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Person–environment fit has been identified as a key prerequisite for employee well-
being. We investigated to what extent a misfit between motivational needs and supplies
at the workplace affects two key health outcomes: burnout and physical symptoms.
Individual needs (implicit affiliation and power motives) and environment supplies (motive
specific job characteristics) were assessed in an online survey of full time employees
(n = 97), using a picture story exercise measuring implicit motives and a scale listing
affiliation and power related job characteristics. Outcomes were assessed using the
Maslach Burnout Inventory and a checklist of physical symptoms. We conducted
polynomial regressions with response surface analysis. Results reveal that motivational
incongruence with respect to the affiliation motive was related to high job burnout, while
motivational incongruence concerning the power motive predicted increased physical
symptoms. This was true for both those with a strong affiliation or power motive
and low corresponding job characteristics and those with a weak affiliation or power
motive and job characteristics demanding the respective motive. Results hint at potential
interventions toward preventing or remedying a lack of needs-supply fit and reducing the
risk of impairments of well-being.

Keywords: implicit affiliation motive, implicit power motive, job characteristics, burnout, occupational health

INTRODUCTION

Imagine an accountant who actually is an outgoing person, enjoys being in company and seeks
closeness in her social relationships. However, at her workplace, she most of the time works on
her own with hardly any contact with colleagues or clients. Thus, her job does not offer many
opportunities to socialize and to be in a trusting mutual exchange with other people. And now
imagine another employee, a mid-level manager, who is expected to take on responsibility for his
team, motivate and supervise his staff members, find compromises between conflicting interests,
make personnel decisions, in short, to influence on other people. When at his workplace, though,
he is out of his element as he does not like to take center stage and actually feels awkward in his
role as a leader. As different, at first sight, the situation of these two employees might seem, there
is one commonality between them: their motivational propensities with respect to the two social
motives, namely affiliation and power, do not match with the demands and opportunities their job
offers them, that is, a motivational person–environment misfit exists. Would employees’ emotional
well-being and health be affected by the motivational incongruence described?
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Indeed, following a conception advanced in the organizational
literature on work stress and job burnout under the heading
of person–environment fit (Edwards and Shipp, 2007; Krumm
et al., 2013) or job-person match (Maslach et al., 2001; Maslach
and Leiter, 2008) one would have to answer the question
in an affirmative way. This theoretical notion of a person–
environment interaction is in line with the basic tenet of
motivation psychology that is expressed most succinctly in
Kurt Lewin’s famous statement that human experience and
behavior “is a function of the person and of his environment”
(Lewin, 1951, p. 239). There is no doubt in motivation research
that emotional experience and goal directed behavior result
from an interplay of characteristics of the person and the
environment. Surprisingly, only few theoretical accounts and,
consequently, only a few studies have tested this question
empirically (Hull, 1943; Atkinson, 1957; Andrews, 1967; Jenkins,
1987; Brunstein and Maier, 2005; Schattke et al., 2014; see also
Stanton et al., 2010). The majority of studies on motivation
either focuses on individuals’ (e.g., basic needs, motives, goals,
interest, values; Scheffer and Heckhausen, 2008) or on situational
characteristics (e.g., social context, incentives, opportunities for
acting, subconscious priming cues; Beckmann and Heckhausen,
2008; Bargh et al., 2010) as determinants of affect, thought, and
behavior.

The present research makes a case for an analysis of
the interaction between within-person implicit motives and
situation-specific behavioral opportunities (i.e., motive relevant
incentives) in an individual’s environment. More concretely,
we aim at assessing whether a misfit between an employee’s
implicit affiliation and power motives (person) and the respective
motivationally relevant behavioral opportunities associated
with an employee’s occupational activities (environment) is
detrimental to their emotional and physical well-being.

Person−Environment Fit, Job Burnout,
and Physical Symptoms
On the most general level, person–environment (P-E) fit has
been conceptualized as “the congruence, match, similarity, or
correspondence between the person and the environment”
(Edwards and Shipp, 2007, p. 211) that, on the whole, is assumed
to lead to positive outcomes with respect to job satisfaction,
job performance, organizational commitment, and well-being
(see also, Kristof, 1996; Daniels and De Jonge, 2010; Kristof-
Brown and Guay, 2011). On a more concrete level, two types
of P-E fit have been distinguished primarily: the fit between
the demands of the environment and the abilities of the
person (demands-abilities fit) and the fit between the needs
of the person and the supplies available in the environment
(needs-supplies fit; Kristof, 1996; Edwards and Shipp, 2007;
Kristof-Brown and Guay, 2011; Krumm et al., 2013). Our line
of reasoning is very well-compatible with the latter, as with
the concept of needs-supplies fit motivational issues such as
“needs, which include biological requisites for survival and
psychological desires, motives, and goals” (Edwards and Shipp,
2007, p. 212) and the degree to which “an organization satisfies
individuals’ needs, desires, or preferences” (Kristof, 1996, p. 3)

are addressed. Needs-supplies fit is supposed to be closely related
to “indicators of mental and physical well-being, such as anxiety,
depression, tension, and somatic health” (Edwards and Shipp,
2007, p. 225).

