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Relying on self-determination theory, this study investigates the mediating role of psychological empowerment in the relationship between self-leadership and work role performance (task proficiency, task adaptivity, and task proactivity) in remote work settings. It also explores whether and how supervisor close monitoring moderates the indirect impact of self-leadership on work role performance. Hypotheses were tested using a two-study design including white-collar employees from a broad range of jobs and companies (Study 1) and employee-supervisor dyads working in small and medium-sized firms (Study 2) in Turkey. In Study 1, results showed that self-leadership had a positive indirect effect on employees’ work role performance through psychological empowerment. In Study 2, the cross-lagged two-wave design provided support for this indirect effect while demonstrating partial support for the moderating role of supervisor close monitoring. The current study contributes to research on self-leadership and work role performance by providing a detailed understanding of the motivational process through which self-leadership leads to increased work role performance. It also offers practical insights for enhancing self-leaders’ work role performance, particularly within the remote work context.

KEYWORDS
 self-leadership, psychological empowerment, work role performance, supervisor close monitoring, remote work





“Self-leadership… is about influencing ourselves, creating the self-motivation and self-direction we need to accomplish what we want to accomplish.” [Charles C. Manz]
 



Introduction

The unexpected outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and its rapid spread around the world have brought radical changes to work life, dramatically impacting the workplaces across the globe (Kniffin et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021). Of these numerous changes, perhaps the most remarkable was the widespread, almost overnight switch to mandatory and full-time remote work, a transition which has created thoroughgoing challenges for employees as well as organizations (Chong et al., 2020; Costantini and Weintraub, 2022). In this new and unfamiliar context, employees have found themselves applying different behavioral and cognitive self-management strategies to cope with the challenges associated with remote work. Historically preceding these COVID-specific effects, developments in communication technology has also transformed the workplace providing employees with increased autonomy and discretion to monitor and control their own behavior (Gephart, 2002). Organizations and managers, on the other hand, adopt different techniques to monitor employees’ work while working in distant places (Wang et al., 2021). Taken together, these changes accentuate the importance of employees’ ability to lead themselves in the new work context by employing a particular set of self-leadership strategies.

Self-leadership refers to “a comprehensive self-influence perspective that concerns leading oneself toward performance of naturally motivating tasks as well as managing oneself to do work that must be done but is not naturally motivating” (Manz, 1986, p. 589). The concept first arose in 1980s (e.g., Manz, 1986) as an extension of self-management (e.g., Manz and Sims, 1980) and has attracted significant attention since then, as documented in several empirical and practitioner-oriented articles (e.g., Manz, 1992; Neck and Houghton, 2006; Marques-Quinteiro and Curral, 2012). Regarding its performance-related outcomes, empirical evidence has shown that self-leadership affects employees’ work performance positively (Griffin et al., 2007), enhancing their task proficiency, adaptability, and proactivity (Hauschildt and Konradt, 2012; Marques-Quinteiro and Curral, 2012; Bailey et al., 2018; Marques-Quinteiro et al., 2019). On the other hand, the literature is limited in terms of the theory-driven, empirical studies (e.g., Panagopoulos and Ogilvie, 2015; Inam et al., 2021) that explore the mechanisms through which self-leadership nurtures different aspects of work role performance. Indeed, although previous research has focused on a diverse group of variables (i.e., self-efficacy, work engagement, job satisfaction) that link self-leadership to performance, the motivational, self-empowerment process starting with self-leadership and leading to increased work role performance is under-researched and warrants empirical examination (Goldsby et al., 2021), particularly in remote work settings.

Moreover, despite the burgeoning research interest in the impact of self-leadership on different performance outcomes, and with a few notable exceptions, there is a dearth of knowledge about the boundary conditions that may affect the self-leadership—work role performance relationship. Panagopoulos and Ogilvie (2015) considered organization-based self-esteem as a boundary condition that positively moderated the indirect relationship between self-leadership and salesperson performance. In a more recent study, Kalra et al. (2021) positioned technical knowledge as a moderating factor that alleviated the linkages between behavioral self-leadership and adaptive selling behaviors as well as sales performance. While these studies drew attention to the importance of boundary conditions in self-leadership research, they focused primarily on personal factors (e.g., employee characteristics or competencies) in shaping the linkages between self-leadership and performance outcomes. In doing so, they overlooked the moderating role of external factors, particularly those associated with supervisor control, on the employee initiated self-empowerment process. Indeed, some recent studies have investigated the direct effects of external factors, such as leader’s motivating language, on different self-leadership behaviors (Mayfield et al., 2021; Mayfield and Mayfield, 2021). However, less is known about whether and how external contingencies such as supervisor control might shape the motivational process started with self-leadership and leading to enhanced work role performance.

A major gap in the self-leadership research arises from the work environments in which prior studies have been conducted, primarily traditional physical working conditions which involve face-to-face communication and human interaction (e.g., Konradt et al., 2009; Hauschildt and Konradt, 2012; Marques-Quinteiro and Curral, 2012). The growth of physically distant working conditions (e.g., telework or hybrid work), which has resulted in greater flexibility and autonomy in daily working routines (Müller and Niessen, 2019), necessitates further investigation of the effects of self-leadership in such work contexts. Surprisingly, few attempts (Castellano et al., 2021; Costantini and Weintraub, 2022) have been made to evaluate the outcomes of self-leadership in remote or hybrid working contexts, which might in fact serve as ideal settings to study the effects of “leading oneself” toward task accomplishment (Manz, 1986). Although previous research has demonstrated a link between self-leadership and employee performance in remote work settings (Castellano et al., 2021; Costantini and Weintraub, 2022), these studies focused on a single aspect of work role performance, i.e., task performance or proactivity, among remote workers. Further, only a limited research effort has been directed toward understanding the boundary conditions that may affect the performance outcomes of self-leaders who are working remotely. A more comprehensive approach is thus needed to empirically scrutinize the impacts of self-leadership on different performance outcomes in specific contexts such as remote working, and under different external contingencies.

