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Abstract: In the rapidly changing business world, improving employee’s self-development level is of
great importance for organizations to pursue sustainable development. The purpose of this study is
to examine how and when job autonomy promotes employee’s self-development. Drawing from
self-determination theory, we examined the effect of job autonomy on employee’s self-development,
and the mediation role of intrinsic motivation in this relationship. Moreover, we argued that team
connectivity strengthened the relationship between job autonomy and intrinsic motivation, and
further moderated the indirect effect of job autonomy and self-employment via intrinsic motivation.
Using a two-wave panel design, we collected data from a sample of 473 employees in China. The
results indicated that job autonomy predicted employee’s self-development, and employee’s intrinsic
motivation fully mediated this relationship. Team connectivity positively moderated the relationship
between job autonomy and intrinsic motivation, and further moderated the mediation effect of
intrinsic motivation. The theoretical and practical implications of this research are discussed along
with the limitations and further research directions.

Keywords: organization sustainable development; self-development; job autonomy; intrinsic
motivation; team connectivity

1. Introduction

In the rapidly changing business world, employee’s up-to-date knowledge and continuous learning
capability are enormously important for organizations to develop and even to survive. Therefore,
organizations provide employees with various training programs for the purpose of leveraging their
competence [1]. According to the latest statistics of 2018, U.S. companies have invested 160 billion
dollars in staff training and education, while the cost reached 356 billion dollars world-wide. However,
these investments have not yielded desired returns. It is not only because organizational training
proves to be costly. Organizations are facing increasing pressure to lower the costs of training programs.
Also, the effect of training remains doubtful. When employees are not internally motivated, many of
them would retake the old ways of doing things once the training ended.

Accordingly, to cope with these new challenges, more attention has been paid to promoting
employee’s self-development [2]. Self-development refers to seeking and using feedback, setting
development goals, engaging in developmental activities, and tracking progress on one’s own [3]. The
intention of self-development motivates employees to set and achieve goals for themselves in the next
stage to meet the new changes at workplace, and to make improvements voluntarily. Prior studies have
shown that employees’ self-development can not only decrease organizational training costs, bring
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direct economic benefits [4], but also improve employees’ levels of job satisfaction and organizational
commitment [5]. Moreover, as the idea of sustainability develops, the understanding of sustainability
in organizational management goes beyond the context of a sustained environmental concept to some
extent. Sustainable development in organizations also indicates a long-lasting management ideas and
resources, not only environmentally, but also mentally and economically [6]. According to Ehnert [7],
“sustainable human resource management in organization is the pattern of planned or emerging
human resource strategies and practices intended to enable organizational goal achievement while
simultaneously reproducing the human resource base over a long-lasting time” (p.74). Therefore,
it is reasonable to infer that promoting employee’s self-development is conducive to organization
sustainable development in a general way. Employees are valuable resources to promote the sustainable
development of organizations. If employees could continuously update their knowledge and improve
themselves, it means that the knowledge base and human resource base of the organizations are always
refreshed and updated, which are beneficial to the organization survival and development in the
highly competitive market. Therefore, it is of great theoretical and practical significance to further
discuss what and how to promote employees’ self-development.

Previous research mainly explored the predictors of employee’s self-development from two
perspectives: Individual and contextual. As for individual factors, literature has found that employee’s
personality, such as self-efficacy, openness to experience, conscientiousness, proactive personality, and
motivation, such as learning goal orientation, are positively related to employee’s self-development [5,
8–13]. As for contextual antecedents, early research has demonstrated that organizational support, a
series of supportive organizational policies, environmental factors [11–14] and feedback system [15]
would facilitate individual’s engagement in self-development activities.