A similar notion of P-E fit can be found in the literature
on job burnout defined as a “prolonged response to chronic
emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job” (Maslach et al.,
2001, p. 397). It is postulated that “the greater the perceived
incongruity, or mismatch, between the person and the job, the
greater the likelihood of burnout” (Maslach and Leiter, 2008,
p. 501). Interestingly, however, even though in the research on
job burnout a strong case is made for integrating both individual
and situational factors, “rather than considering them in separate
either-or terms,” and a model of person–environment fit is said
“to be an appropriate framework for understanding burnout”
(Maslach et al., 2001, p. 413), to the best of our knowledge,
there are no studies so far in which an individual’s needs and
the environmental supplies were directly measured, and then
related to indicators of burnout and physical health. Rather, in
studies on job burnout, “the individual’s appraisal of the extent
of congruency between him/herself and the job” (Maslach and
Leiter, 2008, p. 501) has typically been assessed with the Areas
of Worklife Scale (AWS; Leiter and Maslach, 2004). Using items
as, for example, “I have enough time to do what’s important in
my job” (workload), or “Working here forces me to compromise
my values” (values), an individual’s general appraisal of six
areas of worklife (i.e., workload, control, reward, community,
fairness, and values) is determined. The exact nature of the
person–environment interaction remains ambiguous, though.
First, it is unclear whether congruency between person and
the job rests on the person or the environment or both. For
example, with respect to the workload item mentioned above,
agreeing with it very well could mean that either the job is
little demanding or the employee disposes of extraordinary skills
that enables him/her to accomplish highly challenging work
duties in a comfortable work rhythm. Second, it seems that,
in the AWS, both, needs-supplies fit and a demands-abilities
fit, are addressed and aggregated, which are hypothesized to
have a differential impact on relevant outcome variables, though
(Edwards and Shipp, 2007). Third, and more generally, research
on needs-supplies fit is plagued by a lack of a theoretical
account specifying core needs and respective environmental
characteristics suitable to satisfy these needs (Edwards and Shipp,
2007, p. 216).

With our study, we intend to contribute to a clarification of the
P-E fit concept in several ways. First, we focus on needs-supplies
fit. Second, we will employ direct measures of individuals’
needs and environmental supplies allowing for an analysis of
different P-E constellations. Third, and most important, our line
of reasoning and the operationalizing of the core constructs
is grounded in McClelland’s (1985) theory of implicit motives
(for a recent summary, see Schultheiss and Brunstein, 2010),
one of the most influential motivational need theories that
has lately received increasing interest in the organizational
literature as well (van Emmerik et al., 2010; Kazén and Kuhl,
2011; Lang et al., 2012; Uhlmann et al., 2012; Krumm et al.,
2013).
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Implicit Affiliation and Power Motives
Implicit motives are defined as “enduring non-conscious needs
that drive humans’ behavior toward the attainment of specific
classes of incentives” (Schultheiss and Brunstein, 2010, p. ix).
More concretely, starting from work by the early pioneers
of motive research McClelland et al. (1953), implicit motives
are conceived of as dispositional preferences (needs) for
specific affective experiences that orient, select, and energize
behavior. The affiliation motive directs to the establishment and
maintenance of positive relationships with others leading to the
experience of interpersonal trust, warmth, and belonging. The
power motive drives an individual to having mental, emotional,
or physical impact on other people the affective incentive
of which is feeling strong and self-efficacious (Schultheiss,
2008). Implicit motives are not consciously represented and
particularly prompt self-initiated, affectively driven behavior
when confronted with motive relevant environmental incentives
(Spangler, 1992). Consequently, the non-conscious nature of
implicit motives implies that they cannot be assessed by self-
report. Instead, they are measured with the so-called picture-
story exercise (PSE; Schultheiss and Pang, 2007) that builds on
the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) by Morgan and Murray
(1935). Implicit motives set the stage for feelings of fulfillment,
gratification and happiness through satisfaction of affective needs
(Brunstein et al., 1998; Job et al., 2012) and are also closely
linked to an individual’s physical well-being (McClelland, 1989;
Baumann et al., 2005). On this note, the frustration of implicit
motives caused by a lack of opportunities to execute motive
driven behavior is detrimental to psychological and physical well-
being. The same is true for goal striving that is not backed by
a related implicit motive the execution of which then requires
continuous and strenuous volitional effort (Kehr, 2004; Baumann
et al., 2005; Hofer et al., 2010; Job et al., 2010; Hagemeyer et al.,
2013).

