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ABSTRACT
Empowering leaders delegate authority, grant autonomy, and assign responsibilities to individuals 
or teams. Drawing on empowerment theory and self-determination theory (SDT), the present study 
hypothesizes that daily empowering leadership is related to employee work engagement through 
(a) psychological empowerment, and (b) the satisfaction of basic psychological needs. We col
lected data among 86 Norwegian Navy cadets during a 30-day transatlantic voyage (response =  
97%; n = 2022 observations). Consistent with hypotheses, results of multilevel mediation path 
analysis showed that daily leader autonomy support and development support were positively 
related to daily employee work engagement through psychological empowerment and satisfac
tion of the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Moreover, leaders’ autonomy- 
supportive behaviour was most strongly related to psychological empowerment (not need satis
faction) and indirectly to work engagement when development support was high (vs. low). We 
discuss how these findings support and contribute to empowering leadership literature, as well as 
the practical implications.
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Over the past two decades, there has been a growing 
interest in empowering leadership for its relevance in 
today’s dynamic and complex work environments 
(Taskan et al., 2022). By emphasizing delegation, decen
tralized decision-making, and skill development, this 
leadership style has been shown to positively influence 
employees’ motivation, attitudes, and proactive beha
viour, as well as drive favourable organizational out
comes (Kim, Beehr, & Prewett, 2018; Lee et al., 2018; 
Thun & Bakker, 2018).

However, most research on empowering leadership 
has focused on the between-person level, relying on 
cross-sectional or static designs, thereby overlooking 
the dynamic and fluctuating nature of leadership beha
viours and employee experiences (McCormick et al.,  
2020). As findings at the between-person level may not 
generalize to the within-person level (Podsakoff et al.,  
2019), it is essential to replicate studies using within- 
person designs to uncover daily dynamics. While 
a small number of daily diary studies have found 
a positive relationship between empowering leadership 
and outcomes such as job crafting (Tang et al., 2020), 

work engagement (Jiang et al., 2021; Kwan et al., 2024), 
and proactive behaviours (Schilpzand et al., 2018), the 
underlying psychological mechanisms linking daily 
empowering leadership to positive job-related out
comes remain underexplored.

Leaders have a significant impact on employees’ work 
engagement (Decuypere & Schaufeli, 2021). Defined as 
a fluctuating work-related state of mind characterized by 
vigour, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli & Bakker,  
2023), work engagement is a well-established predictor 
of both job and organizational performance (Bakker 
et al., 2023; Neuber et al., 2022). Empowering leadership 
has been linked to work engagement through multiple 
pathways, including organizational identification and 
workplace well-being (Li et al., 2024), job crafting (Jiang 
et al., 2021), psychological empowerment (Monje-Amor 
et al., 2021), basic psychological needs satisfaction (Kim 
& Beehr, 2020), and work meaningfulness (Lee et al.,  
2017). However, except for job crafting (Jiang et al.,  
2021), these mechanisms have been studied exclusively 
at the between-person level, leaving their day-to-day 
fluctuations and relationships unknown.
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To address these gaps, we examine two distinct yet 
potentially complementary psychological mechanisms: 
basic needs satisfaction and psychological empower
ment. While basic needs satisfaction reflects founda
tional human motivational processes rooted in self- 
determination theory (SDT), psychological empower
ment captures work-specific perceptions of self- 
determination, competence, meaning, and impact 
(Spreitzer, 1995). Both mechanisms reflect perceptions 
of the work environment and are expected to vary as 
a function of daily contextual changes (Podsakoff et al.,  
2019). By studying these mechanisms in parallel, this 
study aims to replicate and extend upon between- 
person findings at the daily level. Testing both pathways 
simultaneously, we help clarify whether the effects of 
empowering leadership primarily operate through uni
versal psychological needs, by fostering a context- 
specific sense of empowerment, or through 
a combination of pathways to enhance work engage
ment (Oc et al., 2023). Finally, to our knowledge, only 
one study has examined how the subdimensions of 
empowering leadership relate to employee outcomes 
(Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014), overlooking the unique 
relationships between its distinct dimensions and out
comes (Cheong et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2018). Analyzing 
how the main subdimensions dynamically influence out
comes and interact can improve our understanding of 
the effectiveness of empowering leadership (Cheong 
et al., 2019). Do leaders who use a blend of daily empow
ering leadership behaviours have the strongest impact 
on their followers’ work engagement?

Accordingly, the purpose of this study is to examine 
how daily empowering leadership behaviours relate to 
employees’ motivational states and, in turn, to work 
engagement. Using a daily diary design, we examine 
these daily dynamics in a natural setting, minimizing 
recall bias and providing a more nuanced description 
of these relationships (Kelemen et al., 2020). We follow 
naval cadets in a unique and high-demand environment 
during the first 30 days of their voyage, as they cross the 
North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. Uncovering short- 
term fluctuations in empowering leadership and 
employee responses in real-world, high-demand envir
onments can provide valuable insights into how 
empowering leadership functions in practice. These 
insights can help identify when, how, and why empow
ering leadership is most effective, informing practi
tioners and enabling the development of targeted 
leadership interventions and training programs.