Despite the current progress in literature of self-development, we notice that few studies have
paid attention to the characteristics of job design. According to the Job Diagnostic Model, features of
job design may significantly influence employees’ internal working motivations and their following
behaviors [16,17]. Therefore, in this research, we will expand the antecedents of self-development
from the perspective of job design. To the best of our knowledge, research on the relationship between
job design and employee’s self-development was limited. Accordingly, we will focus on one of the
most important characteristics of job design—job autonomy, the degree of freedom, discretion and
independence an employee could have when allocating time, deciding working methods, and other
aspects at work [16,17]. Current studies have confirmed that job autonomy would extend employees’
role breadth [18], improve intrinsic motivation, organizational commitment, job satisfaction, job
performance, and reduce absence, stress and burnout [19,20]. When employees are endowed with
high autonomy, they would be highly motived and are prone to take on more responsibilities.

Hence, we draw on self-determination theory to explore the relationship between job autonomy
and self-development. Self-determination theory states that individuals have a basic desire to determine
their own behaviors [21–26]. When employees feel they have the control over their behaviors, or they
could engage in certain tasks discretionally, they would be highly motivated and are more willing
to work. As a comprehensive framework, self-determination theory answers the question of how
to unlock a person’s full potential. It stresses individuals’ inherent tendencies toward growth and
self-actualization through the satisfaction of basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness. Utilizing this theory as framework, our study attests to its potential for fostering sustained
behavior change and wellness, and tests its generalizability in eastern culture context. Specifically,
drawing from self-determination theory, we argue that job autonomy could satisfy an individual’s desire
of self-determination, thus increasing their motivation to learn new knowledge and skills. We predict
that job autonomy will positively influence individual’s self-development, and intrinsic motivation is
the mediator in this relationship [27]. In addition, since external factors could contribute to cultivating
the workplace environment as determining, we propose that team connectivity, indicating the open
relationships encouraging generativity among team members which enable employees to consider
the diverse influences from others as learning and growing opportunities [28,29], may strengthen the
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relationship between job autonomy and intrinsic motivation, and further moderates the indirect effect
of job autonomy and self-employment via intrinsic motivation. Overall, our research contributes to
the literature in three ways. First, we introduced the job-design perspective to self-development field
and examined the predicting role of job autonomy on self-development. Second, we revealed the
psychological mechanism linking job autonomy and self-development. Third, we investigated the
contextual factor of team connectivity, which plays a moderating role in the relationship between job
autonomy and self-development.

2. Theory and Hypotheses

2.1. Job Autonomy and Employee Self-Development

Job autonomy refers to the degree of freedom, discretion and independence an employee has when
deciding time division, working methods and other aspects at work [16,17]. In a high-autonomous
job, employees can decide what, how, and when to conduct their assigned tasks. Previous research
has shown that high job autonomy could give employees time, energy, and freedom to engage in
certain behaviors, thereby improving their willingness and motivation to develop and plan for the
further [16,17,19,20].

According to the self-determination theory, it states that when individuals feel they have control
over their behaviors, or they can engage in certain jobs or tasks in discretional manners, they will be
highly motivated to work hard, and always lead to positive job attitudes and higher job efficiency [21–26].
Research has shown that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are pivotal psychological needs
ought to be fulfilled so as to create the sense of self-determining [27,30]. Among the three, autonomy
plays a more fundamental role. When considering their jobs as autonomous, employees’ perceptions
of self-determining are enhanced, thus leading to the willingness of engaging in positive individual
developmental activities [27].

Therefore, we propose that job autonomy may increase employee’s self-development. Specifically,
since job autonomy enables employees to allocate their time and energy in work independently, gives
them the freedom to choose working approaches and to decide the frequency of interactions with
other colleagues, it could predict self-development from the following aspects. First, when employees
perceive that they have a higher level of autonomy and independence in deciding how to carry out
their work, they may feel higher level of self-determination and perceive the job to be their own
business. Accordingly, they would feel more internally motivated and be aroused of higher passion
at work. They may behave more actively and come up with more ideas beneficial to their own and
organization’s long-term development. Second, when employees are given the high autonomy to
conduct their tasks, it means that they will have more time and flexibility to decide the following steps
and working procedures. It may trigger them to reflect on their past behaviors, adjust the procedures
and set developmental goals to meet further requirements. Third, job autonomy allows employees to
generate more ideas and thoughts to modify their work. This idea-generation and innovation process
is also beneficial for employee’s development in the long run. Finally, job autonomy also provides
employees with more freedom and opportunities to exchange information with their colleagues. In
this vein, employees would know better about the external information and the progresses others have
made, which motivates them to set up higher and developmental goals for themselves and keep track
of the goal attainment process. Accordingly, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Job autonomy is positively related to employee’s self-development.