The Present Study
We set out to test the hypothesis that a misfit between the implicit
affiliation motive/power motive (needs) and the respective
motivational characteristics of one’s job (supplies) is associated
with job burnout and physical symptoms. Actually, there are
two forms of needs-supplies misfit with respect to implicit
motives and the respective environmental incentives. First, an
individual might have a strong implicit motive but find herself in
a work environment that does not offer the respective incentives
resulting in need frustration. Second, an individual might have
a weak implicit motive but find himself doing a job that
requires respective activities, which are not emotionally satisfying
resulting in chronic expenditure of volitional effort to bring
oneself to perform these inherently unpleasant occupational
activities. Both, need frustration and chronic volitional effort are
regarded as “hidden stressors” (Baumann et al., 2005) that impair
psychological and physical well-being (Kehr, 2004).

In order to test our hypothesis we sought to survey a
sample of full time employed individuals from diverse jobs
and companies who concerned themselves with job burnout
and, accordingly, approached an internet platform on burnout.
They were invited to participate in an online study and

asked to take an (unobtrusive) test of implicit affiliation and
power motives (Schultheiss and Pang, 2007) and fill in a
questionnaire that – in the tradition of work analysis measures
(Prümper et al., 1995; Sanchez and Levine, 2001) – characterized
in an objective way an array of occupational activities that
offer the possibility to satisfy the affiliation (i.e., establishing
or maintaining positive relationships with others) or power
(i.e., having mental or emotional impact on others) motives,
respectively (Schultheiss, 2008). Eventually, participants reported
indicators of job burnout and physical well-being. With respect
to data analysis, we followed a state-of-the-art procedure using
polynomial regression analysis with illustrating results in a
response surface analysis (Edwards and Shipp, 2007; Schönbrodt,
2015).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
Participants in the cross-sectional online study were recruited
between August and December 2011 by on-line ads at Swiss
Burnout1, the Swiss national dialog platform on burnout which
also provides information and operates a forum for those
suffering from burnout. Ads were further published in the
news section of the homepage of the Swiss Expert Network on
Burnout2. The two websites where we had posted our study
link were open to a broad public. 427 individuals clicked on
our link of whom 175 actually were interested and willing to
answer our questionnaire. Of these, 97 participants (39 male,
58 female) were eligible for our analyses as they were employed
on a full time basis. We only included full time employees in
order to enhance sample homogeneity. They were invited to
participate in a study on “situational and individual causes of
well-being” and received 20 Swiss Francs (approximately 20 $)
for participation. They completed the whole questionnaire. Their
average age was 37.77 years (SD = 8.92), ranging from 22 to 62.
Right after signing in for the study and giving informed consent,
participants received access to the online questionnaire in which
demographics, implicit motives, job-characteristics, and their
well-being were assessed. The study was conducted in compliance
with APA ethical standards and the guidelines of the University
of Zurich Ethics Commission.

Measures
Implicit Motives
An online-PSE (Bernecker and Job, 2011) was administered to
measure participants’ implicit motive dispositions. They were
asked to write five imaginative stories based on these picture
cues: architect, trapeze artists, women in laboratory, boxer, and
nightclub scene (for a sample picture see Supplementary Data
Sheet). These pictures are commonly used in research dealing
with implicit motives (McClelland, 1975; Smith, 1992; Schultheiss
and Brunstein, 2010). The five picture cues were presented in
randomized order, in the middle of the screen. Each picture was

1www.swiss-burnout.ch
2www.burnoutexperts.ch/news
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accompanied by a short instruction saying: “Look at the picture –
The program will automatically turn to the next page within 20 s.”
On the next page a text field was presented with four reminders
about what to include in the story (e.g., “What is happening?”
“Who are the people?”). Participants had 5 min to write a story
before the program led them to the next picture. They were
allowed to proceed to the next picture whenever they were ready
regardless of whether full response time had elapsed.

The content of each story was coded according to Winter’s
(unpublished manuscript) manual for scoring motive imagery
in running text. Affiliation is coded when a sentence describes
the establishment, maintenance, or restoration of friendly
relationships among persons. Power is scored for content
indicating impact or influence on other persons or groups. Each
story was coded by two coders who reached an overall agreement
of Cohen’s Kappa of 0.92. Scoring disagreements were discussed
in full. Participants’ motive scores for affiliation (M = 2.78,
SD = 1.78) and power (M = 1.76, SD = 1.51) correlated with
protocol length (M = 337 words, SD = 153), ps < 0.001. In
accordance to Smith et al. (1992) procedure we corrected the raw
scores for protocol length by regression and converted them to z
scores.