We aim to make four theoretical contributions. First, 
our study employs a quantitative daily diary methodol
ogy to capture the dynamic nature of leadership and the 
fluctuating psychological states of employees, offering 

a nuanced perspective on the day-to-day variations in 
empowering leadership and its short-term relationships 
with employees’ work engagement. Importantly, we iso
late leader behaviour effects by studying naval cadets 
who rotate leadership every three days. Second, we 
examine the mediating role of psychological empower
ment and test whether satisfaction of basic psychologi
cal needs provides explanatory power beyond the 
experience of psychological empowerment in the rela
tionship between daily empowering leadership beha
viour and daily employee work engagement. Third, we 
test the novel hypothesis that autonomy support will 
have the strongest positive relationship with psycholo
gical need satisfaction and psychological empowerment 
when combined with development support. Finally, we 
explore whether leader development support moder
ates the indirect relationship between leader autonomy 
support and work engagement via basic need satisfac
tion and/or perceived empowerment.

1. Theoretical background

To effectively empower their followers, leaders must not 
only delegate authority and decision-making rights but 
also provide their followers with the necessary 
resources, knowledge, and skills to make sound and 
informed decisions (Hughes et al., 2022). Amundsen 
and Martinsen (2014) proposed autonomy support and 
development support as the two main components of 
empowering leadership. They defined empowering lea
dership as “the process of influencing subordinates 
through power sharing, motivation support, and devel
opment support with the intent to promote their experi
ence of self-reliance, motivation, and capability to work 
autonomously within the boundaries of overall organi
zational goals and strategies” (Amundsen & Martinsen,  
2014, p. 7). Through autonomy support, empowering 
leaders promote and facilitate their subordinates’ sense 
of autonomy in the workplace by sharing power, dele
gating formal responsibility, encouraging initiative, and 
enhancing self-efficacy beliefs. Additionally, through 
development support, leaders enhance subordinates’ 
skills, competence, and self-leadership abilities, enabling 
them to manage autonomy and work efficiently.

However, it is important to distinguish between lea
ders’ empowerment practices and employees’ subjec
tive experiences of feeling empowered (Cheong et al,  
2019). Psychological empowerment refers to employees’ 
cognitive state of empowerment, defined as “the 
increased task motivation that results from an indivi
dual’s positive orientation to the work role” (Yukl & 
Becker, 2006, p. 211). This psychological state is mani
fested through the four cognitive dimensions: meaning, 
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competence, self-determination, and impact, which 
together determine an employee’s intrinsic task motiva
tion (Spreitzer, 1995; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). 
Theoretically, empowering leadership can benefit both 
employees and organizations, as empowering leader
ship practices involve a range of leader behaviours 
aimed at increasing followers’ sense of psychological 
empowerment, ultimately improving various positive 
work outcomes (Kim, Beehr, & Prewett, 2018; Lee et al.,  
2018). Like psychological empowerment, self- 
determination theory (SDT) emphasizes the crucial role 
of self-direction and self-determination in fostering 
intrinsic motivation (Taylor et al., 2019). In separate stu
dies, empowering leadership has been empirically linked 
to work engagement through satisfaction of basic psy
chological needs (Kim & Beehr, 2020) and psychological 
empowerment (Monje-Amor et al., 2021). Both frame
works can, therefore, contribute to a better understand
ing of how empowerment practices can enhance work 
engagement.

1.1 Psychological mechanisms

While there are several similarities between the needs 
outlined in SDT and the cognitive dimensions constitut
ing psychological empowerment, the two concepts dif
fer in scope and focus. Whereas SDT addresses universal 
needs required to thrive across all life domains, psycho
logical empowerment is a work-specific construct 
describing an individual’s perceived control and ability 
to influence their work role (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). 
The need for autonomy (SDT) and the subdimension self- 
determination (empowerment) are equivalent con
structs. However, the competence subdimension within 
psychological empowerment is rooted in Bandura’s 
(1986) future-oriented concept of self-efficacy, emphasiz
ing the belief in one’s capacity to perform specific tasks 
(Van den Broeck et al., 2008). In contrast, SDT’s innate 
need for competence is broader and present-focused, 
reflecting a general sense of effectiveness that under
pins an individual’s overall well-being and functioning 
(Van den Broeck et al., 2008). Furthermore, SDT includes 
a relational dimension that emphasizes the importance 
of social belonging to well-being. Conversely, psycholo
gical empowerment encompasses the cognitive dimen
sions of meaning and impact, capturing an employee’s 
sense of purpose and influence. Examining psychologi
cal empowerment and basic needs satisfaction in paral
lel allows for a more comprehensive understanding of 
how empowering leadership drives engagement, clarify
ing whether satisfying universal needs adds value to the 
context-specific empowerment process.

SDT posits three innate psychological needs: auton
omy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
Autonomy concerns the need to experience choice and 
self-regulate one’s actions (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
Competence refers to the need to master one’s environ
ment and develop new skills (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Van Den 
Broeck et al., 2016), and relatedness is the need to form 
meaningful connections and establish a sense of belong
ing with others (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
Satisfying these needs is essential for individuals’ intrin
sic motivation, optimal functioning, and well-being (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000; Gagné & Deci, 2005).