2.2. Mediating Role of Intrinsic Motivation

Motivational orientation is one of the most fundamental individual characteristics, which describes
one’s underlying goal and attitude towards tasks. It indicates for what reasons an individual is
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motivated to work [31]. With different motivational orientations, an employee’s working attitude and
performance level may be quite different [21]. Early research has demonstrated that intrinsic motivation
is an important driving factor to promote individuals to learn and achieve their goals [25,27]. It will
enhance employees’ working engagement, performance, job satisfaction, and creativity. Employees
with intrinsic motivation will be deeply involved in their tasks, strive to learn new skills, and continually
improve their creativity. They often consider their work as interesting or fascinating, which will bring
them happiness and satisfaction [25,27,31].

Previous research has illustrated that satisfying individual’s autonomous needs and letting
them perceive that they have control over their work [32] (p. 8) could generate intrinsic motivation.
In this study, we further argue that intrinsic motivation will be positively related to employee’s
self-development and mediates the relationship between job autonomy and self-development. In
nature, self-development is one’s implicit intention to seek feedbacks, set goals and take more actions
for future progress. Consistent with this logic, we believe that when employees are intrinsically driven,
they will think of the work to be their own business and be more responsible for the future development.
They will take initiatives to evaluate environmental needs and predict future development trend, so
that they could acquire the corresponding skills and knowledge. Also, they will actively search for
feedbacks and set development-oriented goals for the long term. Thus, we propose that:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Employee’s intrinsic motivation is positively related to self-development.

In addition, according to the self-determination theory [21], we further propose that intrinsic
motivation lays foundation for the mechanism through which a self-determining environment could
eventually promote subsequent self-development. It is because that the influence of job autonomy
on self-development basically depends on an employee’s self-regulated behaviors and discretionary
efforts, which is largely impacted by an employee’s level of intrinsic motivation. On the basis level,
intrinsic motivation determines to what extent employees can take advantage of job autonomy and
make independent decisions for future development [31]. Consistent with self-determination theory,
we argue that even with the same job autonomy level, employees with varied levels of intrinsic
motivation will be impacted differently. It is the intrinsic motivation that determines an employee’s
actual level of willingness to work hard, make improvements, set and pursue developmental goals.
In high-autonomy work, employees may perceive higher level of self-determination, since they are
empowered with more freedom, discretion, and independence at work. Therefore, they may feel that
they are working for themselves and internally motivated, hence are willing to put in more efforts and
make progress in their work. In sum, we posit:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between job autonomy and employee’s
self-development.

2.3. Moderating Role of Team Connectivity

Environmental factors can also provide employees with a self-determining perception, with which
employees will have more trust and confidence towards their workplace, thus result in more positive
and proactive behaviors [33]. Accordingly, as one of the most important environmental factors, team
characteristics could play influential roles in shaping employees’ behaviors and attitudes. In this vein,
we propose that team connectivity may impact one’s self-determination perception and strengthen the
relationship between job autonomy and intrinsic motivation.

By definition, team connectivity means that the relationships between team members are open
and encourage generativity, enabling members to treat their interactions as opportunities for growing
and learning [28,29]. Consistent with the psychological needs one should fulfill in order to create
self-determining perceptions [27,30], we posit that team connectivity could help employees to see
the value of learning new things, generating new ideas, and seeking opportunities to explore and
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develop. First, the high team connectivity will make the employees feel that the job is effective and
they could achieve valuable goals at work [34], which fulfills an employee’s psychological need of
competence. Also, team connectivity implies a safe environment for employees to take risks trying
new or challenging tasks, which would in turn facilitate learning and growing at work [35]. Even if
they fail, the errors could be tolerated and the “trouble-makers” will be cared about. Team leader
and other members will look for the underlying answers and seek for core questions in cooperative
and collaborative manners. Hence, the employees may feel that they are well understood and closely
related with others at work [36]. In this way, an employee’s psychological need of relatedness is
satisfied. Following this, we argue that in teams with high connectivity, job autonomy tend to generate
more intrinsic motivation, since employees have received more competence and relatedness at work,
which in turn strengths the influence of job autonomy on intrinsic motivation. On the contrary, in teams
with low connectivity, employees may feel less generativity at work and thus lower their motivation
and preserve their effort. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Employee’s perceived team connectivity moderates the relationship between job autonomy
and intrinsic motivation such that the relationship is stronger when team connectivity is high.