Against this background, we seek to make the following contributions to the self-leadership and work role performance literatures. First, drawing on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci et al., 2017) and Zimmerman (1995, 2000) empowerment theory, we develop and test an integrative model that demonstrates the motivational process through which self-leadership leads to increased work role performance (Figure 1). Specifically, we suggest that psychological empowerment might act as a dynamic, autonomous motivational state that links self-leadership to positive performance outcomes, including increased task proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity. Second, we position supervisor close monitoring as an external control factor which shapes the motivational and performance outcomes of self-leadership. Finally, we test our integrative model in a relatively under-researched work setting, remote work, which is a practice that has taken widespread root among many organizations during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Exploration of the proposed set of relationships under remote work conditions is noteworthy as it advances our understanding of the possible interactive effects of self-regulation/control (i.e., self-leadership) and external regulation/control (i.e., supervisor close monitoring) in a unique setting that may genuinely pave the way for both (virtual) self-leadership and supervisors’ close monitoring. It also provides valuable practical insights into how employees with self-leadership capabilities need to be approached and managed for better performance outcomes under remote work settings.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.




Background and hypotheses development


Self-leadership and work role performance

Self-leadership refers to a set of cognitive and behavioral actions through which individuals attain self-motivation and self-direction that enhance their overall performance (e.g., Manz, 1986; Neck and Houghton, 2006). These strategies can be grouped under three major categories: (1) Behavior-focused strategies (e.g., self-observation and self-goal setting), (2) Constructive thought pattern strategies (e.g., evaluating beliefs and assumptions and visualizing successful performance), (3) Natural reward strategies (e.g., focusing on natural rewards; Houghton and Neck, 2002).

According to previous research, one of the primary outcomes associated with self-leadership is enhanced work role performance (e.g., Hauschildt and Konradt, 2012; Marques-Quinteiro and Curral, 2012; Bailey et al., 2018). Work role performance is a multifaceted concept that involves individual-, team-, and organization-level work role behaviors. For the scope of our research, we focus only on individual task role behaviors, namely task proficiency, task adaptivity, and task proactivity. Task proficiency describes the extent to which an employee fulfills the predefined requirements of his or her work role (Griffin et al., 2007). Task adaptivity characterizes the degree to which individuals contend with and adapt to changes that influence their roles in dynamic work settings (Griffin et al., 2007). Finally, task proactivity describes the extent to which individuals perform self-initiated, change-oriented behaviors to shape their work roles and change themselves in uncertain work environments (Griffin et al., 2007).

Empirical research has shown that self-leadership is positively associated with different aspects of work-role performance (Marques-Quinteiro and Curral, 2012; Bailey et al., 2018; Marques-Quinteiro et al., 2019). On the other hand, the literature is limited in terms of theory-driven, empirical studies that examine the interlinking mechanisms between self-leadership and work-role performance. The extant research focused on self-efficacy (Chaijukul, 2010; Panagopoulos and Ogilvie, 2015), job satisfaction (Chaijukul, 2010), and work engagement (Inam et al., 2021) as three mediating mechanisms that link self-leadership into work-role performance. Relying on SDT (Deci et al., 2017) and Zimmerman (1995, 2000) empowerment theory, we suggest that psychological empowerment might also serve as an overarching motivational mechanism through which self-leadership behaviors are translated into better work role performance. We explain this process in greater detail below.



Mediating role of psychological empowerment

Psychological empowerment refers to “a motivational construct manifested in four cognitions: meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact” (Spreitzer, 1995, 1,443). Based on these four cognitions, psychologically empowered individuals feel a kind of autonomous motivation at work as they seek and give meaning to their job, feel capable of performing the job, find ways to be autonomous, and recognize the impact of their job on the overall performance of the department or organization. In his seminal work on empowerment theory, Zimmerman (1995, 2000) has suggested that psychological empowerment involves “beliefs that goals can be achieved, awareness about resources and factors that hinder or enhance one’s efforts to achieve those goals, and efforts to fulfill the goals” (p. 582).

Studies exploring the link between self-leadership and empowerment assert that self-leadership strategies such as self-goal setting, self-reward, and visualizing successful performance enhance employees’ psychological empowerment at work by fostering feelings of self-determination, competence, meaning/purpose, and impact (Manz, 1992; Houghton and Yoho, 2005; Chaijukul, 2010; Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015). This argument has also found support in psychological empowerment theory (Zimmerman, 1995, 2000), which implies that self-leadership skills empower employees by helping them become autonomous, enabling them to control the events in their lives (including their work lives), and guiding them to become their own best supporters toward the achievement of goals. As such, these skills or strategies are likely to enhance employees’ autonomous motivation which is one of the two major types of motivation according to Deci et al (2017) basic self-determination theory (SDT) model for the workplace.

According to Deci et al. (2017), there are two major types of motivations that predict various workplace outcomes including employee performance. The first is labeled as autonomous motivation that describes “the process of being motivated by one’s interest in an activity (i.e., intrinsic motivation) and/or the value and regulation of the activity internalized within the self (i.e., integrated extrinsic motivation)” (Sun et al., 2012, 57). In contrast, controlled motivation, as the second motivation type, refers to a form of external regulation, in which individuals’ behavior is shaped by the external conditions in the work setting such as rewards, punishments, or power dynamics (Deci et al., 2017). SDT also postulates three primary needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness), the satisfaction of which promotes the experience of autonomous motivation. These needs are conceptually in line with the four cognitions underlying psychological empowerment (i.e., meaning, self-determination, competence, and impact; Morin et al., 2016), representing an ideal form of autonomous motivation in the work setting.

In this study, we suggest that psychological empowerment is likely to act as a dynamic, motivational mechanism that links self-leadership to the three distinct aspects of work role performance (Cerasoli et al., 2014). Specifically, we propose that the self-leadership strategies or behaviors are likely to initiate an employee-driven, self-empowerment process through which employees develop a sense of autonomous motivation in their job that eventually enhances their work role performance. That is, employees pursuing self-leadership strategies develop a sense of perceived control, competence, and mastery of their work domain (i.e., psychological empowerment; Zimmerman, 1995), which might improve their task proficiency, adaptability, and proactivity. Prior studies have revealed that psychological empowerment enhances employees’ task proficiency by increasing their concentration, persistence, resilience, and effort at work (Thomas and Velthouse, 1990; Bonias et al., 2010). It also spurs employees into a more active rather than passive role as they execute their job responsibilities, leading to superior adaptive and proactive performance (Zhang et al., 2017; Xu and Zhang, 2022). Accordingly, psychological empowerment does not only help employees perform their job requirements adequately (i.e., task proficiency) but also releases their potential to adapt to the changes (i.e., task adaptivity) and to take the initiative and make positive changes in their work roles (i.e., task proactivity; Martin et al., 2013). Based on the above, we propose that:


Hypothesis 1: Psychological empowerment mediates the positive relationship between self-leadership and task (a) proficiency, (b) adaptivity, and (c) proactivity.
 