Job Characteristics
Due to the lack of an instrument for measuring motive
specific job characteristics, we designed a self-report instrument
following the best practice of job analysis (e.g., Prümper et al.,
1995). Affiliation specific characteristics of the work-place were
assessed with five items reflecting how much a job included
engagement in friendly social interactions, e.g., “When I’m doing
my job, it is necessary to pay attention to others” or “In our
team, the social exchange between employees is considered very
important” (Cronbach’s α = 0.70). The five items measuring
power specific characteristics of the work-place reflected the
amount of responsibility for other people as well as the necessity
to engage in forceful actions or discussion, e.g., “In my job,
I’m responsible for the work done by other employees” or “I
frequently have to argue and defend my position in negotiations”
(Cronbach’s α= 0.64). Each item was answered on a fully labeled
five-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (extremely
true).

Job-Burnout
The German translation of the Maslach Burnout Inventory
(Maslach et al., 1996) from Büssing and Glaser (1999) was used to
assess the three dimensions: exhaustion (e.g., “I feel emotionally
drained from my work.” “I feel used up at the end of the working
day.”), cynicism (e.g., “I doubt the significance of my work.” “I
just want to do my job and not be bothered.”), and efficacy (e.g.,
“In my opinion, I am good at my job.” “I have accomplished many
worthwhile things in this job.”). The internal consistency of the
scale was high (Cronbach’s α = 0.81). Therefore, all items were
averaged in an index of job-burnout.

Physical Well-Being
A checklist of physical symptoms (Emmons, 1992) including
headaches, stomach ache/pain, chest pain, runny/congested

nose, coughing/sore throat, faintness/dizziness, out of breath,
and stiff/sore muscles was used to asses physical well-being.
Participants indicated on a five-point scale (5 = several times
a week, 4 = once per week, 3 = 2–3 times per week, 2 = less
frequently, 1 = never) how frequently they experienced each of
the symptoms within the last 2 weeks. The ratings were recoded
and averaged in an index of physical symptoms (Cronbach’s
α= 0.91).

Job Demands
Previous research showed that there is a strong relationship
between job demands and burnout, workload, and time pressure
explaining about 25–50% of the variance of burnout (Schaufeli
and Enzmann, 1998). Research within the framework of the Job-
Demands-Resources Model (JD-R) further confirmed that an
increase in job demands, such as overload, emotional demands,
and work-home interference, predicts burnout by way of a health
impairment process (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al.,
2009). Therefore we assessed job-demands using the six items
workload subscale from the Areas of Work Life Scale (Leiter and
Maslach, 2004). Participants reported their degree of agreement
with items such as “I do not have time to do the work that must
be done.” and “I work intensely for prolonged periods of time.”
using five-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree,
3 = hard to decide, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree). The scale was
sufficiently reliable (Cronbach’s α= 0.74).

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses
Table 1 reports the mean, standard deviation, and zero-order
correlations among study variables. The affiliation motive was not
correlated with any other variable, whereas the power motive was
negatively correlated with job demands.

Affiliation and power specific job characteristics were
significantly correlated. This is not surprising, since some sort
of social contact at work is the precondition for the possibility
to affiliate or have power at work. The two motive specific job
characteristics, however, were differentially related to burnout
and job demands. Affiliation specific job characteristics were
negatively related to job demands whereas power specific job
characteristics were positively related to burnout.

As expected, burnout, physical symptoms, and job demands
were highly correlated. The more job demands participants
faced the higher was their burnout score and the more physical
symptoms did they report. These correlations replicate previous
research, which shows a consistent relationship of burnout with
increased workload (Maslach et al., 2001; Maslach and Leiter,
2008). This is particularly true for the exhaustion dimension
of burnout, which then mediates the relationship of workload
with cynicism and (reduced) efficacy (Lee and Ashforth, 1996;
Demerouti et al., 2001). The relationships found further reflect
previous studies on the impact of burnout on physical health
where burnout was found to be associated with a variety
of somatic symptoms, including sleep disturbances, recurrent
headaches, and gastro-intestinal problems (Gorter et al., 2000;
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and two-tailed correlations.

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD

1 Affiliation motive1 0.04 0.00 −0.04 0.07 0.06 0.04 2.78 1.78

2 Power motive1
−0.01 −0.08 −0.07 −0.19+ −0.22∗ 1.76 1.51

3 Affiliation job characteristics 0.36∗∗ 0.04 −0.13 −0.27∗∗ 3.34 0.69

4 Power job characteristics 0.22∗ 0.07 0.16 3.33 0.71

5 Burnout 0.74∗∗ 0.54∗∗ 2.97 1.21

6 Physical symptoms 0.65∗∗ 2.27 1.25

7 Job demands 3.37 0.68

N = 97. 1Correlations are computed with motive scores corrected for protocol length, mean, and standard deviation refer to raw motive scores. +p < 0.10; ∗p < 0.05;
∗∗p < 0.001.

Shirom et al., 2005) as well as with an elevated risk of
cardiovascular disease (Melamed et al., 1992, 1999).