2.4. The Integrative Model

Further, research has shown that team connectivity enables employees to see the diverse influences
from other members as opportunities for learning and growth at work, which would promote learning
and creativity ultimately [37]. Since these learning opportunities and cognitive diversities are also
pivotal to broadening perspectives, realizing the gaps between current and ideal situations, and
providing directions for goal setting, we believe that team connectivity could also enhance the indirect
effect of job autonomy and self-employment. In combination, drawing from self-determination theory,
the relationships predicted in Hypotheses 3 and 4 lead to the final step in our conceptual analysis:
The prediction that employee’s intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between job autonomy
and self-development is contingent on team connectivity (see Figure 1). Specifically, on the basis of
reaching employees’ autonomous psychological need, there will be a stronger mediating relationship
when team connectivity is high, since the generativities and connections in teams will fulfil employees’
basic psychological needs of competence and relatedness. In this way, we propose:
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Figure 1. The theoretical model of our research. Note: T1 means the data was collected at Time 1, T2
means the data was collected at Time 2.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Employee’s perceived team connectivity moderates the indirect effect of job autonomy on
employee’s self-development through intrinsic motivation such that this indirect effect is stronger when team
connectivity is relatively high.

Figure 1 summarized the theoretical framework.
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3. Methodology

3.1. Sample and Data Collection

Participants were recruited via wjx.cn, a reliable Chinese data collection platform similar to
Qualtrics Online Sample and widely used in prior studies [38,39]. The sample size of this platform
is 2.6 million, which enabled us to cover a relatively diverse sample across industries and other
related job characteristics. The data collection took place in two waves and over a period of two
weeks. At Time 1, our questionnaire was distributed to 648 participants via wjx.cn. All participants
were current employees in various industries. They provided their demographic information and
completed a survey that measures their perceived job autonomy, intrinsic motivation and perceived
team connectivity. At Time 2, two weeks later, we distributed the questionnaires of self-development
to the same participants. Each participant was compensated by 20 Chinese yuan for completing
two surveys.

Excluding cases with missing data, we obtained a final sample of 473 participants, yielding a
response rate of 73%. The majority of our participants were between the ages of 26 and 35 years old
(52.6%), female (56.9%), and college educated (68.7%). Among them, 31.9% were entry-level employees,
39.7% were first-line managers and 25.2% were middle managers. Their average tenure in the team
was 5.3 years (standard deviation [SD] tenure = 5.01).

3.2. Measures

We used 7-point scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”) for all substantive
variables. We followed translation and back-translation procedures to translate all the items from
English to Chinese [40].

Job autonomy. We measured employees’ perceived level of job autonomy using a 3-item scale.
This scale consisted of two items from Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) [17] and one item from the revised
JDS [41]. Participants were asked how much authority they had in their work. An example item
featured “This job allows me to decide on my own how to go about doing the work.” Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.86.

Intrinsic motivation. We measured employees’ intrinsic motivation using the 15-item scale from
Work Preference Inventory [31]. Example item is “I want my work to provide me with opportunities
for increasing my knowledge and skills.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.82.

Team connectivity. Employees completed a 7-item measure of team connectivity [42]. Illustrative
item is “The relationships we have encourage us to seek out new opportunities.” Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.83.

Self-development. We operationalized self-development using a five-item scale [15]. Illustrative
item is “I have committed myself to improve my job performance in the future.” Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.70.

