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Abstract

This study addressed the lack, in the work context, of a comprehensive time-lagged examination of the
core constructs (interpersonal behaviors, psychological need states, and motivation) underlying Self-
Determination Theory (SDT). Specifically, this research relied on person-centered analyses to gain a
better understanding of how the distinct components of psychological need states (satisfaction,
frustration, and unfulfillment of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness) combine to
produce distinct profiles of employees. We also documented the stability of these profiles over time and
their associations with theoretically-relevant predictors (supervisors’ supportive, thwarting, and
indifferent behaviors) and outcomes (work motivation). Questionnaire surveys were completed twice
over the course of three months by a sample of 590 French employees. Six profiles characterized by
distinct configurations of global and specific need constructs were identified and found to be stable over
time. Supervisors’ supportive, thwarting, and indifferent behaviors showed well-differentiated patterns
of association with these profiles. Finally, employees’ global levels of self-determination and specific
levels of motivational regulations differed as a function of profile membership. Altogether, results from
this research suggest that SDT’s explanatory framework may be expanded to encompass the key role
played by need indifferent behaviors and employees’ experiences of need unfulfillment.

Keywords: Interpersonal behaviors; Need indifferent behaviors; Psychological needs; Need
unfulfillment; Work motivation; Self-Determination Theory.
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“My friends, remember this: There are no bad weeds, no bad men, there are only bad cultivators”
(Victor Hugo, 1862). In “Les Misérables”, Victor Hugo eloguently illustrated what would, more than a
century later, become one of the key tenets of Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017):
individuals’ dysfunctional (or adaptive) functioning can regularly be traced back to thwarting (or
supportive) socio-environmental conditions. Specifically, research based on SDT has consistently
shown the key role played by those in position of authority or expertise (e.g., supervisors, teachers,
coaches) in supporting or thwarting the psychological needs of those they guide and manage (e.g.,
subordinates, students, athletes). More precisely, need support predicts need satisfaction and
individuals’ adaptive (autonomous) motivation, while need thwarting leads to need frustration and
maladaptive (controlled) motivation or lack of motivation (amotivation) (Bartholomew et al., 2011).
Empirical evidence has provided support for these associations in various life domains, including the
work context (e.g., Gillet et al., 2012; Olafsen et al., 2018; Trépanier et al. 2015).

Yet, the rare studies examining this dual motivational process at work did so either by looking into
the relations between supervisory behaviors (supportive and thwarting) and psychological need states
(satisfaction and frustration; e.g., Gillet et al., 2012), or by investigating the associations between need
states and autonomous and controlled motivation (e.g., Trépanier et al. 2015). In the work context,
research has long failed to simultaneously examine supportive and thwarting supervisory behaviors
alongside the bright and dark sides of employees’ psychological needs and the different facets of
motivation. As such, prior research has failed to provide a complete picture of the bright and dark sides
of motivational processes at work, which has important theoretical and practical implications. Indeed,
we do not know whether these motivational processes unfold at work as they do in other life contexts
(e.g., Amoura et al., 2015; Burguefio et al., 2021), and, thus, whether the same practical
recommendations should be followed. Moreover, such incomplete examinations do not allow to
understand how each interpersonal behavior and/or need state provides incremental predictive value,
once the role of other behaviors and need states are considered, and, thus, to identify the most adequate
levers for intervention. Only one very recent research did examine the complete picture of this dual
motivational process among Chinese employees (Wu et al., 2022), yet this research relied on a cross-
sectional design. Therefore, Wu et al. (2022) called for future research to use time-lagged designs to
better document how supervisory behaviors relate to motivational processes over time. Indeed, past
research has heavily relied on cross-sectional designs that do not allow conclusions regarding the
temporal nature of this dual process. One study did use a longitudinal design, and showed managerial
need support to be associated with need satisfaction, and, in turn, work motivation over time (Olafsen
et al., 2018). Unfortunately, this study explored the bright side only of SDT’s dual motivational process.
Yet, the effects of negative interpersonal relations are greater and last longer than those of positive
relationships (Baumeister et al., 2001). Therefore, our research's first goal is to provide a first-in-the-
literature comprehensive time-lagged examination of the core constructs (interpersonal behaviors,
psychological need states, and work motivation) and of the full motivational processes (positive and
negative) proposed by SDT, in the work context.