According to SDT, leaders play a key role in fostering 
intrinsic motivation, as they have the power to substan
tially influence and shape the work environment to pro
vide opportunities for employees to satisfy their basic 
psychological needs (Chiniara & Bentein, 2016; Hetland 
et al., 2015; Slemp et al., 2018). Empowering leadership is 
considered particularly well-suited to create such an 
environment (Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014). Daily 
autonomy support, through practices such as delegating 
responsibility and decision-making authority, gives 
employees the independence to adjust their daily work
flow, thereby satisfying their need for autonomy 
(Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014; Lee et al., 2018). 
Providing flexibility and encouraging initiative not only 
promotes autonomy but also enables employees to 
develop and apply new skills in their daily work, contri
buting to the satisfaction of the need for competence 
(Kim, Beehr, & Prewett, 2018). Additionally, autonomy- 
supportive leaders foster a sense of social connection by 
communicating shared goals and continuously encoura
ging information sharing, promoting satisfaction of the 
need for relatedness (Kim & Beehr, 2020). Similarly, lea
ders who provide development support through daily 
coaching and guidance strengthen subordinates’ self- 
leadership skills and ability to work independently, 
enhancing their sense of autonomy (Kim & Beehr,  
2020). Development-supportive leaders also promote 
followers’ sense of competence by expressing confi
dence in their abilities, providing timely feedback, and 
offering opportunities for skill development to help 
meet daily work demands (Kim & Beehr, 2018). 
Moreover, when employees perceive that their organiza
tion is investing in their development, they develop 
positive feelings towards their employer, thereby pro
moting satisfaction of the need for relatedness (Kuvaas & 
Dysvik, 2009).

When basic psychological needs are satisfied, 
employees experience autonomous motivation, 
whereby they can act out of free will and a sense of 
choice, thus giving them a sense of control and decision- 
making power (O’Donoghue & van der Werff, 2022; Ryan 
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& Deci, 2017). Consequently, when employees have the 
autonomy to make everyday decisions and manage their 
work, they align tasks with personal goals, approaching 
activities with greater enthusiasm and persistence (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000; Rahmadani et al., 2019). When employees 
feel competent, they are more inclined to accept and 
pursue challenging tasks and dedicate additional effort 
to their work (Cerasoli et al., 2016). Furthermore, employ
ees who experience a sense of belonging and secure 
attachment are more inclined to internalize group values 
and objectives, thereby increasing commitment and 
emotional investment in their work (Gagné & Deci,  
2005).

A training intervention by Hardré and Reeve (2009) 
showed that managers who adopted an autonomy- 
supportive style enhanced their employees’ autono
mous motivation and work engagement compared to 
the control group, where managers did not receive 
such training. Additionally, a recent study by Moore 
et al. (2023) found that satisfying the needs for 
autonomy and competence at noon positively influ
enced employees’ task accomplishment and goal 
attainment in the afternoon. The latter study also 
found a positive link between daily satisfaction of 
the need for relatedness and daily organizational citi
zenship behaviour. Finally, Kim and Beehr (2020) 
found that empowering leadership predicted work 
engagement through the satisfaction of employees’ 
basic psychological needs. However, as acknowl
edged by the authors, this study was limited in that 
each variable was only measured once using a time- 
separated design with one month between the 
assessments. This means that stabilities and changes 
of the variables could not be considered. Self- 
determination theory posits that within-person fluc
tuations in need satisfaction over time, context, or 
social interactions predict variations in optimal func
tioning and wellness (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Supporting 
this view, a meta-analysis found substantial within- 
person variability in daily needs satisfaction and 
demonstrated that these fluctuations are positively 
related to employee attitudes and job-related out
comes, including daily work engagement (Coxen 
et al., 2021). By focusing on within-person dynamics, 
the present study provides insight into 
immediate, day-to-day interplay between empower
ing leadership and employee work engagement – 
rather than relying on broad generalizations across 
individuals. This approach allows us to capture the 
short-term motivational processes that unfold in 
response to daily leadership behaviour and how 
they shape employee functioning in real time. Taken 
together, we argue that employees’ perceptions of 

daily empowering leadership are linked to work 
engagement through its relationship with employees’ 
basic psychological needs satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 1. Daily (a) leader autonomy support 
and (b) development support are positively related 
to daily employee work engagement through 
employees’ basic psychological needs satisfaction.

For empowering leadership to have its intended effect, it 
must increase employees’ sense of psychological 
empowerment, a key mechanism in understanding 
how empowering leadership influences work-related 
outcomes (Lee et al., 2018; Zhang & Bartol, 2010). 
Empowerment, shaped by the four interrelated cogni
tive dimensions – meaning, competence, self- 
determination, and impact – fosters employees’ intrinsic 
task motivation (Spreitzer, 1995; Thomas & Velthouse,  
1990). Meaning emerges when employees’ work goals 
align with their personal ideals or standards (Thomas & 
Velthouse, 1990). Competence refers to employees work 
specific self-efficacy, reflecting their belief in their ability 
to perform work activities effectively (Spreitzer, 1995). 
Self-determination is experienced when employees have 
a sense of choice in initiating and regulating their work- 
related behaviour (Deci et al., 1989). Impact is the per
ception that one can influence organizational outcomes 
and make a difference (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990).