Control variables. We included following control variables because of their potential impact on
employee’s development [43]: gender (0 = female; 1 = male), age (categorized in ten bands, 1 = “under
20 years old”, 2 = “21~25 years old”, 3 = “26~30 years old”, 4 = “31~35 years old”, 5 = “36~40 years
old”, 6 = “41~45 years old”, 7 = “46~50 years old”, 8 = “51~55 years old”, 9 = “56~60 years old”, 10 =

“above 60 years old”), education level (1 = middle school or below, 2 = high school; 3 = junior college;
4 = undergraduate degree; 5 = graduate degree; 6 = doctoral degree), positions in the organization (1 =

employee, 2 = first-line manager; 3 = middle manager; 4 = senior manager), and tenure in current
teams (measured in years).
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4. Results

4.1. Confirmatory Factor Analyses

We conducted confirmatory factor analysis using LISREL 8.8 to test the measurement model
specifying job autonomy, intrinsic motivation, team connectivity, and self-development as separate
factors. The hypothesized four-factor model demonstrated better model fit (χ2(387) = 782.90, p < 0.05;
SRMR = 0.05, TLI = 0.90, CFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.05) than all other models (Table 1). The results
provided evidence of discriminant validity among these variables. Also, the one-factor model fitted
the data poorly and the first factor from explanatory factor analysis only explained 24.95% variance.
Therefore, we concluded that common method bias was not a major problem in this study.

Table 1. Model fit results for confirmatory factor analyses.

Models χ2 df ∆χ2 SRMR TLI CFI RMSEA

Four-factor model:
The hypothesized four-factor model 782.90 387 - 0.05 0.90 0.92 0.05

Three-factor model:
Combining job autonomy and intrinsic

motivation
1495.97 390 713.07 0.07 0.78 0.81 0.08

Combining intrinsic motivation and
self-development 946.95 390 164.05 0.06 0.88 0.89 0.06

Combining intrinsic motivation and team
connectivity 1145.90 390 363.00 0.07 0.84 0.86 0.06

Two-factor model:
Combining job autonomy, intrinsic
motivation and team connectivity

1649.31 392 866.41 0.07 0.74 0.76 0.08

Combining job autonomy, intrinsic
motivation and self-development 1642.80 392 859.9 0.07 0.75 0.77 0.08

One-factor model:
Combining all variables 1862.37 393 1079.47 0.08 0.70 0.73 0.09

Notes: ∆χ2 was compared with the hypothesized four-factor model (hypothesized model). Abbreviations: CFI =
comparative fit index; RMSEA = root–mean–square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root–mean–square
residual; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index.

4.2. Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, correlations, and
reliabilities of the focal variables.

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, correlations, reliabilities, and collection schedule among
studied variables.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Gender. 0.43 0.50 -
2. Age 3.88 1.59 0.13 ** -
3. Education level 3.90 0.73 0.04 −0.22 ** -
4. Position level 2.00 0.84 0.29 ** 0.39 ** 0.20 ** -
5. Tenure 5.30 5.01 0.07 0.64 ** −0.17 ** 0.27 ** -
6. Job autonomy (T1) 4.96 1.21 0.11 * 0.14 ** 0.08 0.30 ** 0.11 * 0.86
7. Intrinsic motivation (T1) 5.25 0.65 −0.05 −0.04 0.06 0.13 ** −0.05 0.40 ** 0.82
8. Team connectivity (T1) 5.34 0.82 −0.01 −0.07 0.11 * 0.12 ** 0.00 0.50 ** 0.51 ** 0.83
9. Self-development (T2) 5.83 0.68 −0.11 * −0.03 0.16 ** 0.06 −0.05 0.24 ** 0.45 ** 0.45 ** 0.70