Importantly, the dual nature of SDT’s explanatory framework (e.g., Gillet et al., 2012; Trépanier et
al., 2015) has been questioned by recent research. Indeed, recent findings suggest that tripartite
conceptualizations of interpersonal styles and psychological needs could extend our understanding of
the “dim light colors" (alongside the bright and dark sides) of motivational processes (see Ntoumanis,
in press). For instance, research conducted in the sport domain (Bhavsar et al., 2019) showed the
existence of a third and distinct type of interpersonal behaviors alongside need supportive and thwarting
behaviors, in the form of indifferent behaviors (i.e., leaders are inattentive to the basic psychological
needs of those they guide). Interestingly, these behaviors (i.e., need-supportive, -thwarting, and -
indifferent behaviors) echo the three core leadership styles (democratic, authoritarian, and laissez-faire)
originally introduced by Lewin et al. (1939), thus suggesting that such a tripartite conceptualization of
interpersonal behaviors might also be relevant in the work area. However, in the work-related SDT-
based research, supportive (for a review see Slemp et al., 2018) and, to a lesser extent, thwarting (or
controlling) behaviors (e.g., Richer & Vallerand, 1995; Gillet et al., 2012), have attracted the most
attention. Despite the connection between need indifferent behaviors and laissez-faire leadership
(Avolio et al., 1999; Lewin et al., 1939), a type of leadership known to have detrimental consequences
(Skogstad et al., 2007), no research conducted in the work domain has yet explored how supervisors’
indifferent behaviors relate to subordinates’ psychological needs and motivation. Yet, showing that
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indifferent behaviors contribute to explaining need states beyond what can be explained by the
supportive and thwarting styles would provide further support for the distinctiveness of this construct
and open new theoretical and practical avenues. Indeed, this grey zone of interpersonal behaviors could
enrich our understanding of the missed opportunities for optimal motivational functioning, at the socio-
contextual level (Ntoumanis, in press). Therefore, the second goal of the present research is to address
researchers' (Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2022) call to offer an examination of supervisors’ need
indifferent behaviors, while jointly considering need supportive and thwarting behaviors.

Recent advances in SDT research also showed that individuals’ psychological needs are not
experienced in a dichotomous manner, through the beneficial and adverse experiences of need
satisfaction and frustration, respectively (Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2021). Rather, this recent
research showed the existence of a third need state, when tested alongside need satisfaction and
frustration. More specifically, authors showed that employees may also undergo a more nuanced and
less actively negative psychological experience, in the form of need unfulfillment (i.e., a negative
psychological need experience of deactivation, where one feels that their psychological needs are in a
state of negligence). Interestingly, this research showed need unfulfillment, need frustration, and need
satisfaction to predict outcomes that differ in nature, and, thus, reinforced the importance of
simultaneously considering the full range of employees' psychological need states. Yet, research has
not yet investigated the motivational antecedents and consequences of these distinct psychological need
states, despite the connection made in SDT between interpersonal behaviors, psychological need states,
and motivation (e.g., Olafsen et al., 2018). Therefore, showing that need unfulfillment independently
(relative to need satisfaction and frustration) relates to interpersonal behaviors and work motivation
would provide further support for its distinctiveness, contributing to this construct putting down roots
in the SDT literature. Indeed, shedding more light on the insipid colors of psychological need state
could contribute to a better understanding of the “missed opportunities” for optimal motivational
functioning, at the personal level (Ntoumanis, in press).