There were no statistical differences between women and
men in implicit motives or job characteristics. However, women
reported higher levels of burnout, t(95) = −2.76, p = 0.007,
more physical symptoms, t(95) = −2.71, p = 0.008, and higher
job demands, t(95) = −2.00, p = 0.048, than men. While
previous research is characterized by inconclusive findings on
gender effects on burnout, the differences reported here reflect
study findings that reveal slightly higher levels of exhaustion
among women than among men (Schaufeli and Enzmann, 1998;
Ahola et al., 2006) as well as recent reports of health insurance
absenteeism data, stating a higher prevalence of the ICD-10 code
Z 73.0 (burn-out: state of vital exhaustion) among female health
plan members on sick leave (Badura et al., 2011; Kordt and Dak
Forschung, 2013). Higher job strain was previously found among
female as compared to male burnout patients (Stenlund et al.,
2010).

Testing the Hypothesis: Overview of
Analyses
To test the effect of congruence between implicit motives and
job specific characteristics we carried out polynomial regressions
with response surface analysis, as recommended by Edwards
(1994, 2002). This method allows to directly test congruence
hypotheses without the well-known disadvantages of difference
scores and simple interaction tests (see Kazén and Kuhl, 2011)
for a detailed discussion in the context of motive-congruence
research. We used the R package for response surface analyses
by Schönbrodt (2015). In the polynomial regression an outcome
is predicted not only by centered predictors, but also their
interaction and the squared values of each.

Hence, the general form of the polynomial regression equation
is:

Z = b0 + b1X + b2Y + b3X2
+ b4XY + b5Y2

+ e

Z is the dependent variable (i.e., job-burnout, physical
symptoms), X is the first predictor (i.e., job characteristics),
Y is the second predictor (i.e., motive), b0 is the intercept, and b1
to b5 are the estimated coefficients. The results of the polynomial
regression are evaluated according to four additional surface test
parameters:

a1 represents the slope along the “line of congruence,” which is
the line of perfect agreement between the two predictors. People
who have exactly the same value on each predictor lie on this
line. In the graph it is the diagonal line extending from the front
to the back corner of the graph. If this parameter is significant
it indicates that congruence on one level might be better than
congruence on the other level.

a2 tells us whether there is a curvature effect of the mean level
of the predictors along the line of congruence. If this parameter is
significant it indicates that the effect of congruence on an average
level differs from the congruence on low or on high level.

a3 represents the slope along the “line of incongruence,”
from the left to the right corner. It tests for directed difference
effects, e.g., the higher the implicit motive as compared to job
characteristics the better. In combination with a significant a4,

it indicates that there is a lateral shift in the surface away from
the line of congruence which might be simply caused by scaling
differences between the two predictor variables.

a4 is the most important parameter regarding the congruence
hypothesis. It tests the curvature along the “line of incongruence”
and can answer the question whether an increase in incongruence
has any effects on the outcome.

To control for job demands in each analyses standardized
residuals from a regression analysis predicting burnout and
physical symptoms respectively were used as outcome variables.

Predicting Job Burnout
First we tested whether incongruence between the affiliation
motive and affiliation specific job demands would predict
higher levels of job burnout. Therefore, we ran a polynomial
regression with job burnout as the outcome and the implicit
affiliation motive and affiliation specific job demands as the two
predictor variables. The full model was significant, R2

= 0.135,
p = 0.020. The bootstrapped coefficients and surface parameters
are presented in Table 2.

Most importantly, the a4 surface parameter testing
the congruence hypothesis was significant. As predicted,
incongruence with respect to the affiliation motive and affiliation
specific job characteristics was related to high job burnout (see
Figure 1). In addition, the surface parameter a1 was significant
and positive, which indicates that participants who were low in
both, the implicit affiliation motive and affiliation specific job
demands, reported lower levels of burnout than participants
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TABLE 2 | Parameters from RSA analyses: implicit affiliation motive –
affiliation job characteristics discrepancy as predictor of job burnout
(N = 97).

Est SE 95% CI β p

b0: constant −0.178 0.135 [−0.44, 0.09] −0.180 0.189

b1: motive −0.074 0.105 [−0.28, 0.13] −0.075 0.482

b2: job characteristics 0.327 0.108 [0.12, 0.54] 0.331 0.002

b3: motive squared 0.162 0.061 [0.04, 0.28] 0.235 0.007

b4: motive X job characteristic −0.141 0.082 [−0.30, 0.02] −0.172 0.083

b5: job characteristic squared 0.017 0.061 [−0.10, 0.14] 0.026 0.777

Surface values

a1 = (b1 + b2) 0.253 0.126 [0.01, 0.50] 0.044

a2 = (b3 + b4 + b5) 0.038 0.132 [−0.22, 0.30] 0.772

a3 = (b1 − b2) −0.401 0.172 [−0.738, −0.07] 0.019

a4 = (b3 − b4 + b5) 0.321 0.095 [0.14, 0.51] 0.000

FIGURE 1 | Job burnout as a function of high or low affiliation
motive in interaction with low and high affiliation specific job
characteristics.

who were congruent on a high level. Finally, the significant a3
parameter indicates that there was a lateral shift away from the
line of congruence, which indicates a difference in the scaling of
the two predictor variables.