Empowering leaders enhance employees’ sense of 
self-determination by allowing subordinates extensive 
discretion to manage their daily workflow and decide 
on work methods while also equipping employees with 
the skills they need to handle their autonomy efficiently 
(Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014; Lee et al., 2018). Second, 
empowering leaders enhance employees’ sense of com
petence by boosting their self-efficacy through daily 
strategies such as emotional support, encouragement, 
positive persuasion, and role modelling (Bandura, 1986), 
while also providing constructive feedback and facilitat
ing learning to further develop their competence 
(Spreitzer, 1995). Third, empowering leaders facilitate 
meaning by continuously sharing information and help
ing employees understand how their contributions add 
value to organizational success (Conger & Kanungo,  
1988; Zhang & Bartol, 2010). Finally, empowering leaders 
strengthen employees’ daily sense of impact by actively 
involving them in decision-making processes, valuing 
their input, and recognizing their contributions 
(Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014; Spreitzer, 1995). 
Moreover, leaders’ development efforts increase 
employees’ skills, strengthening their ability to influence 
work outcomes and further enhancing their perceptions 
of impact (Spreitzer et al., 1997).
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When employees perceive their work as meaningful 
and personally important, they find purpose and gain 
a sense of responsibility, leading them to invest more 
effort into their work (Lee et al., 2017). Additionally, 
employees with high self-efficacy, who feel confident in 
their abilities to perform their work successfully, will 
invest more energy and dedication in their work 
(Salanova et al., 2011). Survey research using a between- 
person perspective has suggested that psychological 
empowerment mediates the relationship of empower
ing leader behaviours with various employee outcomes, 
including job satisfaction (Amundsen & Martinsen,  
2015), creativity and innovative behaviour (Amundsen 
& Martinsen, 2014; Chen et al., 2011; Zhang & Bartol,  
2010), in-role and extra-role behaviour (Raub & Robert,  
2010), proactive behaviour (Li et al., 2017), and work 
engagement (Albrecht & Andreetta, 2011; Monje-Amor 
et al., 2021). These findings suggest that on the days 
employees feel empowered by their leaders, they will be 
more enthusiastic and engaged in their work.

Hypothesis 2. Daily (a) leader autonomy support 
and (b) development support are positively related 
to daily employee work engagement through 
employees’ psychological empowerment.

1.2 Combined impact of leader autonomy and 
development support

To understand the effectiveness of certain leader beha
viours, it is important to examine how they interact and 
influence each other (Yukl, 2013). Previous studies have 
considered autonomy support and development sup
port as complementary dimensions of empowering lea
dership, which together influence work-related 
outcomes. However, leaders may use a range of auton
omy-supportive and development-focused behaviours, 
either sequentially or in parallel, as part of their daily 
empowering leadership approach. Using complemen
tary empowering strategies, leaders can adapt their 
behaviour to satisfy various employee needs and effec
tively influence employee work engagement. In the pre
sent study, we argue that daily leader development 
support will strengthen the association between daily 
leader autonomy support and basic psychological needs 
satisfaction and psychological empowerment.

To ensure that empowered employees can effectively 
handle increased responsibilities, leaders must develop 
employees’ knowledge, skills, and self-leadership abilities 
(Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014). Simply delegating author
ity and decision-making rights without accounting for an 
employee’s competence can actually result in increased 

strain and poor performance (Cheong et al., 2016). 
Conger and Kanungo (1988), inspired by Bandura’s (1986) 
theory of self-efficacy, considered empowerment 
a motivational process that enhances an individual’s belief 
in their abilities to handle future situations. This sense of 
empowerment is strengthened when employees feel com
petent and confident in their task execution (Amundsen & 
Martinsen, 2014; Conger & Kanungo, 1988). Employees 
without the necessary skills may feel uncomfortable and 
reluctant to accept increased responsibilities (Forrester,  
2000). To increase employees’ perceptions of empower
ment, leaders need to enhance their employees’ knowl
edge, skills, and expertise (Forrester, 2000). Supporting this 
notion, Dysvik et al. (2013) found an interaction between 
satisfaction of the needs for competence and autonomy, 
with competence being essential to intrinsic motivation. 
Thus, the impact of daily leader development support on 
autonomy support will lead to a more profound and sus
tained sense of empowerment among employees, combin
ing the freedom to make decisions and take initiative, with 
the skills and confidence to do so effectively.

When leaders allow employees greater control and 
freedom to regulate their actions in alignment with their 
personal values, they help satisfy the need for autonomy, 
which is pivotal in fostering intrinsic motivation and 
work engagement (Slemp et al., 2018). However, when 
autonomy is combined with and complemented by 
development support, satisfying the needs for compe
tence and relatedness becomes more attainable. Leaders 
who delegate responsibility and decision-making power 
while developing employees through feedback, appro
priate challenges, and skill development not only 
enhance autonomy but also boost employees’ sense of 
competence. Furthermore, a sense of belonging is 
strengthened when employees perceive their leaders 
as invested in their professional growth and success, 
creating a more supportive work environment. On the 
days that leaders use a combination of autonomy- 
supportive and development-supportive behaviours, 
they encourage employee work engagement through 
the satisfaction of basic needs and employees’ experi
ences of empowerment. More formally:

Hypothesis 3. Daily leader development support 
moderates the positive relationships of leader 
autonomy support with (a) satisfaction of basic psy
chological needs, and (b) psychological empower
ment. These relationships are stronger when 
development support is high rather than low.

Hypothesis 4. Daily leader development support 
moderates the indirect relationship of daily leader 
autonomy support with daily work engagement 
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through (a) basic psychological needs satisfaction, 
and (b) psychological empowerment. These indir
ect relationships are stronger when development 
support is high (vs. low).

2. Method

2.1 Participants and procedure

A total of 86 Navy cadets from the Norwegian Naval 
Academy took part in the study. As part of their leader
ship development, the cadets sailed from Northern 
Europe to North America, crossing the North Sea and 
the Atlantic Ocean during fall 2015. The cadets were 
organized into teams of eight to nine members, with 
each cadet serving as the team leader for a three-day 
period before rotating. The cadets were asked to com
plete a daily survey immediately before dinner at 5 p.m. 
each day for the first 30 days of their 75-day voyage. This 
initial period was chosen as it provided the longest 
continuous stretch of the voyage, offering a high degree 
of complexity and requiring significant adaptation to an 
unfamiliar work setting. To evaluate their leadership 
experiences, cadets were asked to rate the leadership 
behaviour of their team leader each day. To facilitate 
a high response rate, team leaders were asked to remind 
their team to complete the daily survey. The response 
rate during the 30-day period was high, with an average 
daily rate of 78.4% – not unusual in this occupational 
context. The sample included 68 male (79.1%) and 18 
female (20.9%) participants. The average age of the 
participants was 23.15 years (SD = 2.56).