Because the only study examining need unfulfillment has relied on a variable-centered approach, its
authors have advocated for future research to resort to person-centered analyses (Huyghebaert-Zouaghi
et al., 2021). Indeed, the variable-centered approach mostly used in past research on psychological
needs (e.g., Gillet et al., 2012, 2020; Huyghebaert et al., 2018, 2021; Trépanier et al., 2015, 2016)
focuses on average relations observed between variables within a specific sample, and, thus, ignores
the possibility that need satisfaction, frustration, and unfulfillment are qualitatively distinct types of
experiential psychological need states. Indeed, these need states are not mutually exclusive but may co-
occur in different combinations in the lives of employees (Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2021). For
instance, Rouse et al. (2020) showed that workers could simultaneously experience high competence
satisfaction and high competence frustration (e.g., one could experience mastery in some areas of their
job but also have feelings of inadequacy in other areas). The person-centered approach allows for the
identification of qualitatively different subpopulations of employees experiencing such specific
configurations of psychological need states. Moreover, person-centered analyses have important
practical implications, for they appear to be a representative reflection of managers’ and human
resources/occupational health professionals’ tendency to think of workers as falling into different types
or categories of individuals. Therefore, our third goal is to offer an investigation of employees’
psychological need states profiles, while examining their antecedents (supervisors’ need supportive,
indifferent, and thwarting behaviors) and consequences in terms of work motivation, based on a two-
wave time-lagged design.

In sum, our theoretical perspective and empirical findings could contribute to the literature by
providing, in the work context, the first comprehensive examination of the core SDT constructs
(interpersonal behaviors, psychological need states, and work motivation), studying both positive and
negative processes, and using a time-lagged design. We also advance past research by incorporating
conceptual advances in the SDT literature (i.e., identification of need indifferent behaviors and need
unfulfillment states; Bhavsar et al., 2019; Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2021) and using state-of-the-art
statistical approaches to examine psychological need states profiles in the workplace.

Psychological Need States in the Workplace

Research based on SDT has largely documented the prominence of the basic psychological needs
for autonomy (feeling ownership of one’s actions), competence (feeling efficient in accomplishing
personally important tasks), and relatedness (feeling secure and accepted in one’s relationships) in
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enhancing individuals’ well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Need satisfaction refers to the positive state
where one experiences a fulfillment of these psychological needs (i.e., feeling volitional, competent,
and affiliated), whereas need frustration reflects a negative state where one experiences undermining of
these psychological needs (i.e., feeling coerced, useless, and rejected). The distinctiveness and
differentiated effects of both these need states have been demonstrated through a large body of research
conducted within various life contexts (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020), including
work (e.g., Huyghebaert et al., 2018a; Trépanier et al., 2015).

From Two to Three Need States: Need Unfulfillment

Recently, scholars argued that a third psychological need state (i.e., need unfulfillment) could
contribute to a better and richer understanding of the motivational mechanisms resulting from
individuals’ socio-environmental conditions (e.g., Bhavsar et al., 2020; Cheon et al., 2019; Costa et al.,
2015). Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al. (2021) provided support for these postulates in the work domain, by
demonstrating the existence and distinctiveness (when tested alongside need satisfaction and
frustration) of need unfulfillment. Indeed, unlike prior research failing to consider the experience of
unfulfillment across all three needs (Cheon et al., 2019), to assert its criterion validity relative to need
frustration (Costa et al., 2015), or to model need unfulfillment as a distinct need state when tested
alongside need satisfaction and frustration (Bhavsar et al., 2019), Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al. (2021)
showed need unfulfillment factors to be distinct from need satisfaction and frustration factors (even
after accounting for their shared commonalities) and to hold unique relations with predictors and
outcomes. Need unfulfillment is defined as the negative experiential state where one feels that their
psychological needs are in state of neglect (i.e., feeling uncertain, dull, and disconnected). Thus,
Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al. (2021) provided support for a 3 x 3 model of the distinct experiential states
of satisfaction, frustration, and unfulfillment pertaining to each of the needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness. Yet, these authors examined these psychological need states from a variable-centered
approach, therefore ignoring the possibility that need satisfaction, frustration, and unfulfillment are
qualitatively distinct psychological experiences that are not mutually exclusive but may co-occur. For
instance, one could feel cared for and appreciated by others at work (i.e., high relatedness satisfaction)
and simultaneously feel like they do not have much in common with their peers and experience a sense
of not fitting in (i.e., high relatedness unfulfillment). Although Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al. (2021)
showed the distinctiveness of these experiential psychological need states, it is only through the
identification of different configurations of psychological need states that their co-existence could be
asserted.