Next, we ran the same analyses with the power motive and
power specific job demands as predictors of job burnout. The full
model did not reach significance, R2

= 0.095, p= 0.101. Although
the a4 surface parameter was significant, which indicates that at
least the pattern corresponds with the congruence hypothesis, we
refrain from further interpreting this finding.

Predicting Physical Symptoms
We ran the same analyses as described above for the affiliation
motive and affiliation specific job characteristics and for the
power motive and power specific job characteristics predicting
physical symptoms as the outcome variable. For affiliation the
model did not reach significance, R2

= 0.085, p = 0.147. For

TABLE 3 | Parameters from RSA analyses: power motive – power job
characteristics discrepancy as predictor of physical symptoms
(N = 97).

Est SE 95% CI β p

b0: constant −0.127 0.133 [−0.39, 0.13] −0.123 0.340

b1: motive 0.038 0.076 [−0.11, 0.04] 0.039 0.616

b2: job characteristics −0.093 0.101 [−0.29, 0.10] −0.094 0.352

b3: motive squared −0.096 0.036 [−0.17, −0.03] −0.167 0.007

b4: motive X job characteristic −0.361 0.075 [−0.51, −0.21] −0.356 0.000

b5: job characteristic squared 0.195 0.067 [0.06, 0.33] 0.270 0.004

Surface values

a1 = (b1 + b2) −0.055 0.136 [−0.32, 0.21] 0.683

a2 = (b3 + b4 + b5) −0.261 0.124 [−0.51, −0.02] 0.036

a3 = (b1 − b2) 0.132 0.116 [−0.10, 0.36] 0.257

a4 = (b3 − b4 + b5) 0.460 0.093 [0.28, 0.64] 0.000

FIGURE 2 | Physical symptoms as a function of high or low power
motive in interaction with low and high power specific job
characteristics.

power, however, the full model was significant, R2
= 0.188,

p = 0.002. The bootstrapped coefficients and surface parameters
are presented in Table 3. As predicted, the a4 surface parameter
testing the congruence hypothesis was significant. Figure 2
shows that incongruence between the power motive and power-
specific job characteristics was associated with increased physical
symptoms. The only other surface parameter that reached
significance was a2, which tests the curvature of the line of
congruence. The negative value of the parameter indicates that
congruence on a high or low level was related to lowest levels of
physical symptoms as compared to congruence on the medium
level.

DISCUSSION

This research contributes to a finer grained analysis of the needs-
supplies fit (Edwards and Shipp, 2007) as core motivational
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process at the workplace. More concretely, we showed that,
as predicted, a motivational incongruence in the affiliative
domain (high affiliation motive/low affiliation job characteristics
or low affiliation motive/high affiliation job characteristics) was
associated with a higher degree of job burnout in comparison
to motivational congruence in the domain of affiliation. In the
same vein, motivational incongruence in the power domain
(high power motive/low power job characteristics or low power
motive/high power job characteristics) related to a higher degree
of physical symptoms in comparison to motivational congruence
in the power domain.

Contrary to our expectations, however, motive incongruence
in the affiliation domain was not associated with a higher degree
of physical symptoms than affiliation motive congruence, and
motive incongruence in the power domain was not associated
with a higher degree of job burnout than power motive
congruence. Thus, possibly motivational incongruences in the
affiliation and power domains are distinctly related to job
burnout and physical symptoms. Regarding the power motive,
our results coincide with evidence that an inhibited power
motive (i.e., a strong power motive that cannot be expressed
and thus is frustrated chronically) is associated with heightened
physiological arousal, high blood pressure and impaired immune
functioning (McClelland, 1979; McClelland and Jemmott, 1980).
In addition, it is well-conceivable that the different hormonal
basis of affiliation and power motives (Schultheiss et al., 2004;
Schultheiss, 2007) is responsible for their differential link to
psychological well-being and physical symptoms. Nevertheless,
any conclusion about the differential effect of affiliation and
power misfit are premature at this time and await replication in
future studies with more diverse samples as our sample possibly
was somewhat biased toward participants experiencing burnout
symptoms (with possible implications for the systematic variance
on the study concepts).