Notes: N = 473, SD = standard deviation. Cronbach’s alpha values for the variables are shown in italics along the
diagonal. T1 means the data was collected at Time 1, T2 means the data was collected at Time 2. Gender: 0 = female,
1 = male; age: 1 = under 20 years old, 2 = 21~25 years old, 3 = 26~30 years old, 4 = 31~35 years old, 5 = 36~40 years
old, 6 = 41~45 years old, 7 = 46~50 years old, 8 = 51~55 years old, 9 = 56~60 years old, 10 = above 60 years old;
Education level: 1 = middle school or below, 2 = high school, 3 = junior college, 4 = undergraduate degree, 5 =
graduate degree, 6 = doctoral degree; Position level: 1 = employee, 2 = first-line manager, 3 =middle manager, 4 =
senior manager; Tenure in teams: measured in years. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.1.1. Hypothesis Tests.
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We used hierarchical regression analysis to test our hypotheses with AMOS 24.0 (IBM Corp,
Armonk, NY, USA) and SPSS 20.0. (IBM corp in Chicago, IL, USA).

Tests of main effect. Hypothesis 1 posits that job autonomy is positively related to self-development.
As shown in Table 3, Model 1 is the null model that only includes control variables: age, gender,
educational level, position level, and tenure in the team. The results of Model 2 indicate that after
controlling for employee’s demographics information, employee’s perceived job autonomy level was
positively associated with self-development (b = 0.13, Standard Errors [SE] = 0.03, p < 0.001, Model 2).
Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported.

Table 3. Hierarchical regression results.

Variables
Self-Development Intrinsic

Motivation

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Intercept 5.27 *** (0.20) 4.76 *** (0.22) 2.88 *** (0.29) 5.31 *** (0.17)
Controls
Gender −0.18 ** (0.07) −0.19 ** (0.06) −0.13 * (0.06) −0.10 * (0.05)

Age 0.01 (0.03) 0.00 (0.03) 0.02 (0.02) −0.01 (0.02)
Education level 0.13 ** (0.05) 0.13 ** (0.04) 0.13 ** (0.04) −0.02 (0.04)
Position level 0.06 (0.04) 0.01 (0.04) −0.01 (0.04) 0.06 (0.04)

Tenure −0.01 (0.01) −0.01 (.01) 0.00 (0.01) −0.01 (0.01)
Independent Variable

Job autonomy 0.13 *** (0.03) 0.15 *** (0.03)
Mediator

Intrinsic motivation 0.47 *** (0.04)
Moderator

Team connectivity 0.28 *** (0.03)
Interactions

Job autonomy × Team
connectivity 0.07 ** (0.02)

R2 0.04 0.10 0.23 0.31
Adjusted R2 0.03 0.08 0.22 0.30

∆R2 − 0.06 0.19 0.27
F 4.18 ** 8.17 *** 23.36 *** 26.52 ***

Notes: N = 473. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported (and standard errors). * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***
p < 0.001.

Hypothesis 2 argues that employee’s intrinsic motivation is positively related to self-development.
As displayed in Model 3 of Table 3, the relationship between employee’s intrinsic motivation and
self-development was significantly positive (b = 0.47, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001, Model 3). Thus, Hypothesis
2 is supported.

Hypothesis 3 proposes that employee’s intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between
job autonomy and self-development. We utilized PROCESS Macro for SPSS (Model 4) to examine
this mediation effect [44]. With 5000 times bootstrap, after controlling for employee’s demographic
variables, the direct effect of job autonomy on self-development was non-significant (direct effect = 0.04,
SE = 0.03, 95% Confidence Interval [CI] = [−0.01, 0.09]), while the indirect effect of job autonomy on
self-development via intrinsic motivation was significant (indirect effect = 0.09, SE = 0.02, 95% CI =