Profiles of Psychological Need States

In a recent review of Basic Psychological Need Theory (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020), SDT scholars
called for future research to shed light on need profiles to reach a better understanding of within-person
combinations of psychological need states. Indeed, the person-centered approach is of particular interest
as it reflects the idea that individuals seldom experience a single psychological experience (e.g., Toth-
Kiraly et al., 2018; Rouse et al., 2020). Vansteenkiste et al. (2020) also emphasized the practical value
of this approach, explaining that it allows to "provide a more overarching perspective on individuals’
configuration of need-based functioning instead of “slicing” an individual into different need-
relevant dimensions” (p. 12). As such, person-centered results allow practitioners for more tailored
interventions simultaneously targeting several need states. Despite the intuitive appeal of this approach,
no study has yet utilized it to examine different combinations of need satisfaction, unfulfillment, and
frustration. Considering these important implications, our first goal was, thus, to address this gap in the
literature.

Given the absence of prior relevant research, we could propose a tentative only hypothesis in relation
to the number of profiles expected to be found in our study. Based on prior research on employees’
need satisfaction (i.e., four profiles: Gillet et al., 2019; Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2020) and need
satisfaction/frustration (i.e., five profiles; Rouse et al., 2020) profiles, we expected to identify a fairly
similar (i.e., 4-5) number of profiles (Hypothesis 1). As to the nature of these profiles, based on prior
person-centered research jointly examining need satisfaction and frustration in a general population of
Hungarian adults (Toth-Kiraly et al., 2018) and in a sample of British firefighters (Rouse et al., 2020),
and on research solely examining employees’ need satisfaction profiles (Gillet et al., 2019;
Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2020), we expected to identify (Hypothesis 2): 1) a predominantly positive
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profile (characterized by very high positive experiential need states and very low negative experiential
need states), 2) a predominantly negative profile (high negative experiential need states and very low
positive experiential need states), and 3) a normative profile (close to average levels across all
experiential need states). Additionally, we expected to identify 4) a profile in which one of the three
needs would be more dominant than the others, across all three experiential states (e.g., the need for
competence; Rouse et al., 2020). Finally, based on prior person-centered research showing that positive
and negative experiential need states could co-occur (Rouse et al., 2020), we expected to identify 5) a
profile characterized by mixed experiential need states (e.g., low levels of need unfulfillment coupled
with high levels of need satisfaction and frustration).

Supervisors’ Interpersonal Behaviors as Predictors of Need States Profiles

The second goal of this research was to assess the extent to which supervisors’ interpersonal
behaviors predict subordinates’ membership of psychological need states profiles. Autonomy-
supportive behaviors (e.g., Olafsen et al., 2018) and, to a lesser extent, autonomy-thwarting (i.e.,
controlling) behaviors (e.g., Gillet et al., 2012), have attracted the most attention in the work-related
SDT research. However, recent research has emphasized the importance of considering how social
agents in a position of authority or expertise may support or thwart all three psychological needs of
those they interact with (Bhavsar et al., 2019; Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2021; Rocchi et al., 20173,
2017b; Toth-Kiraly et al., 2020). As such, need supportive managers promote their subordinates’
psychological needs by displaying behaviors based on understanding, encouragement, and appreciation.
Conversely, need thwarting managers threaten their subordinates’ psychological needs when they adopt
behaviors based on pressure, non-constructive criticism, and rejection.