Notably, the present data strengthen our assumption of a
non-directional person–environment misfit effect, that is, both
forms of person–environment misfit comparably compromise
well-being and health. More concretely, on the one hand,
a strong implicit affiliation or power motive that cannot be
satisfied in the work environment due to a lack of respective
occupational tasks such as, for example, being in a friendly
exchange with other people (affiliation) or taking responsibility
for others and influencing on them (power) was related to
negative outcomes. On the other hand, people with a weak
implicit affiliation or power motive, who were obliged to execute
respective occupational activities reported higher degree of job
burnout and more physical symptoms. This pattern of results
is in contrast to the theoretical assumption of a directional
influence forwarded by Langens and McClelland (1997; cf. Kazén
and Kuhl, 2011). These authors posit that executing a behavior
without gaining pleasure from doing so (i.e., occupational duties
that are not backed by a strong respective motive) is more
damaging to well-being than a lack of behavior which would give
rise to positive affect (i.e., a strong implicit motive without the
possibility to execute respective occupational activities). In our
view, both forms of the “hidden stressor” (Baumann et al., 2005),
that is, need frustration and chronic expenditure of volitional

effort, should create inner tension and negative affect, which, in
the long run, should be associated with emotional exhaustion – a
core characteristic of job burnout.

Our study widens the scope of research on implicit motives
in several important ways. First, we add to the still scarce
empirical evidence that implicit motives unfold their impact
depending on the environmental incentive conditions. For
example, Andrews (1967) showed in one of the rare studies on
the topic that individual advancement in a firm depended on the
fit between the strength of individuals’ achievement or power
motives, respectively, and the respective values promoted in a
company. More concretely, in a firm emphasizing achievement
values, individual advancement (i.e., frequency of promotions
and raises) positively related to the strength of the executive’s
implicit achievement motive. On the contrary, in a second firm
that valued power striving, not only was this relationship reversed
(high implicit achievement motive managers were promoted the
least), but highly power motivated managers advanced more than
managers with a weak implicit power motive (see also Jenkins,
1987 for evidence on the achievement person–environment
fit).

Second, existing studies on the interaction of implicit
motives and environmental characteristics focused on behavioral
outcomes (e.g., performance; Andrews, 1967; Jenkins, 1987;
Brunstein and Maier, 2005) while our data clearly show that
it also influences affective well-being and health. This parallels
evidence from the growing literature on incongruence between
implicit and explicit motives and its detrimental effect on
psychological and physical well-being (e.g., Brunstein et al., 1998;
Hofer and Chasiotis, 2003; Kehr, 2004; Baumann et al., 2005;
Langens, 2007; Schüler et al., 2008; Schultheiss et al., 2008; Hofer
et al., 2010; Kazén and Kuhl, 2011; Hagemeyer et al., 2013).
Evidently, implicit motives are at the very center of emotional life
and successful goal striving.

Third, there is a growing interest among I/O-psychologists in
implicit motives at the workplace, which allows for putting to test
theoretical accounts from basic research in an applied context.
As Uhlmann et al. (2012, p. 554) posit “organizational scholars
have largely underutilized a highly impactful discovery [. . .]:
non-conscious processes and the implicit measures developed
to capture them. Despite their limited use, implicit measures
hold great promise for organizational research because many
phenomena of interest operate outside employees’ complete
awareness and control.” Indeed, implicit motives do operate
outside of complete awareness and at the same time are an
important linchpin of self-regulation. They orient an individual
toward not verbally explicated cues inherent in certain behaviors
that potentially are apt for satisfying the respective motive
(Schultheiss, 2008). Moreoever, satisfaction or frustration of
implicit motives has a tremendous impact on affective well-being
(for a summary, Schultheiss, 2008; Schultheiss and Brunstein,
2010). Thus, it is no wonder that I/O-psychologist become more
and more interested in this fundamental processes of motivated
behavior at the workplace (cf. also Kooij et al., 2011; Hertel et al.,
2013; Steinmann et al., 2015).

In addition, our study contributes variously to advancing
research on stress and burnout. First, it strengthens the
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evidence on the recent trend toward conceptualizing burnout
as resulting from a misfit in the relationship between the
employee and his/her work context (Maslach and Leiter, 2008;
Brom et al., 2015). While previous research on burnout
and occupational health relied solely on self-assessment of
work-related person-environment-fit using scales measuring the
perceived fit regarding six strategic domains of job characteristics
(Leiter and Maslach, 2011) or basic need satisfaction and
psychological need frustration at work (Trépanier et al., 2015),
our study independently measures both the demand and
supply side of the equation: to our knowledge, this is the
first study demonstrating the association of an actual P-E-fit
variable with burnout and physical complaints. We assessed
implicit affiliation/power needs and affiliation/power specific
job characteristics, and used the congruence between implicit
motives and job characteristics as an independent variable in
testing its effect on employee health outcomes.

Second, we demonstrated a differential effect of motivational
incongruence on employee well-being: while a misfit with respect
to an unfulfilled or overstrained affiliation motive at work was
associated with a higher degree of burnout, those experiencing a
motivational discrepancy in the power domain more frequently
reported physical symptoms. These findings may contribute to
throwing more light on the mechanisms behind the contribution
of new sources of stress typical in today’s globalized, highly
competitive, dynamic and efficiency-driven economy such as a
lack of reciprocity in the organizational exchange relationship
(Sanz, 2008; Piccoli and De Witte, 2015) or illegitimate tasks
infringing one’s professional self-image (Semmer et al., 2015)
to a growing concern about mental health in the workplace
(Wilkerson, 2005, 2007).