Moderating role of supervisor close monitoring

Supervisor close monitoring refers to a type of external control through which supervisors “keep close tabs on their subordinates to ensure that they do what they are told, perform tasks in expected ways, and do not do things that the supervisor might disapprove of” (George and Zhou, 2001, 515). This type of supervisory behavior represents a type of external regulation which signals to employees that they need to act in line with the rules and expectations set by the organization. Under supervisor close monitoring, employees are likely to feel that they are being regularly monitored and controlled by their supervisor (George and Zhou, 2001; Zhou, 2003).

Prior research assigns a predominantly negative connotation to supervisor close monitoring (Son et al., 2017; Lebel and Patil, 2018; Kim, 2019) although there are a handful of studies suggesting that close monitoring might also create positive outcomes when it helps employees satisfy their primary psychological needs (e.g., relatedness and competence; Mishra and Ghosh, 2020). The level and impact of close monitoring is deemed particularly controversial in remote working conditions. On the one hand, direct observation or monitoring by supervisors is likely to be limited under remote work, which provides little room for real-time control of employees’ task-focused behaviors (Gong and Sims, 2023). On the other hand, when managers are unable to monitor employee performance directly, they may feel distressed that employees disregard task-oriented behaviors (Whitener et al., 1998; Kurland and Cooper, 2002; Dimitrova, 2003) and thus they may increase their surveillance and control in the remote work setting (Sitkin and Roth, 1993; Forbes, 2021; Gan et al., 2022). As such, it is possible to observe both low and high supervisory control (in the form of close monitoring) under remote working conditions.

In this study, we propose that supervisor close monitoring will affect the motivational, self-empowering process starting with self-leadership and leading to better work role performance negatively. As discussed previously, employees following self-leadership strategies tend to feel more autonomously motivated (i.e., psychologically empowered) in their job. On the contrary, when these employees are closely monitored, their psychological empowerment might decline as the external control and regulation by the supervisor deteriorates their sense of self-determination, strongly clashing with the self-management nature of self-leadership.

Specifically, under supervisor close monitoring, employees tend to work primarily to avoid punishment and criticism (Son et al., 2017) and thus show less effort to go beyond the job requirements (Rietzschel et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2019). Feeling a lack of autonomy and impact in their job, self-leaders will be particularly reluctant or demotivated to perform their job duties proficiently. Similarly, close monitoring might weaken these employees’ sense of control and competency in their job (Kim, 2019) and impair their self-regulation resources (Lee et al., 2019), limiting their adaptivity. When self-leaders know that their performance is closely tracked, they will find it difficult and even risky (Lebel and Patil, 2018) to immediately adapt to new situations—unless they believe that their supervisor will approve the way they act. Finally, supervisor close monitoring is likely to discourage self-leaders’ voluntary and autonomous motivation to engage in proactive actions (Son et al., 2017) as these might contradict the predetermined rules and regulations and thus prompt their supervisor’s disapproval. Although self-leadership strategies tend to stimulate feelings of autonomy or discretion, which have been discussed as the preconditions for proactivity at work (e.g., Grant and Ashford, 2008; Bindl and Parker, 2010), excessive external control and regulation by supervisors might alleviate this triggering effect. In line with the previous arguments, we hypothesize:


Hypothesis 2: Supervisor close monitoring moderates the indirect effect of self-leadership on individual task (a) proficiency, (b) adaptivity, and (c) proactivity through empowerment such that this effect is weaker (stronger) when supervisor close monitoring is high (low).
 

We tested the previous hypotheses in two different studies. In Study 1, we shed light on the relationships between self-leadership, psychological empowerment, and work role performance by implementing a time-lagged design. In Study 2, we tested our theoretical model (Figure 1), which also involved the moderating effect of supervisor close monitoring, with a cross-lagged two wave design.




Methodology (study 1)


Sample and procedure

We collected data from a sample of 174 white-collar employees from a broad range of jobs and organizations who work in Istanbul, Turkey. Participants were obtained via standardized recruitment messages in professional and social networking sites (LinkedIn and Twitter), personal networks of the researchers, and snowball sampling. As we aimed to test our model primarily in the remote working context, we required that participants work at least 23 h or 3 days a week from home to be included in the study, considering that under Turkish Labor Law, regular full-time workers work at least 45 h a week. Participants were also expected to have minimum face-to-face interaction with their supervisors and coworkers when they were working in the office. As such, only those individuals (a) who worked at least 23 h or 3 days a week from home and (b) who either did not interact or interacted minimally with their supervisors (and coworkers) in the office received an online survey through which they evaluated their self-leadership strategies and psychological empowerment (Time 1). One week after the initial survey, employees completed a second survey, which included questions about their task proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity (Time 2). Data collection commenced in April 2020, when majority of the white-collar employees in Turkey were working remotely due to the health and safety precautions for COVID-19 pandemics,1 and lasted for 1 month.

Initially, 226 employees were contacted, 210 of whom agreed to participate in our study. After eliminating the incomplete survey forms (i.e., forms with unanswered questions) and those dropped out of the sample in the second week of data collection, we had the full data for 174 employees, representing a response rate of 77%. 98% of the employees were working remotely (at home or at another location away from the employer’s location) at least 23 h or 3 days a week. The remaining 2% were fieldworkers (who can be also considered remote workers). Participants’ average age was 39.95 years (SD = 6.99), and their average job tenure and work experience were 8.15 years (SD = 6.12) and 14.39 years (SD = 7.67), respectively. Among these employees, 62% were females and majority of the participants (97%) had an undergraduate or graduate degree. Finally, employees in the sample were working in various sectors (e.g., banking and finance, education, consultancy) and departments (e.g., strategy/business development, human resources management), increasing the generalizability of our study.