[0.07, 0.13]). Thus, intrinsic motivation fully mediates the relationship between job autonomy and
self-development. Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Tests of moderation effects. Hypothesis 4 predicts that employee’s perceived team connectivity
moderates the relationship between job autonomy and intrinsic motivation. We tested this hypothesis
using hierarchical regression and simple slopes analysis. We first mean-centered job autonomy and
team connectivity to create the interaction term [45]. As displayed in Model 4 of Table 3, the interaction
between job autonomy and team connectivity predicting intrinsic motivation is significant (b = 0.07, SE
= 0.02, p < 0.01). In order to interpret the results, we followed Aiken and West’s [46] procedures to
plot the interactions between autonomy and team connectivity at their two conditional values (at one
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standard deviation above and below the mean) in Figure 2. Results from simple slope analyses show
that, the positive effect of job autonomy on intrinsic motivation is stronger when team connectivity is
high (simple slope = 0.21, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001), and is weaker but still positively significant when team
connectivity is low (simple slope = 0.10, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is supported.Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 14 
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Test of conditional indirect effect. In Hypothesis 5, we posit that employee’s perceived team
connectivity moderates the effect of job autonomy on employee self-development through intrinsic
motivation such that this indirect effect is stronger when team connectivity is high. Utilizing PROCESS
Macro for SPSS (Model 7) [44] we tested the conditional indirect effect by conducting a moderated
path analysis using 5000 bootstrap samples for construct 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals
surrounding our estimate of the indirect effect of job autonomy through intrinsic motivation [47].
Results in Table 4 indicate that, the conditional indirect effect of job autonomy on self-development
through intrinsic motivation is significantly positive and stronger for employees with higher team
connectivity (indirect effect = 0.08, SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.0487, 0.1197]), but weaker for those with lower
team connectivity (indirect effect = 0.03, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.0019, 0.0582]). Overall, the differences in
the indirect effects of intrinsic motivation at high and low levels of team connectivity were significant
for self-development (∆ indirect effect = 0.05). Hence, Hypothesis 5 is supported.

Table 4. Results of conditional indirect effect.

Conditional Indirect Effects with Bootstrap Method (5000 Times)

Moderator: Team Connectivity Effect SE Lower Level CI Upper Level CI

−1 s.d. (4.52) 0.03 0.01 0.0019 0.0582
+1 s.d. (6.16) 0.08 0.02 0.0487 0.1197

Index of Moderated Mediation

INDEX SE Lower level CI Upper Level CI
0.03 0.01 0.0057 0.0548

5. Discussion

This paper employed self-determination theory as theoretical framework and conducted a
multi-time survey on employees throughout China to test hypotheses. We discussed the research
question of what, how and when to promote self-development on individual level, in order to
achieve organizational sustainable progress for the long run. Past research has showed that when
employees feel that their actions can be determined by themselves, they will generate higher levels of
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motivation and willingness to work [21–23]. This argument laid the theoretical foundation for us to
discuss the relationship between job autonomy and self-development. Our empirical results show
that job autonomy has a positive effect on employee’s self-development, which is fully mediated by
employee’s intrinsic motivation. Moreover, team connectivity moderates the relationship between
job autonomy and intrinsic motivation, and further moderates the indirect effect of job autonomy
on employee self-development through intrinsic motivation. Below we discuss the theoretical and
practical implications, limitations, and future directions.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Our research makes theoretical contributions in three ways.
First, our research sheds light on the self-development literature by identifying one strong

predictor from the perspective of job design. Drawing from self-determination theory, we propose
job autonomy is the potential antecedent of self-development. Prior research focused on individual
characteristics [5,8–13] and supportive situational factors [11–15], little attention has been paid to job
design, especially the characteristic of job autonomy. In this study, we found that job autonomy could
improve one’s intrinsic motivation and further promote the self-development [16,17]. Employees in
those autonomous jobs would be more likely to conduct long-term sustainability related behaviors.
Therefore, our research enriches the predictors of employee’s self-development study.

Second, our research extends the relationship between job autonomy and self-development
by adopting a fine-grained perspective to investigate the underlying psychological mechanism.
We hypothesized and empirically proved that the effect of job autonomy on self-development
was fully mediated by intrinsic motivation, indicating that no matter how much freedom and
discretion an employee was endowed by job design, it is the level of intrinsic motivation that truly
determines to what extent employees can take advantages of these opportunities and make independent
decisions [31]. Thus, by identifying the inherent roots of self-development, our research provides
with more perspectives to enhance employee’s long-term sustainability by working on approaches to
encourage intrinsic motivation.