In the work domain, only one study has considered supervisors’ need supportive and need thwarting
behaviors in relation to all three psychological needs (Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2021). Yet, this
research did not include the third form of interpersonal behaviors (i.e., need indifferent behaviors),
which was identified in a recent study conducted in the sport domain (Bhavsar et al., 2019).

A Third Type of Interpersonal Behaviors: Need Indifferent Behaviors

Based on Bhavsar et al. (2019), we propose that supervisors are need indifferent when they neglect
their subordinates’ psychological needs. Specifically, autonomy-indifferent supervisors may show a
disinterest in their subordinates’ opinions, needs, and perspectives, and fail to give clear directions and
rationale for task engagement. Competence-indifferent supervisors are absent when needed, do not
provide their subordinates with enough structure to reach their professional goals, are chaotic or
disorganized, and neglect employees’ skills development by setting activities that are not optimally
challenging for them. Finally, relatedness-indifferent supervisors may be inattentive to their
subordinates’ well-being and to the quality of their relationship with their subordinates, leaving
employees unsure as to whether their supervisors appreciate them or not. Importantly, need indifferent
behaviors have never been examined in the work context, and their relations to psychological need
states remain uncharted territory. Hence, supervisors’ indifferent behaviors are important to document.

Interestingly, this tripartite conceptualization echoes the “full-range leadership theory” (Avolio &
Bass, 1991), which has dominated leadership research up to this day by offering an integration of
three distinct leadership styles (laissez-faire, transactional, and transformational). However, research
anchored in this framework has mostly ignored the motivational processes associated with these
distinct leadership behaviors (Inceoglu et al., 2018). Indeed, most of the existing leadership research
has treated leadership as a way to influence subordinates' behaviors and performance (see Inceoglu et
al., 2018) and, in doing so, has failed to document the differentiated effects of distinct supervisory
behaviors on employees' motivation and well-being. In contrast, SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017)
conceptualizes leadership as a way to promote subordinates' self-determined motivation and well-
being. As such, rather than adding one more highly specific type of behavior to the already long list of
behaviors considered in leadership research (DeRue et al., 2011), we take a step back to approach
leaders' behaviors in terms of how they relate to subordinates' basic psychological needs. Our
perspective might not replace classical leadership theories (e.g., Avolio & Bass, 1991) when
organizational outcomes are considered, but, being anchored in the currently dominant theoretical
framework on employee motivation and well-being (i.e., SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017), it may provide
clearer guidance regarding the motivational implications of leaders’ behaviors for subordinates.

Moreover, existing leadership studies have typically focused on the role played by isolated
leadership behaviors (e.g., Tepper, 2000). In doing so, these studies have failed to consider how much
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of employees’ functioning can be explained by other behaviors, or how each specific type of behavior
provides incremental predictive value, once the role of other types of behaviors has been accounted
for (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Therefore, the ability to jointly consider the relative contribution of
distinct behaviors has important theoretical and practical implications, especially when it comes to
distinguishing between less desirable types of leadership behaviors. For instance, it remains unclear
whether the actively negative (e.g., need thwarting behaviors) and more passive supervisory styles
(e.g., need indifferent behaviors) have clearly differentiated consequences in terms of employees'
functioning (Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Skogstad et al., 2007). On one hand, one could theoretically
argue that need indifferent behaviors may not be as adversely experienced by those at the receiving
end, compared to need thwarting behaviors (Bhavsar et al., 2019). Some evidence indicates that the
consequences of these two types of behaviors may even differ in nature. For instance, Cheon et al.
(2019) made the case that need indifferent behaviors are more likely to lead to negative psychological
experiences characterized by deactivation (e.g., need unfulfillment), whereas need thwarting
behaviors are more likely to lead to more intense negative outcomes (e.g., need frustration). On the
other hand, scholars have previously argued that managerial behaviors characterized by neglect and
absence (e.g., need indifferent behaviors) could be as destructive as more actively negative types of
interpersonal behaviors such as need thwarting ones (Skogstad et al., 2007). Yet, more research is
needed on these passive forms of leaders’ interpersonal behaviors (Judge & Piccolo, 2004) to
document their differentiated effects.