Measures

We first developed the survey forms in Turkish and then translated the questions into Turkish in line with Brislin (1986) back-translation method. All the items were assessed with 5-point Likert scales, as explained in more detail below.


Self-leadership

We used the Abbreviated Self-Leadership Questionnaire (ASLQ; Houghton et al., 2012) to assess employees’ self-leadership practices. The ASLQ is a nine-item, condensed version of the 35-item Revised Self-Leadership Questionnaire (RSLQ; Houghton and Neck, 2002), which has good reliability and validity in comparison to the original RSLQ (Nel and van Zyl, 2015; Mahembe et al., 2017). Sample items are: “I work toward specific goals I have set for myself,” and “Sometimes I picture in my mind a successful performance before I actually do a task.” The rating scheme involved 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree (α = 0.81).



Psychological empowerment

We measured psychological empowerment with Spreitzer (1995) 12-item empowerment scale, based on four cognitions: meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact. Sample items involve: “The work I do is very important to me” (meaning; α = 0.91), “I am confident about my ability to do my job”; (competence; α = 0.91), “I can decide on my own how to go about doing my work” (self-determination; α = 0.88), and “I have significant influence over what happens in my department” (impact; α = 0.94). The rating scale ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree (α = 0.92).



Work role performance

We adopted Griffin et al. (2007) work role performance scales to evaluate employees’ work role performance. Participants were requested to evaluate the extent to which they had performed the respective behaviors over the last month, e.g., “Carried out the core parts of his/her job well” (task proficiency), “Adapted well to changes in core tasks” (task adaptivity), and “Come up with ideas to improve the way in which his/her core tasks are done” (task proactivity). They provided their answers on a scale ranging from “very little/none” (1) to “a great deal” (5). Reliabilities were satisfactory (0.84, 0.81, and 0.87, respectively) for all three aspects of work role performance.



Controls

Both theoretical and empirical evidence revealed that there is an effect of gender, experience, and tenure on employees’ task proficiency (e.g., Griffin et al., 2007; Avey et al., 2010), task adaptivity (e.g., García-Chas et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2017), and task proactivity (e.g., Thomas et al., 2010). Hence, we incorporated gender (0 = female, 1 = male), work experience, and tenure as control variables that may influence our outcome variables.




Preliminary analyses

We performed several confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) with AMOS 27 to examine the fit scores of the overall measurement model (in which all five constructs were separately represented) and test the distinctiveness of the constructs. Specifically, we compared the relative fit of four-, three-, two-, and single-factor models to the five-factor measurement model. We also checked the relative fit of the common-method factor model against a model involving self-reported items (i.e., self-leadership and psychological empowerment; see Appendix Table A1 for details).2 In all CFAs, the five-factor model demonstrated better fit than the alternative models [χ2(197) = 340.86, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.07, RMR = 0.05, SRMR = 0.07]. Harman’s single-factor test also demonstrated a very poor fit [χ2(207) = 552.32, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.63, TLI = 0.59, RMSEA = 0.14, and SRMR = 0.12]. Common-method factor model was created such that the measured items did not only load on their conceptual factors, respectively, but also loaded on a single method factor. In this way, unobservable sources of common method variance can be integrated to the model as latent factors (Williams and Anderson, 1991). The findings showed that the model that involved a single (common) method factor revealed lower fit scores than the two-factor model (i.e., the model with two independent factors, i.e., self-leadership and psychological empowerment).

We further tested the convergent and discriminant validity of the self-reported measures (i.e., self-leadership and psychological empowerment) by checking the factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), and the shared variance between constructs. All factor loadings were significant ranging from 0.50 to 0.88 and 0.66 to 0.76 for self-leadership and psychological empowerment, respectively. Moreover, AVE values exceed 0.50 for both constructs (i.e., 0.53 for self-leadership and 0.51 for psychological empowerment) further validating their convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The discriminant validity was also verified as the AVE of each construct was greater than the square of the correlation (ρ2 = 0.24) between constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) criterion test validated this finding by showing that the correlation between constructs (r = 0.49) were less than the cut-off value of 0.90 (Henseler et al., 2015).

Overall, the findings showed that the respondents could distinguish the five self-reported measures well, and common method variance was not a critical concern for the subsequent analyses.




Results (study 1)

Table 1 demonstrates the means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations for the main variables.



TABLE 1 Descriptives and correlations between variables (Study 1).
[image: Table1]

We tested the relationships in our mediation model by applying structural equation modeling (SEM) methodology with AMOS 27. The results revealed that the model had a reasonable fit to the data [χ2(255) = 446.27, p < 0.05; CFI = 0.90; TLI = 0.88; RMSEA = 0.07; and SRMR = 0.08; Mulaik et al., 1989; Hu and Bentler, 1999]. Moreover, the results showed that after controlling performance outcomes for gender, tenure, and experience, self-leadership was positively related to psychological empowerment (β = 0.53, p < 0.01), and the effect of empowerment on task proficiency (β = 0.51, p < 0.01), task adaptivity (β = 0.28, p < 0.05), and task proactivity was also significant (β = 0.41, p < 0.05). Given these results, we also checked the indirect effects of self-leadership on three different aspects of work role performance. We calculated the confidence intervals (CIs) of the indirect effects by performing bootstrapping (specifying 5,000 replications) in the AMOS 23 program. As shown in Table 2, the results revealed a significantly positive indirect impact of self-leadership on (a) task proficiency [β = 0.27, p < 0.01, 95% CI = (0.09, 0.68)], (b) task adaptivity [β = 0.15, p < 0.10, 95% CI = (0.00, 0.54)], and (c) task proactivity [β = 0.22, p < 0.01, 95% CI = (0.06, 0.54)]. These findings provided initial support for Hypothesis 1.



TABLE 2 Mediation results (Study 1).
[image: Table2]



Methodology (study 2)


Sample and procedure

In Study 2, we gathered data from 135 employees and their supervisors working in small and medium-sized firms in Istanbul, Turkey. An independent research firm, which had a well-established SME network in different sectors, conducted the data collection process as part of a wider research project examining the correlates of self-leadership. As in Study 1, employees who worked at least 23 h or 3 days a week from home and had minimum interaction with their supervisors and coworkers in the office environment were included in the study. Data collection started in June 2020 and lasted for 2 months.