Third, our research enriches the literature of self-development by exploring the contingent effect
of team connectivity. According to prior research, the context in which employees are embedded
also plays a crucial role in providing stimuli for employee’s self-determination. In this sense, our
research develops a contingent model which emphasizes the moderating effect of team connectivity in
strengthening the effects of job autonomy on intrinsic motivation. Moreover, we take a further step to
argue the enhancing effect on the overall positive indirect effect of job autonomy on self-development
via intrinsic motivation. These findings clarify the boundary conditions under which the predicting
role of job autonomy on self-development could be enhanced.

5.2. Practical Implications

Our research also offers vital practical implications for organizations and managers. First,
our research concentrated on employee’s self-development, one of the most important aspects of
organization sustainable development, and verified one of its important predictors and the related
underlying psychological mechanism. Hence, we provided operationalized approaches to promote the
sustainable development of organizations. We suggest that, for the development of both employees
and organizations, organizations should develop ways to encourage employees to prepare for new
requirements in the future. For organizations, it is essential to provide development-oriented supportive
resources to promote employees to take initiatives for self-improvement. For employees, they need to
understand their own shortcomings in working skills, grasp the new trends of professional development,
and make predictions about the changes and challenges they will encounter in order to meet the trend
of the times and environmental developments.

Second, our research suggests that organizations and managers should adopt a job-autonomy
design to facilitate self-development in organizations. Compared with other job characteristics [16,17],
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job autonomy is more universally applicable and easier to implement. It could not only provide
employees with more freedom and discretion at work, but also fuels employees with intrinsic motivation
which satisfied their basic psychological needs. Thus, this paper offers a potential direction to inspire
employees to attain long-term and sustainable-oriented development in organizations.

Third, our research also indicates that generative and harmonious team member relationships
could nourish employee’s intrinsic motivation, and further stimulate self-development. Accordingly,
managers and leaders should try to foster generative relationships in teams, which could enable
employees to appreciate their jobs and tasks internally. This kind of team building approach is more
efficient and more cost benefit than providing traditional organizational supportive resources (such as
priced meals or large-scale training).

5.3. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although our study has many strengths, including the multi-time survey design and new
perspective towards promoting organizational sustainable development, there are nevertheless
limitations worth noting.

First, since our focal variables emphasized on motivation and behaviors of employees, it is more
accurate to obtain the data by self-reported survey, which may result in the common method bias. In
order to alleviate this problem, we not only conducted Harman’s single factor test, but also followed
procedures of multi-time design [48–50]. For the future research, we encourage to collect data from
multi-source with multi-method to further verify our results.

Second, employees’ industries, levels of job complexity, and other related job characteristics may
also exert influences on job autonomy and further impact employees’ self-development. Although we
took a randomization data collection process to counterbalance the potential influences embedded in
different jobs, it is worthwhile for future research to consider the impact of more job characteristics on
influencing employees’ intention to improve themselves.

Last, in our study we found that employee’s gender played an important role in predicting both
self-development (b = −0.19, SE = 0.06, p < 0.01, Model 2) and intrinsic motivation (b = −0.10, SE = 0.05,
p < 0.05, Model 4). Based on current analysis, we could not draw further conclusions about whether
females are more likely to be motivated by autonomous design to achieve longer developmental goals
and perform better in a broader sense. Therefore, we encourage future research to further explore the
gender’s effect on self-development and the possible underlying mechanism

6. Conclusions

In the rapidly changing business world, improving employee’s self-development level is of great
importance for organizations to pursue sustainable development. In order to reduce organization’s
training cost, achieve higher employee developmental goals, and further promote organizations’
sustainable development, this research explores what and how to enhance employee’s self-development.
Drawing from the self-determination theory, this research demonstrates that job autonomy could predict
employee’s self-development, and the intrinsic motivation mediates this relationship. In addition, team
connectivity could enhance the positive relationship between job autonomy and intrinsic motivation,
and further moderate the indirect effect of job autonomy on self-development via intrinsic motivation.
The research highlights the importance of organizational sustainable development and proposes
a potential approach to facilitate employee’s self-development for the purpose of achieving this
long-term goal.
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