Interestingly, Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al. (2021) showed supervisors’ thwarting behaviors to most
strongly lead to more need frustration and —though to a lesser extent— more need unfulfillment and less
need satisfaction in subordinates. Similarly, Bhavsar et al. (2019) found athletes who perceived their
coach as need indifferent to experience more need frustration. In sum, prior research does not allow to
assert that need thwarting and need indifferent behaviors have differentiated consequences in terms of
psychological need states. Therefore, we expected supervisors’ need thwarting and need indifferent
behaviors to both predict a greater likelihood of membership of the most negative need state profile
(Hypothesis 3a). An opposite pattern of association was expected for need supportive behaviors, based
on prior findings showing supportive behaviors from one’s supervisor to most strongly relate to higher
levels of need satisfaction and, to a lesser extent, to lower levels of need unfulfillment (Huyghebaert-
Zouaghi et al., 2021). Hence, we hypothesized that supervisors’ need supportive behaviors would
predict a greater likelihood of membership of the most positive need state profile (Hypothesis 3b).
Work Motivation as an Outcome of Need States Profiles

Our third goal was to assess the extent to which membership into different need states profiles would
be associated to distinct motivational consequences. Work motivation is conceptualized as the key
outcome of psychological need states (Vallerand, 1997). Moreover, motivation is much sought and
prized by employees, organizations and managers, for it is a core determinant of workers” well-being
(e.g., Trépanier et al., 2015) and performance (e.g., Gagné et al., 2015). When autonomously motivated,
workers engage in their professional tasks out of choice and pleasure, or because they find them
intrinsically enjoyable and interesting (intrinsic motivation), or valuable (identified regulation).
Conversely, when workers are motivated in a controlled manner, they put effort in their work because
of internal pressures (i.e., to boost their ego or to avoid feelings of guilt and shame; introjected
regulation), or because of external pressures of a social (i.e., to get praise and avoid disapproval;
external social regulation) or material (i.e., to get material rewards and avoid material losses; external
material regulation) nature. Contrastingly, when amotivated, workers do not see the point of putting
effort into work and lack the motivation to engage in their work.

The relations between workers’ need satisfaction and frustration and their work motivation has been
rather well documented, with need satisfaction resulting in autonomous forms of work motivation (e.g.,
De Cooman et al., 2013; Olafsen et al., 2018; Trépanier et al., 2015) and controlled forms of work
motivation relating more strongly to need frustration (e.g., Trépanier et al., 2015). In line with prior
variable-centered results, we can thus expect members of the predominantly positive profile to
experience higher levels of autonomous motivation (Hypothesis 4a) and members of the predominantly
negative profile to experience higher levels of controlled forms of motivation (Hypothesis 4b). It should
be noted that research has never explored the relation between need unfulfillment and work motivation.
Nonetheless, Ryan and Deci (2000) argue that amotivation results from one not valuing an activity, not
feeling competent at it, or not expecting it to lead to desired consequences. These characteristics clearly



Psychological Need States Profiles 7

echo the definition of need unfulfillment (Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2021). As such, we can expect
feelings of confusion, dullness, and disconnection (experienced by members of the predominantly
negative profile) to be associated with higher levels of specific amotivation (Hypothesis 4c).
Methodological Considerations

First, when considering employees’ psychological need states, one should keep in mind that recent
research has shown that psychological need states ratings could be disaggregated into two independent
components through bifactor modeling (e.g., Gillet et al., 2020; Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2020,
2021; Myers et al., 2014). The first component (G-factor) reflects employees’ global need state
experience across all three needs and experiential states. The second component (S-factor) reflects
employees’ specific levels of need satisfaction, unfulfillment, and frustration of each need, that are left
unexplained by their global need state experience (see Figure 1 and online supplements fo