2.2 Measures

All study variables were measured daily using adapted 
versions of validated scales. The items were modified to 
reflect daily behaviour, referring only to a specific day. 
The total number of items for each measure was reduced 
in line with recommendations to avoid survey fatigue 
(Ohly et al., 2010). All measures used the same 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree).

Daily empowering leadership was measured using six 
items from the empowering leadership scale (Amundsen & 
Martinsen, 2014). The items were selected based on 
a combination of factor loadings and face validity for the 
study context. The scale comprises two sub-dimensions: 
autonomy and developmental support. An example item 
for autonomy support is “During the last 24 hours, my 
leader encouraged me to take initiative”, and for develop
ment support: “During the last 24 hours, my leader showed 

me how I can improve my way of working”. The hierarchical 
omega at the within-person level (HW) revealed marginal 
reliability for autonomy support (ω = .66), and good relia
bility for development support (ω = .79).

Daily satisfaction of basic psychological needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness was assessed 
using nine items from Van Den Broeck et al. (2010), with 
three items for each need. The items were selected 
based on a combination of factor loading and face valid
ity. Example items are “Today, the tasks I have been 
doing are in line with what I really want” (autonomy 
satisfaction) “Today, I felt that I could accomplish even 
the most difficult tasks at work” (competence), and 
“Today, I felt that I was part of a group” (relatedness). 
Daily need satisfaction was treated as a higher-order 
factor. The within-person level reliability of the scale 
was satisfactory (ω = .72).

Daily psychological empowerment was measured with 
six items from Spreitzer’s (1995), 12-item scale. The items 
covered all four subdimensions of meaning, competence, 
self-determination, and impact. Example items are 
“Today, the work I did was very important to me” (mean
ing), “Today, I was self-assured about my capabilities to 
perform my work activities” (competence), “Today, I could 
decide on my own how to go about doing my work” (self- 
determination), and “Today, my impact on what happens 
in my team was significant” (impact). The within-person 
level reliability was good (ω = .86).

Daily work engagement was measured using the 
state version of the 9-item Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale (Breevaart et al., 2012). Example items are “During 
today’s shift, I felt bursting with energy” (vigour), 
“During today’s shift, my job inspired me” (dedication), 
and “During today’s shift, I was immersed in my work” 
(absorption). The scale demonstrated good within- 
person level reliability (ω = .89).

2.3 Strategy of analyses

We used R version 4.4.0 (R Core Team, 2024) with the 
psych package (Revelle, 2024) for descriptive statistics. 
The reliability of the general factor was assessed by 
estimating hierarchical omega at the within-person 
level (HW) using Mplus version 7.4 (Muthén et al.,  
1998). This approach accounts for the multidimensional 
nature of the scales (Zinbarg et al., 2005). Given the 
multilevel structure of the data with 30 daily measure
ments (Level 1; N = 2022 observations) nested within 
individuals (Level 2; N = 86 participants), we conducted 
multilevel path analysis using Mplus version 7.4 (Muthén 
et al., 1998). Due to low sample size, we limited the 
number of parameters using manifest aggregated scores 
at the within- and between-person levels. Consistent 

448 H.-C. KNEVELSRUD ET AL.



with recommendations by Ohly et al. (2010), we centred 
the within-person level predictor variables on the per
son-mean and the between-person level predictor on 
the grand-mean. Since our study focuses on within- 
person relationships, this approach was used to remove 
between-person variance from the within-level analyses 
(Preacher et al., 2010). 

To test our hypotheses, we estimated a multilevel 
model with parallel mediators at the within- and 
between-person level. The main predictors, autonomy 
support and development support, the mediators – psy
chological empowerment and basic psychological needs 
satisfaction – and the outcome, work engagement, were 
all modelled on the same day (d). Additionally, we 
included the interaction between autonomy support 
and development support as a predictor variable. 
Importantly, in our model, we also controlled for the 
previous day (d − 1) levels of the mediator and outcome 
variables at the within-person level. At both the within- 
and between-person levels, we allowed the leadership 
dimensions to covary with one another. Similarly, we 
permitted covariance between the mediators, psycholo
gical empowerment and basic need satisfaction. 
Additionally, we permitted the control variables (d − 1) 
for the mediators and the outcome to covary at the 
within-person level. We tested the significance of the 
indirect relationships between empowering leadership 
and work engagement by obtaining 95% confidence 
intervals for the indirect paths. In order to test the inter
action effects, we conducted simple slope analyses, fol
lowing the method described by Preacher et al. (2006). 
The slopes were tested at ± 1 standard deviation (SD) 
from the mean for the influence of development support 
on autonomy support. To explore potential lagged rela
tionships of daily empowering leadership behaviours, we 
tested an alternative model where we positioned the 
predictors on the current day (d), and the mediators and 
outcome variables on the subsequent day (d + 1), while 
controlling for the mediator and outcome variables from 
the current day (d). 

3. Results

3.1 Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations, and the within- and 
between-person correlations for all study variables are 
presented in Table 1. The results revealed statistically 
significant relationships among all study variables, both 
at the within- and at the between-person level. We 
calculated the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) for 
each study variable to assess the presence of sufficient 
between-cluster variability to support multilevel analysis 
(Preacher et al., 2010). The estimated ICC values were .21 
for daily autonomy support, .42 for daily development 
support, .51 for daily basic psychological needs satisfac
tion, .35 for daily psychological empowerment, and .26 
for daily work engagement. These values indicate sub
stantial within-person variability, reflecting the dynamic 
and fluctuating nature of daily leadership behaviours 
and employee experiences.