The survey data were collected through an online survey system at two time points (2 weeks apart). At Time 1, SME employees were asked to answer questions about their self-leadership behaviors, psychological empowerment, and demographics. They also evaluated their supervisors’ monitoring behaviors. Two weeks later (Time 2), they were asked to answer the same questions, using the measures employed at Time 1. Moreover, at Time 2, supervisors were requested to evaluate the work role performance along three behavioral dimensions: task proficiency, task adaptivity, and task proactivity. At Time 1, surveys were distributed to 200 SME employees via the online survey system. 160 employees filled the online survey forms at Time 1, with a response rate of 80%. Of these, 150 employees completed the Time 2 surveys, indicating a response rate of 94%. At the same period, we received 140 matching supervisor surveys. Of these, five cases were dropped as they included missing ratings for at least two or more of the performance dimensions. Excluding these, 135 complete surveys were used in the analyses.

Among the employees, the average age was 36.17 years (SD = 8.82), and the mean job tenure and experience were 3.04 years (SD = 2.57) and 9.65 years (SD = 6.76), respectively. Females constituted 51% of the overall sample. Respondents primarily had a university degree (54%), followed by high school (33%), and graduate degrees (13%). As in Study 1, employees in the sample were working in various sectors (e.g., food and beverage, computer/technology, real-estate) and departments (e.g., finance and accounting, operations, and marketing), holding different formal positions (i.e., managers/non-managers). In our sample, employees from the same organization were reporting to a single (the same) supervisor.



Measures

Following the same procedure with Study 1, all the scales went through a translation and back-translation process and were measured by 5-point Likert scales. For the self-leadership, psychological empowerment, and work role performance (i.e., task proficiency, task adaptivity, and task proactivity), we used the same measures previously described in Study 1. The internal consistency reliabilities of these measures in the Study 2 ranged from 0.72 to 0.90. In addition, for Study 2, we incorporated supervisor close monitoring using the following measure.


Supervisor close monitoring

Supervisor close monitoring was measured by the 6-item scale developed by George and Zhou (2001). Participants (employees) were asked to evaluate their supervisor’s close monitoring behavior using George and Zhou (2001) six-item measure (see Appendix). The rating scheme involved 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly (α = 0.83).

As in Study 1, we controlled for the effects of employees’ gender, experience, and tenure to avoid possible confounding effects.




Preliminary analyses

Given that self-leadership, psychological empowerment, and supervisor close monitoring were rated by the employees themselves, we conducted several CFAs with AMOS 27 to examine whether employee scores on self-reported measures denoted idiosyncratic constructs. For all CFAs, we included psychological empowerment as a higher-order factor as the higher-order model fitted the data better than the single-factor model [∆χ2(4) = 53.98, p < 0.01] and the orthogonal first-order model [∆χ2(4) = 242.45, p < 0.01]. The higher-order model showed a comparable fit to the oblique first-order model [∆χ2(2) = 1.12, p < 0.01].

The findings revealed an acceptable fit for the hypothesized three-factors (Time 1) and two-factors (Time 2) structure, for the data collected at two-time phases. For the Time 1 data, the hypothesized structure, where self-leadership, psychological empowerment, and supervisor close monitoring constituted the three different factors, had a reasonable fit [χ2(101) = 168.47, CFI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.07; SRMR = 0.05; Mulaik et al., 1989; Hu and Bentler, 1999]. On the other hand, the alternative models, including the single factor model had a poorer fit [Δχ2(3) = 216.49, p < 0.01]. The findings also showed that the model that involved a single (common) method factor revealed lower fit scores than the three-factors model (i.e., the model with three independent factors for self-leadership, psychological empowerment, and supervisor close monitoring) We observed the same pattern for the self-reported Time 2 data (i.e., self-leadership and psychological empowerment). Specifically, the model where self-leadership and psychological empowerment were represented by two different factors, had a good fit [χ2(34) = 68.10, CFI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.09; SRMR = 0.05; Hu and Bentler, 1999; Mulaik et al., 1989] while the alternative models (i.e., single factor model and the two-factors model with a common-factor) had a poorer or at least a similar fit.3

We further tested the discriminant validity among the self-reported constructs by checking whether the average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct was (at Time 1 and Time 2) greater than its shared variance with any of the other constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The discriminant validity was verified for Time 1 data as the AVE of each construct (i.e., 49%, 61%, and 44% for self-leadership, psychological empowerment, and supervisor close monitoring, respectively) was greater than the square of the correlation (ρ2) between that specific construct and any others. Although the AVE values for self-leadership and psychological empowerment at Time 2 were slightly lower than the square of the correlation between these constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981), Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) criterion test conveyed discriminant validity by showing that the correlation between constructs (r = 0.84) were less than the cut-off value of 0.90 (Henseler et al., 2015).

Additionally, we performed multi-group CFAs to confirm the measurement equivalence of both self-leadership and psychological empowerment across the two-time frames (Vandenberg and Lance, 2000). First, we ran a multi-group CFA in which the self-leadership item loadings were set as identical across Times 1 and 2. This model fitted the data reasonably well, χ2(23) = 102.59, p < 0.01; CFI = 0.88; SRMR = 0.07, denoting a configural invariance of self-leadership measures across the two time points. The multi-group CFA also confirmed the configural invariance of psychological empowerment measures across two time points [χ2(7) = 17.66, p < 0.01; CFI = 0.98; SRMR = 0.03]. Taken together, the findings showed that the factorial structure and item loadings of self-leadership and psychological empowerment remained the same across two periods. Thus, we could investigate the relationships among these constructs measured at two distinct time points.



Analytic strategy for the mediation hypothesis

We collected the data of SME employees’ self-leadership and psychological empowerment in both Time 1 and Time 2 and employed a cross-lagged panel data design with AMOS 27 (Selig and Preacher, 2009) to examine the nature of the relationship between self-leadership and psychological empowerment. Figure 2 depicts our cross-lagged model in which work role performance dimensions (measured in Time 2) were positioned as the outcome of self-leadership and psychological empowerment. To test our hypotheses, we followed the procedure described by Zhang et al. (2016).
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FIGURE 2
 Cross-lagged model.