Limitations and Future Directions
Several issues are to be addressed that limit the explanatory power
of our data but at the same time open interesting avenues for
future research. First, our measures are based on self-report. In
future studies, one additionally might want to include a more
objective assessment of the job characteristics, for example, by
having the supervisor and/or colleagues rate the motivational
characteristics of an individual’s occupation. One might also want
to assess additional health parameters (e.g., such as sick leaves,
number of health center visits). A still finer grained analysis of the
health consequences of motivational incongruence would need to
assess physiological stress parameters (e.g., saliva cortisol, blood
pressure, or heart rate) across a certain period while differing
instances of needs-supplies fit would occur.

Second, the cross-sectional design of our study precludes
causal inferences. Hence, in future studies one definitely would
have to follow a longitudinal design with repeated measures
over a sufficiently long period of time so that the two forms of
motivational incongruence (i.e., chronic frustration of affective
needs and expenditure of volitional effort) would have existed
long enough to show the respective psychological and physical
consequences.

Third, the sample of the present study was comparatively
small limiting statistical power of the analyses. Moreover, our
sample consists of individuals who addressed themselves to an

online platform that provides information with respect to job
burnout. Presumably, these individuals in some way or the other
felt affected by some work related concerns. However, it is open
to further research whether our results can be generalized to
employees more seriously affected by burnout. In this respect, one
might want to investigate a (larger) sample of in-patients who are
hospitalized for burnout.

Fourth, future studies would have to inspect more closely the
continuum between incongruence and congruence. It is well-
conceivable that the degree of incongruence causing troubles
interacts with individuals’ stress coping capabilities (e.g., Kehr,
2004) and with more general stress inducing conditions such as
organizational climate (e.g., Grandey et al., 2012; Giorgi et al.,
2016) or general economic crisis (e.g., Mucci et al., 2016).

Practical Implications
Besides its theoretical contribution, our study has important
practical implications. Burnout is a phenomenon widely observed
in Western societies. For example, the prevalence rate in the US is
27.8% (Shanafeldt et al., 2012), and in Switzerland it is about 25%
(Grebner et al., 2010; Igic et al., 2014). In many cases employees
affected by burnout and, more generally, by psychological or
physical impairments are absent from the workplace for some
period of time causing enormous costs for both the employer and
the public health care system. Trying to counteract motivational
incongruence seems an easy to implement strategy to remedy
this pressing problem. A starting point could be the prevention
of motivational incongruence in personnel selection. One could
try to achieve a good fit between employees’ implicit motives and
the characteristics of an aspired job by assigning employees to
jobs according to their implicit motives, be it changing the job
demands in order to fit best the motives of the employee (i.e., job
design; Taris et al., 2003; Semmer, 2006; Awa et al., 2010; Parker,
2014). The same interventions might be helpful in remedying
an already existing motivational incongruence. Another strategy
could be the so called “job crafting” by employees (Tims and
Bakker, 2010). Job crafting is defined as “a specific form of
proactive behavior in which the employee initiates changes in
the level of job demands and job resources. [. . .] to fit their
jobs to their personal knowledge, skills and abilities on the one
hand and to their preferences and needs on the other hand”
(Tims and Bakker, 2010, p. 1; Tims et al., 2013). For example,
a highly affiliation motivated employee might handle her duties
in a more collaborative way and try to find ways to do more
teamwork.

Moreover, expanding the unit of analysis from the individual
to work units and entire organizations will be one important
strategy (Maslach et al., 2012), especially in planning and
evaluating interventions toward an optimal placement of
individuals in line not only with their capabilities, but also with
their basic and psychological needs. Besides, future studies may
seek to understand the role of social systems in the workplace
in the unfolding of burnout phenomena (Maslach et al., 2012).
These would focus on environmental incentives provided by
organizational entities and their interplay with individual motive
constellations among their members, using multi-level modeling.
Should an organizational check-up reveal that the majority of
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team members are driven by motives which are not satisfied by
the current organizational context, person-environment fit could
be improved by a combination of corporate culture development
and capacity building interventions.

CONCLUSION

Our study, on a general level, contributes to a thriving research
on implicit motives (Schultheiss and Brunstein, 2010), and,
on a more specific level, to a person–environment fit analysis
of core work related outcomes, such as burnout and health
(Maslach and Leiter, 1997, 2008; Edwards and Shipp, 2007). Even
more important, our results hint at potential interventions for
preventing or remedying a lack of needs-supplies fit and reduce
the risk of impairments of well-being.
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