (2) 

Considerable overlap 

regarding competency 

clusters 

No/fewer competencies in the domain of analyzing and 

interpreting and organizing and executing; Additional 

competencies related to self-leadership, self-

responsibility, and self-reflection 

Teamwork competencies 

(Stevens & Campion, 1994) 

Interpersonal 

- Conflict Resolution KSAs (3) 

- Collaborative Problem Solving KSAs (2) 

- Communication KSAs (5) 

Self-management 

- Goal Setting and Performance Management 

KSAs (2) 

- Planning and Task Coordination KSAs (2) 

Large overlap regarding 

collaboration-related 

and self-management-

related competencies, 

although the SMO 

model focuses on the 

individual self-

management while the 

teamwork model 

focuses on team-level 

self-management 

Additional competencies related to entrepreneurial 

mindset, leadership, responsibility, innovation, adapting, 

and coping 
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Model - Competencies overview Similarities Differences* 

Project management KSAs 

(International Project 

Management Association, 

2015) 

- Perspective: deals with the context of a 

project (5) 

- People: deals with the personal and social 

competencies of the individual (10) 

- Practice: Deals with the core project 

competencies (12) 

Overlap regarding 

collaboration-related 

competencies, 

including self-

reflection, negotiation, 

or conflict resolution 

Differences regarding the definition of the 

competencies: the leadership competency described by 

the project management competencies included exerting 

power over others, whereas this aspect is not part of the 

SMO model 
 

Self-managing teams 

(Doblinger, 2021) 

- Leading and Deciding (4) 

- Supporting and Cooperating (5) 

- Interacting and Presenting (4) 

- Analyzing and Interpreting (1) 

- Creating and Conceptualizing (1) 

- Organizing and Executing (1) 

- Adapting and Coping (2) 

- Enterprising and Performing (2) 

Significant overlap 

regarding competency 

clusters 

Additional self-management-related and self-leadership-

related competencies, such as engaging in feedback and 

team reflection processes, showing self-leadership, 

showing self-responsibility, and acting as an 

organization's owner 

KSAOs related to SMOs  

(Corbett-Etchevers et al., 

2019; Dettmers & Bredehöft, 

2020; Schell & Bischof, 2022) 

- Curiosity 

- Motivation to go beyond one's comfort zone 

and to learn 

- Actively designing one's job 

- Self-leadership 

- Assuming responsibility 

The mentioned 

competencies are 

reflected considerably 

in the SMO 

competency model 

The SMO competency model is far more 

comprehensive, going beyond the collection of single 

competencies 

Note. Number in brackets indicate the number of (sub)competencies within the competency (cluster). 

*Comparisons are made from the perspective of the current model of SMO competencies. 



Limitations and Future Research

Like 

any qualitative methodology, the CIT strongly relies on the interviewee's perspective as they 

decide which situations they consider critical for their performance and what behaviors they 

remember and report. Nonetheless, inquiring about past events and behaviors instead of only 

direct competencies allows for a more precise definition. Besides, comparing and integrating 

different perspectives increase the conclusions' trustworthiness, making it adequate for 

identifying promoting or hindering factors of a specific experience or activity (Viergever, 

2019). 

A deductive-inductive approach to analysis was used (Kuckartz, 2018) to integrate 

different perspectives. It ensured theoretical grounding and rigor through the deductive part 

and enough flexibility and contextual sensitivity through the inductive approach. Nonetheless, 

this approach risked overlooking important patterns and bias in competency identification 

through the selected framework for the deductive analysis. Therefore, the framework for the 

deductive analysis was carefully developed based on the meta-analytic competency clusters of 

general job performance (Bartram, 2005). 







3

3



3

3

3

3

3

3

3



3

3

B., Deli�,

3

3

3

3

3



3

3

3

3

U.1D. (2020). 