Because both self-leadership and psychological empowerment are based on employee perceptions and there are few empirical studies which suggested empowerment as an antecedent of self-leadership (e.g., Wilson, 2011), it may be problematic to make clear inferences whether self-leadership triggers psychological empowerment, or the reverse is also true. The cross-lagged design may help solve this problem by testing both directions of causality at the same time while controlling for the impact of each variable at a previous time (Zhang et al., 2016). Specifically, while simultaneously testing the relationship between Time 1 self-leadership and Time 2 psychological empowerment and Time 1 empowerment and Time 2 self-leadership, the effects of Time 1 self-leadership and Time 1 psychological empowerment on their Time 2 equivalents were also considered.




Results (study 2)

Table 2 demonstrated the descriptive statistics and inter-correlations for the study variables.


Mediation of psychological empowerment

Results revealed that after controlling for possible reverse causation (i.e., psychological empowerment at Time 1 affects self-leadership at Time 2), self-leadership affected psychological empowerment significantly (β = 0.63, p < 0.01), and the effects of empowerment on task proficiency (β = 0.59, p < 0.01), task adaptivity (β = 0.60, p < 0.01), and task proactivity (β = 0.51, p < 0.01) were also significant (Figure 3).
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FIGURE 3
 Cross-lagged model with path coefficients. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.


Given these results, we estimated the indirect effects of self-leadership on work role performance through empowerment by testing the product of two parameters, path estimate from self-leadership to empowerment, and path estimate from empowerment to the respective performance outcome. We checked the confidence interval of these indirect effects using the bootstrapping procedure. Our results showed that, with 5,000 bootstrapping replications, there was a significant indirect effect of self-leadership on (a) task proficiency [β = 0.26, p < 0.01, 95% CI = (0.05, 0.82)], (b) task adaptivity [β = 0.27, p < 0.01, 95% CI = (0.08, 0.75)], and (c) task proactivity [β = 0.26, p < 0.01, 95% CI = (0.07, 0.77)]. Taken together, these findings provided support for our Hypothesis 1.



Moderation of the indirect effect

To test the moderating effect of supervisor close monitoring on the mediation model, we performed multi-group analysis and χ2 difference test (specifying a bootstrapping sample of 5,000 at a 95% confidence interval). For this purpose, we divided the sample into two groups (one high and one low on the moderator, that is, supervisor close monitoring) with a median split procedure. We conducted a separate multi-group analysis for each performance outcome. In each analysis, we checked a Chi-square difference between the constrained model in which hypothesized affected were constrained to be equal across the low and high groups and an unconstrained model in which the same paths varied freely across two groups. The moderating hypothesis was verified if the unconstrained model demonstrated a significantly lower chi-square than the constrained model.

The results showed that for the performance outcomes of task proficiency, task adaptivity, and task proactivity, χ2 difference between the unconstrained model (i.e., the model in which none of the structural paths was constrained for the equality of their weights) and constrained model (i.e., the path between self-leadership and psychological empowerment was set to be equal across two groups) was significant (model with task proficiency: Δχ2(1) = 18.83, p < 0.01; model with task adaptivity: Δχ2(1) = 18.05, p < 0.01, and model with task proactivity: Δχ2(1) = 17.77, p < 0.01). This suggests that supervisor close monitoring is likely to moderate the indirect effect of self-leadership on the work role performance.

The bootstrapping results of moderated models for both low close monitoring and high close monitoring groups are presented in Table 3. As shown in this table, multi-group models displayed a good fit with the data. These results showed that the indirect effect of self-leadership on task proficiency was non-significant for employees who experienced low supervisor close monitoring in their job as well as for those who were closely monitored by their supervisors. Thus, Hypothesis 2a was not supported.4 Further, in support of Hypothesis 2b, the results revealed that the indirect effect of self-leadership on task adaptivity was significant only for those employees who were loosely monitored by their supervisors [β = 0.54, p < 0.05, 95% CI = (0.10, 3.08)]. Similarly, the indirect relationship between self-leadership and task proactivity was significant only for those employees who were not closely monitored by their supervisors [β = 0.51, p < 0.5, 95% CI = (0.4, 4.01)]. Hence, Hypothesis 2b and 2c were supported (Table 4).



TABLE 3 Decriptives and correlations between variables (Study 2).
[image: Table3]



TABLE 4 Moderated mediation results.
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Discussion

In this study, we aimed to understand the relationships among self-leadership, psychological empowerment, and work role performance, and scrutinize the moderating effect of supervisor close monitoring on these relationships. Drawing primarily on SDT (Deci et al., 2017), we developed two hypotheses: First, we suggested that psychological empowerment, as an autonomous motivational state, links self-leadership to positive performance outcomes, including increased task proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity. Second, we considered supervisor close monitoring as an external control and regulation mechanism that exacerbates the previously described self-empowerment process.

We conducted two separate studies to test these hypotheses. In Study 1, we found that psychological empowerment played a mediator role in the relationship between self-leadership and work role performance. This finding was supported by our cross-lagged design in Study 2. Furthermore, in line with Hypothesis 2, we found that supervisor close monitoring moderated the indirect effect of self-leadership on task adaptivity and proactivity such that this effect was non-significant under high supervisor close monitoring. However, we did not obtain the same finding for task proficiency. Hence, Hypothesis 2 was partially supported.


Theoretical implications

From a theoretical standpoint, our findings extend the boundaries of psychological empowerment theory (Zimmerman, 1995, 2000) and SDT (Deci et al., 2017) to self-leadership research by emphasizing the motivational process of self-empowerment, which places employees at the heart of their own empowerment (Matsuo, 2019; van der Stoep, 2019). In this study, we presented that self-leadership is likely to enhance employees’ psychological empowerment that has spillover effects on subsequent performance outcomes. Our results implied that self-leadership helps employees find their job more meaningful and feel more competent, autonomous, and impactful in their jobs, which in turn contributes to their task proficiency, adaptivity, and proactivity. With these findings, we also addressed an important gap in the current research regarding the empowering mechanisms that connect self-leadership to performance outcomes. Although previous studies have focused on the mediating impact of individual differences and affective-psychological states (i.e., self-efficacy and job satisfaction) in the relationship between self-leadership and employee performance, the literature lacks theoretical and empirical evidence regarding the impact of autonomous motivational states in translating the self-leadership practices into superior work role performance. Drawing upon the basic premises of “workplace self-determination model” (Deci et al., 2017), we attract attention to this “black box” issue of self-empowerment and move beyond the findings of previous studies.