3.2 Preliminary analyses

Prior to testing the hypothesized relationships, several 
Multilevel Confirmatory Factor Analysis (MCFA) were 
conducted to assess the discriminant validity of key 
study variables. First, to test whether empowering lea
dership and psychological empowerment were distin
guishable constructs in our data, a six-factor model was 
estimated. Specifically, the two subdimensions of 
empowering leadership – autonomy support and devel
opment support – were each modelled as latent factors 
with their respective indicators. The meaning subdimen
sion of psychological empowerment was also modelled 
as a latent factor with three observed indicators, while 
the remaining psychological empowerment subdimen
sions (impact, self-determination, competence) were 
modelled as single observed indicators. The model 
demonstrated an overall good fit to the data (χ2 =  
151.140, df = 84, RMSEA = 0.020, CFI = 0.983, TLI =  
0.973), with good fit at both the within-person level 

Table 1. Means, standard deviation, and correlations for all study variables.
M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.

1. Autonomy Support 3.61 0.47 .44*** .35*** .48*** .12 .28** .49*** .39*** .24* .47*** .19 .43***
2. Development Support 3.00 0.47 .26*** .25* .30** .09 .22* .51*** .46*** .31** .29** .16 .36***
3. Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction 3.76 0.31 .20*** .11*** .78*** .78*** .77*** .55*** .33** .21* .42*** .72*** .57***
4. Need for Autonomy 3.77 0.44 .15*** .06** .69*** .47*** .47*** .59*** .49*** .13 .38*** .44*** .67***
5. Need for Competence 3.68 0.53 .13*** .05* .73*** .18*** .30** .26* −.03 .12 .29** .90*** .31**
6. Need for Relatedness 3.83 0.37 .15*** .14*** .66*** .30*** .20*** .49*** .39*** .25* .32** .30** .43***
7. Psychological Empowerment 3.31 0.41 .19*** .11*** .47*** .42*** .26*** .31*** .90*** .49*** .61*** .30** .73***
8. Perceived Meaning 3.21 0.59 .13*** .09*** .32*** .39*** .06** .25*** .87*** .29** .36*** −.04 .67***
9. Perceived Impact 3.15 0.66 .13*** .10*** .28*** .18*** .17*** .25*** .57*** .28*** .17 .15 .26*
10. Perceived Self-Determination 3.25 0.66 .13*** .08*** .24*** .18*** .18*** .14*** .52*** .21*** .26*** .35*** .40***
11. Perceived Competence 3.82 0.56 .10*** .00 .42*** .16*** .52*** .12*** .29*** .00 .10*** .11*** .31**
12. Work Engagement 3.29 0.51 .15*** .08*** .36*** .41*** .14*** .22*** .47*** .50*** .20*** .14*** .07**

Note. N = 86 participants, 30 days, and N = 2022 observations. Correlations below the diagonal are level 1 within (day) correlations, and correlations above the 
diagonal are level 2 between (person) correlations. 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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(SRMRwithin = 0.032) and the between-person level 
(SRMRbetween = 0.045). All factor loadings were accepta
ble, ranging from 0.42 to 0.85 at the within-person level 
and from 0.76 to 1 at the between-person level. At the 
within-person level, the latent constructs showed 
a positive significant inter-correlation ranging from 
0.10 to 0.31. The observed indicators were significantly 
correlated with the latent constructs (0.08–0.30), except 
for the competence indicator, which did not significantly 
correlate with development support or meaning. The 
model was then compared to a one-factor model 
where all indicators were loaded on a single factor at 
the within- and between-person level. The one-factor 
model yielded an unacceptable fit to the data (χ2 =  
2030.690, df = 108, RMSEA = 0.094, CFI = 0.501, TLI =  
0.390), with a poor fit at both the within-person level 
(SRMRwithin = 0.126) and the between-person level 
(SRMRbetween = 0.175), indicating that the three-factor 
model provided a better fit to the data. Overall, the 
results suggest that the two empowering leadership 
dimensions are empirically distinct from psychological 
empowerment.

Given the potential conceptual overlap between 
basic psychological needs satisfaction and psychological 
empowerment, a second set of measurement models 
was tested. In the first model, the subdimensions of 
basic psychological needs satisfaction (autonomy, com
petence, relatedness) were each modelled as latent con
structs using their respective observed indicators. For 
psychological empowerment, the meaning subdimen
sion was represented by its three observed indicators, 
while the remaining subdimensions (impact, self- 
determination, competence) were modelled as single 
observed indicators. The model demonstrated an overall 
acceptable to somewhat poor fit to the data (χ2 =  
846.106, df = 150, RMSEA = 0.048, CFI = 0.867, TLI =  
0.814), with acceptable fit at the within-person level 
(SRMRwithin = 0.071) but poor fit at the between-person 
level (SRMRbetween = 0.144). At the within-person level, 
factor loadings were generally acceptable, ranging from 
0.46 to 0.83, except for autonomy, which had two factors 
with loadings below 0.45 (0.31 and 0.38). At the 
between-person level, factor loadings were acceptable, 
ranging from 0.42 to 0.96. Within-person correlations 
among the latent constructs for basic psychological 
needs were significant and positive, ranging from 0.26 
to 0.58. Perceived meaning correlated significantly with 
the basic needs for relatedness (0.28) and autonomy 
(0.68), but not with competence. The remaining psycho
logical empowerment indicators (impact, self- 
determination, competence) were all significantly and 
positively correlated with the latent construct, ranging 
from 0.10 to 0.24. Finally, the model was compared to 

a one-factor model in which all indicators loaded onto 
a single factor at both the within- and between-person 
level. The alternative model demonstrated a poor fit to 
the data (χ2 = 2751.652, df = 180, RMSEA = 0.084, CFI =  
0.510, TLI = 0.428), with a poor fit at the within-person 
level (SRMRwithin = 0.121) and the between-person level 
(SRMRbetween = 0.250). Taken together, these findings 
indicate that basic psychological needs satisfaction and 
psychological empowerment are empirically distinct 
constructs and can be reliably distinguished at the 
within-person level of analysis.