3

3

4

3



3

3

3

3

3

G. (2011). The world? s most creatively managed company. 

3

3



3

Kristof0Brown,

3

3



3

3

Weberian bureaucracy, Mintzberg9s adhocracy, and self

3

3

3

3

3



3

3

3

3

3

M. (2014). What's <new= about new forms of organizing? 

3

3



3

N. (2022). Change the way of working. Ways into self0organization 

3

3

3

3

3



3

3

3

3

3



218  INDIVIDUALS IN SELF-MANAGING ORGANIZATIONS 

Promotionsausschuss der Fakultät für Verhaltens- und Empirische 
Kulturwissenschaften der Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Heidelberg / Doctoral Committee of 
the Faculty of Behavioural and Cultural Studies of Heidelberg University 

Erklärung gemäß § 8 (1) c) der Promotionsordnung der Universität Heidelberg für die 
Fakultät für Verhaltens- und Empirische Kulturwissenschaften / Declaration in accordance 
to § 8 (1) c) of the doctoral degree regulation of Heidelberg University, Faculty of Behavioural 
and Cultural Studies 

Ich erkläre, dass ich die vorgelegte Dissertation selbstständig angefertigt, nur die 
angegebenen Hilfsmittel benutzt und die Zitate gekennzeichnet habe. / I declare that I have made 
the submitted dissertation independently, using only the specified tools and have correctly marked all 
quotations. 

Erklärung gemäß § 8 (1) d) der Promotionsordnung der Universität Heidelberg für die 
Fakultät für Verhaltens- und Empirische Kulturwissenschaften / Declaration in accordance 
to § 8 (1) d) of the doctoral degree regulation of Heidelberg University, Faculty of Behavioural 
and Cultural Studies 

Ich erkläre, dass ich die vorgelegte Dissertation in dieser oder einer anderen Form nicht 
anderweitig als Prüfungsarbeit verwendet oder einer anderen Fakultät als Dissertation 
vorgelegt habe. / I declare that I did not use the submitted dissertation in this or any other form as an 
examination paper until now and that I did not submit it in another faculty. 

Vorname Nachname / First name Family name Maria Doblinger 

Datum / Date 

Unterschrift / Signature Dem Dekanat für Verhaltens- und empirische Kulturwissenschaften 
liegt eine unterschriebene Version dieser Erklärung vom 23.10.2023 
vor.


	Does it fit? The relationships between personality, decision autonomy fit, work engagement, and emotional exhaustion in self-managing organizations
	1 INTRODUCTION
	1.1 Individual decision autonomy in self-managing organizations
	1.2 Relation between autonomy and work engagement and emotional exhaustion
	1.3 Person-environment fit and autonomy
	1.4 Role of personality in the effect of decision autonomy on motivation and well-being

	2 METHOD
	2.1 Participants and procedure
	2.2 Measures
	2.2.1 Ideal and perceived decision autonomy
	2.2.2 Personality
	2.2.3 Emotional exhaustion
	2.2.4 Work engagement
	2.2.5 Self-managing organization

	2.3 Data analysis

	3 RESULTS
	3.1 Differences in perceived decision autonomy between the SMO and non-SMO samples
	3.2 Perceived decision autonomy as a predictor of engagement and exhaustion
	3.3 Relationship of autonomy (mis-)fit with work engagement and emotional exhaustion
	3.4 The association with personality traits
	3.4.1 Personality traits as predictors of ideal decision autonomy
	3.4.2 Personality traits as predictors of autonomy fit in SMOs
	3.4.3 Personality traits as moderators


	4 DISCUSSION
	4.1 Theoretical and practical contributions
	4.2 Limitations and future research
	4.3 Conclusions

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ENDNOTES
	REFERENCES

	Autonomy and engagement in self-managing organizations: exploring the relations with job crafting, error orientation and person-environment fit
	1. Introduction
	2. Theory
	2.1. Self-managing organizations and individual job autonomy
	2.2. Job autonomy, person-environment fit, and employee wellbeing
	2.3. Job-crafting as behavior to cope and deal with job autonomy
	2.4. Error orientation

	3. Method
	3.1. Sample
	3.2. Procedure
	3.3. Measures
	3.3.1. Ideal and perceived decision and method autonomy
	3.3.2. Error orientation
	3.3.3. Job crafting
	3.3.4. Work engagement
	3.3.5. Job satisfaction
	3.3.6. Self-managing organization

	3.4. Analysis

	4. Results
	4.1. Hypothesis 1
	4.2. Explorative analysis regarding fit
	4.3. Hypothesis 2
	4.4. Hypothesis 3
	4.5. Hypothesis 4 and 5
	4.6. Mediational analyses
	4.7. Hypothesis 6
	4.8. Explorative analyses

	5. Discussion
	5.1. Theoretical implications
	5.2. Practical implications
	5.3. Limitations and future research
	5.4. Conclusion

	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References

	Leere Seite