Moreover, our study sheds light on whether and how supervisors’ close monitoring shapes the employees’ self-empowerment process. In line with the previous studies which underlined the drawbacks of close monitoring particularly in traditional work settings (e.g., Son et al., 2017; Kim, 2019; Lee et al., 2019), our results showed that supervisor close monitoring alleviated the indirect positive impact of self-leadership on employees’ task adaptivity and proactivity under remote working conditions. This finding implies that close monitoring by supervisors, which characterizes an external control or regulatory mechanism according to SDT, might damage self-leaders’ autonomous motivation to perform adaptively and proactively. Since both adaptivity and proactivity are change-oriented behaviors and require self-initiated future-oriented actions (Griffin et al., 2010), supervisor close monitoring might interfere with self-leaders’ autonomy and make them conform to the rules and expectations of their supervisors. As a result, these self-leading employees might work just enough to avoid punishment and criticism (Son et al., 2017) and show little or no effort to enhance their adaptive or proactive performance (Rietzschel et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2019).

On the other hand, our findings indicated that self-leadership had no indirect impact on employees’ task proficiency (via psychological empowerment) either under high or low close monitoring. The reason for this may be those subordinates, particularly those with self-leading capabilities, need an adequate supervision (i.e., not extremely loose, or tight control; Son et al., 2017) to feel more empowered and show higher performance in remote working settings. This is also an ongoing debate in the teleworking research where some researchers recommend a new way of supervision including more directive behaviors while others do not support the tight control of the tasks (Dimitrova, 2003; Lautsch et al., 2009). Our findings substantiate both views by implying that self-leaders might perceive extremely high levels of external control on regular tasks as excessive supervision and low levels of control as inadequate supervision under remote work conditions. As such, on the one hand, high levels of supervisory control might damage the trust-based supervisor-subordinate relationship and break the spell of psychological empowerment for self-leaders. On the other hand, self-leaders might perceive low levels of supervisory control as negligent behavior (Choi et al., 2009) as they fail to receive clear information and feedback regarding the core aspects of their job in the uncertain, remote working environment (Son et al., 2017). That is, although self-leaders can set their own goals and working toward them, they might still need some coaching or guidance, particularly in remote work settings, regarding performance expectations of their superiors. This is because while working remotely self-leaders might develop concerns about being professionally isolated, namely they might “fear that when they are out of sight, they are out of mind for promotions and other organizational rewards” (Kurland and Cooper, 2002; p. 111).

Taken together, our findings speak to the importance of considering employee needs, perceptions and expectations, work context, and the different aspects of work role performance while evaluating the moderating role of supervisory control in the employee-initiated self-empowerment process.



Practical implications

Our study has several implications for organizations and managers who aim to enhance their employees’ psychological empowerment and work role performance, particularly within the remote work context. First, managers need to encourage their subordinates to freely use their self-leadership skills as this will increase their autonomous motivation and help them feel more psychologically empowered. In line with Manz (1992), who portrays self-leadership capability as “truly the heart of empowerment” (p. 9), we found that self-leadership enhanced employees’ psychological empowerment, which in turn increased their work role performance. As such, from a human resource perspective, organizations need to lay the necessary groundwork for the development and implementation of self-leadership skills among their existing employees and consider these critical skills as a part of their recruitment and selection efforts as well as their performance evaluation and incentive structures.

Second, our results suggest that self-leadership is a key merit for enhancing employees’ work-role performance particularly in remote work conditions in which individuals need to motivate and regulate themselves in most cases. Hence, it is critical to support employees with ongoing professional trainings that will improve their self-leadership and self-regulation skills. Previous research has validated this argument empirically by showing that individuals who received self-leadership trainings (e.g., thought self-leadership training) experienced increased mental performance, positive affect, job satisfaction and decreased negative affect compared with those who do not receive such trainings (Neck and Manz, 1996). In a recent study, Goldsby et al. (2021) have particularly underlined that self-leadership trainings act as a catalyzer to enhance the individual performance of those who are receiving professional improvement programs. Specifically, the authors have proposed that (certified) professional training programs would be more effective for employees with strong self-leadership skills in that self-leaders would know how to apply the insights of the trainings over time (Goldsby et al., 2021), which would save organizations from the costs of providing similar trainings periodically.

Third, our findings demonstrated that high supervisor close monitoring impaired the psychological empowerment of self-leaders and diminished their willingness to behave adaptively and proactively in their job. Self-leaders may perceive high close monitoring as an intimidation or a pressure for adjusting to the expectations of their supervisors. As a result, these employees may refrain from using novel ways of thinking or finding paths for adaptation. Our findings revealed that, particularly in situations where employee adaptivity and proactivity matter, supervisors should avoid constantly looking over self-leaders’ shoulders and let these employees use their self-management skills. On the other hand, our findings also implied that even though self-leaders have the capacity to self-manage and self-monitor their core tasks (which is represented by task proficiency), they might still need a certain level of supervision (Son et al., 2017). This need might be closely associated with the conditions of constant change and uncertainty in new work environment. Under these circumstances, the level of monitoring that the employees receive from their supervisors is critical as it affects whether and how self-leaders capitalize on close supervision to attain superior work role performance. When the supervisor monitoring is adequate, self-leaders can get sufficient feedback and guidance to nurture their empowerment at work and enhance their core task performance. On the other hand, when the level of supervisor close monitoring is on extremes (very high or very low), it might impair self-leaders’ empowerment and the resulting job performance. Accordingly, supervisors should neither closely monitor nor leave self-leaders completely on their own in the accomplishment of their core tasks.