To further evaluate the discriminant validity of the key 
constructs as represented in the structural model, we 
tested three additional models. First, we estimated 
a four-factor model that included autonomy support, 
development support, psychological empowerment, 
and basic needs satisfaction (χ2 = 1159.754, df = 168, 
RMSEA = 0.054, CFI = 0.813, TLI = 0.767, SRMRwithin =  
0.072, SRMRbetween = 0.141). Then we tested a three- 
factor model where psychological empowerment and 
basic needs satisfaction were collapsed into a single 
factor, while autonomy support and development sup
port were retained as separate factors (χ2 = 1335.192, df  
= 174, RMSEA = 0.057, CFI = 0.781, TLI = 0.736, 
SRMRwithin = 0.077, SRMRbetween = 0.147). Finally, we 
assessed a two-factor model, combining autonomy sup
port, development support, and psychological empow
erment into a single factor, while retaining basic needs 
satisfaction as the second factor data (χ2 = 2940.037, df  
= 178, RMSEA = 0.088, CFI = 0.480, TLI = 0.386, 
SRMRwithin = 0.118, SRMRbetween = 0.187). The results 
show that the four-factor model demonstrated the best 
overall fit to the data. The significant increase in chi- 
square values between the four-factor model and the 
three-factor model (Δχ2 = 175.438, Δdf = 6, p < .001), as 
well as the four-factor model and two-factor model (Δχ2  

= 1780.283, Δdf = 10, p < .001), further support that 
autonomy support, development support, psychological 
empowerment, and basic needs satisfaction are empiri
cally distinct constructs. A summary of the results is 
presented in Table 2.

3.3 Hypothesis testing

The hypothesized model (see Figure 1), which included 
all study variables, showed a good overall fit to the data 
(χ2 = 102.793, df = 30, CFI = 0.974, TLI = 0.955, RMSEA =  
0.035), with a good fit at the within-person level 
(SRMRwithin = 0.030) and a marginal fit at the between- 
person level (SRMRbetween = 0.088). The relationships 
between the study variables, including standardized 
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estimates for the complete model, are shown in Figure 1, 
while the indirect effect estimates with confidence inter
vals are presented in Table 3.

Hypothesis 1 stated that daily leader autonomy sup
port and development support are positively related to 
daily work engagement, mediated by the satisfaction of 
basic psychological needs. Results from multilevel path 
analysis supported this, indicating that (a) leader auton
omy support (β = .032, p < .001) and (b) leader develop
ment support (β = .010, p = .013) were each uniquely 
and positively related to work engagement through 
basic needs satisfaction. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was 
supported.

In Hypothesis 2, we proposed that psychological 
empowerment would mediate the indirect relationship 
between daily leader (a) autonomy support, (b) devel
opment support, and daily work engagement. The 
results showed that psychological empowerment 
mediated the positive relationships of daily leader 
autonomy support (β = .064, p < .001) and development 
support (β = .025, p = .004) with work engagement. Thus, 
Hypothesis 2 was also supported.

In Hypothesis 3, we predicted that daily leader develop
ment support would moderate the positive relationship 
between daily leader autonomy support and (a) satisfac
tion of basic psychological needs and (b) psychological 

Table 2. Summary of multilevel confirmatory factor analyses results.

Model Factors χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA
SRMR- 
within

SRMR- 
between

6-factor AS; DS; 4 PE subdimensions* 151.140 84 0.983 0.973 0.020 0.032 0.045
1-factor AS + DS + PE combined 2030.690 108 0.501 0.390 0.094 0.126 0.175
7-factor 3 BNS subdimensions**; 

4 PE subdimensions
846.106 150 0.867 0.814 0.048 0.071 0.144

1-factor BNS + PE combined 2751.652 180 0.510 0.428 0.084 0.121 0.250
4-factor AS; DS; PE; BNS 1159.754 168 0.813 0.767 0.054 0.072 0.141
3-factor AS; DS; 

PE + BNS combined
1335.192 174 0.781 0.736 0.057 0.077 0.147

2-factor AS + DS + PE combined; 
BNS

2940.037 178 0.480 0.386 0.088 0.118 0.187

Note. AS = autonomy support, DS = development support, PE = psychological empowerment, BNS = basic needs satisfaction, *meaning, competence, self- 
determination, and impact, **autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Between-person

Within-person

Figure 1. Parameter estimates in the hypothesized multilevel model. Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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empowerment. We anticipated that these relationships 
would be stronger when development support was high 
(vs. low). Our analysis indicated that the interaction 
between development support and autonomy support 
did not predict satisfaction of basic psychological needs 
(β = .014, p = .532), which means that Hypothesis 3a was 
not supported. However, as predicted, the interaction term 
of daily leader development support and daily leader 
autonomy support was a significant predictor of psycholo
gical empowerment (β = .048, p = .033). Simple slope ana
lyses at ± 1 standard deviation revealed a stronger positive 
relationship between daily leader autonomy support and 
psychological empowerment when leaders provided high 
(vs. low) development support. Specifically, Figure 2 shows 
a more positive slope for participants reporting high (slope  
= .18, z = 6.516, p < .001) than low (slope = .11, z = 4.788, p  
< .001) daily leader development support. Consequently, 
Hypothesis 3b was supported.