Limitations and future research agenda

Our research has some limitations that might guide the future research. The first limitation is the common method bias and the use of a self-reported measure of work role performance in Study 1. Although we intended to overcome this limitation in Study 2 by employing a cross-lagged design and including supervisor-rated employee performance, future research can investigate employees’ work role performance with a much more objective measure. This would better address methodological issues regarding the subjective measurement of performance and the plausible common method bias.5

Second, our study investigates the performance outcomes of self-leadership and supervisor close monitoring with samples from Turkey that has been characterized as a power-distant, collectivist country (Hofstede, 1980; Aycan, 2008; Bedi, 2020). Yet, prior research has revealed that even the cross-cultural generalizability of self-leadership dimensions is lacking and thus scholars need to work with cross-cultural samples to identify generalizable self-leadership behaviors (Neubert et al., 2006; Georgianna, 2007). Based on this, future research can gather data from cross-culturally comparative samples or within different cultural contexts to validate our findings and to investigate whether and how cultural values or characteristics moderate the performance outcomes of self-leadership.

Another limitation of our study lies in the small sample size of both studies. Although we endeavored to increase the sample size particularly in the second study, conducting the data collection in two different waves and receiving performance evaluations from direct supervisors made it difficult to increase the sample size within the predetermined time frame and budget of the project. On the other hand, despite the small sample size and using a time-lagged design, we were able to validate most of our hypotheses. Still, future studies might replicate and extend the current findings with larger and more representative samples, in which the respondents work remotely for extended time periods.

In our study, we aimed to reach employees who worked primarily from home and who had minimum interaction with their supervisors and coworkers in the office environment. Although the majority of the employees in our sample were full-time remote workers (nfull-time = 146 out of 174, 84% for Study 1 and nfull-time = 146 out of 160, 91%; nfull-time = 126 out of 135, 93% for Study 2, Time 1 and Time 2, respectively), we acknowledge the need for future studies to test our model with employees who work as permanent, full-time remote workers.

Finally, our findings suggest that the outcomes of close supervision for self-leaders may heavily depend on the level of monitoring is performed by supervisors as well as the type of expected performance outcome. In the case of adaptive and proactive performance, self-leaders may suffer from close supervision as it might get in the way of their psychological empowerment. On the other hand, supervisor close monitoring, if implemented at an optimum level (i.e., adequate supervision) might have nourishing effects on self-leaders’ core job performance. Hence, it is important for future studies to clarify what should be the adequate level of monitoring that is implemented by the supervisors for different performance outcomes (i.e., proficiency, adaptivity, proactivity) and in in different work contexts (e.g., remote work, virtual teams).




Conclusion

Exploring the indirect impact of self-leadership on work role performance via psychological empowerment, this study revealed that psychological empowerment is an influential mechanism that links self-leadership to work role performance. On the other hand, the moderating impact of supervisor close monitoring was found for two of the work role performance outcomes (task adaptivity and proactivity). Such findings are noteworthy for managers and human resource management professionals as they speak to the importance of (a) laying the necessary ground for the development and implementation of self-leadership skills in remote work settings and (b) determining the appropriate level of monitoring provided to self-leaders—as it might be necessary to enhance their task proficiency, but redundant for increasing their task adaptivity and proactivity.
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Footnotes

1The first COVID-19 case in Turkey was reported on 11 March 2020, and initial precautions were taken subsequently. Namely, thousands of people were quarantined, and schools, universities, and business enterprises were locked down. With the country’s infection rate among the highest in Europe, in April 2021, Turkey entered its first nationwide lockdown (BBC News, 2021). In the initial phases, Turkey seemed to have coped relatively well with the pandemic considering the low number of confirmed cases, timely isolation, protection, and tracing measures, and strong healthcare system (e.g., The Turkish health system has the highest number of intensive care units in the world at 46.5 beds per 100,000 people; Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2021; DBA Turkey, 2021). In the later stages, however, certain administrative and capacity-related problems arose. By the end of August 2021, Turkey had the higher cumulative number of positive cases (per million people) than many other countries (Our World in Data, 2022). The government initiated a massive vaccination campaign in January 2021, primarily covering healthcare workers and elderly citizens. Although the government kept many businesses open and allowed companies to determine their own guidelines regarding workers throughout the pandemic (Economist, 2020), private enterprises were strongly encouraged to switch to remote work at different phases of the pandemic.

2In all CFAs, psychological empowerment was included as higher-order construct because the higher-order model demonstrated a significantly better fit than the single-factor model [∆χ2(4) = 700.776, p < 0.01] and the orthogonal first-order model (i.e., the model in which the four lower-order factors are uncorrelated; ∆χ2(4) = 183.908, p < 0.01). The higher-order model exhibited a similar fit to the oblique first-order model in which the four lower-order factors are correlated [∆χ2(2) = 3.32, p < 0.01]. Credé and Harms (2015) suggested that the validity of higher-order model should not be presumed as a result of only model comparisons and researchers should apply further tests. In this study, we apply the "Target Coefficient (TC) 1" and "Target Coefficient 2" tests (Marsh, 1987) to evaluate whether the higher-order factor of empowerment sufficiently explained the covariation among the first-order factors. Both the TC1 (0.96) and the TC2 (0.96) were close to 1 which showed support for the higher order modeling (Marsh, 1987).

3Model comparisons for Time 1 and Time 2 data can be found at Appendix Table A2.

4Because the samples in multi-group analysis consist of only 66 (for low supervisor close monitoring) and 69 (for high supervisor close monitoring) employees, there was concern about statistical power of the analysis. Thus, a post-hoc power analysis was performed (Cohen, 1988) for the non-significant indirect effect of self-leadership on task proficiency using the online tool created by Soper (2020). For both groups (i.e., low and high supervisor close monitoring), observed statistical power of the non-significant effect was 0.99 at the 0.05 level (R2low = 0.55, R2high = 0.39), which was above the threshold of 0.8. As such, adequate statistical power was achieved for the non-significant indirect effect in question.

5To deal with the common method bias in both studies, we applied some procedural remedies. In the survey design, items of the mediator variable (psychological empowerment) were presented before the independent variable (self-leadership) as recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003). Moreover, we measured all variables using well-validated scales to reduce the measurement error and thereby to minimize the occurrence of common method bias. Finally, in Study 1, we measured employees’ job performance 1 week after the initial application of the survey.
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