In Hypothesis 4, we postulated that daily leader 
development support would moderate the indirect rela
tionship between daily leader autonomy support and 
daily work engagement, mediated by (a) basic psycho
logical needs satisfaction, and (b) psychological empow
erment. We anticipated that these indirect relationships 
would be stronger when levels of development support 
were high rather than low. The results showed that the 
interaction between daily leader development support 
and daily leader autonomy support was not significantly 
related to work engagement through basic psychologi
cal needs satisfaction (β = .002, p = .533). Thus, 
Hypothesis 4a was not supported.

Finally, Hypothesis 4b stated that daily leader auton
omy support would be most strongly related to daily 
work engagement through psychological empower
ment on days when leaders also provided development 
support. We hypothesized that this relationship would 

Table 3. Hypothesized model: maximum likelihood parameter estimates, standard errors, and confidence intervals for indirect effects.
Standardized 95% CI

Indirect effect ×→ m → y Est. SE p Lower Upper

Autonomy Support → Work Engagement
Total indirect .096 .012 <.001 .074 .119
Autonomy Support → Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction → Work Engagement .032 .006 <.001 .021 .043
Autonomy Support → Psychological Empowerment → Work Engagement .064 .009 <.001 .046 .083
Development Support → Work Engagement
Total indirect .036 .011 .001 .014 .057
Development Support → Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction → Work Engagement .010 .004 .013 .002 .019
Development Support → Psychological Empowerment → Work Engagement .025 .009 .004 .008 .043
Autonomy Support*Development Support → Work Engagement
Total indirect .021 .011 .058 −.001 .043
Autonomy Support*Development Support → Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction → Work Engagement .002 .004 .533 −.005 .010
Autonomy Support*Development Support → Psychological Empowerment → Work Engagement .018 .009 .035 .001 .036

Figure 2. Interaction effect between daily leader autonomy support and development support on followers’ daily psychological 
empowerment.
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be more pronounced when development support was 
high rather than low. The results revealed a significant 
moderated mediation mechanism, as the interaction 
term of daily leader development support and daily 
leader autonomy support was positively related to 
work engagement through psychological empower
ment (β = .018, p = .035). Furthermore, testing condi
tional indirect effects at ± 1 standard deviation revealed 
that the indirect relationship between daily leader 
autonomy support and work engagement was indeed 
somewhat stronger when the levels of development 
support were high (B = .087, p < .001) rather than low 
(B = .054, p < .001). This means that although the mod
erated indirect relationships were relatively small, 
Hypothesis 4b was supported.

3.4 Supplementary analyses

The consequences of leadership may manifest both 
immediately and over time. In a daily diary study, 
Schilpzand et al. (2018) demonstrated that empowering 
leadership can enhance followers’ proactive behaviour 
by encouraging next-day proactive goal-setting. 
Similarly, the extended autonomy and increased compe
tence provided by empowering leaders may foster 
a more enduring motivational state, sustaining fol
lowers’ work engagement over time. Additionally, the 
positive social interactions and experiences employees 
have with empowering leaders may enhance their sense 
of relatedness beyond the immediate, same-day rela
tionship. Anticipating that empowering leader beha
viour may have a carryover effect on next-day 
motivation, we conducted an additional analysis.

The alternative model, with mediators and outcome 
variables positioned on the next day, showed 
a reasonable overall fit to the data (χ2 = 210.829, df =  
31, CFI = 0.935, TLI = 0.892, RMSEA = 0.054), with an 
acceptable fit at the within-person level (SRMRwithin =  
0.059) and a poor fit at the between-person level 

(SRMRbetween = 0.091). Table 4 presents the indirect 
effect estimates with confidence intervals. The results 
revealed that empowering leadership behaviours were 
unrelated to next-day work engagement through basic 
psychological needs satisfaction, indicating no carryover 
effect for either autonomy support (β = .008, p = .066), or 
development support (β = .008, p = .060). However, 
autonomy support was related to next-day work 
engagement through psychological empowerment 
(β = .027, p = .005), while a similar relationship was not 
observed for development support (β = .011, p = .236).

Moreover, the analysis indicated that the interaction 
between development support and autonomy support 
did not predict next-day satisfaction of basic psychologi
cal needs (β = .011, p = .670). However, the interaction 
term of daily leader development support and daily leader 
autonomy support was a significant predictor of next-day 
psychological empowerment (β = .073, p = .004). Simple 
slope analyses at ± 1 standard deviation showed that the 
positive effect of daily leader autonomy support on next- 
day psychological empowerment was stronger when lea
ders provided higher levels of development support. 
Specifically, Figure 3 shows a significant positive slope 
for participants reporting high leader development sup
port (slope = .11, z = 3.670, p < .001) and a nonsignificant 
slope for participants reporting low levels of leader devel
opment support (slope = .01, z = .329, p = .742).

Additionally, development support from leaders mod
erated the relationship between autonomy support and 
next-day work engagement via psychological empower
ment (β = .028, p = .005). To test under what conditions 
daily leader development moderates the indirect relation
ship between autonomy support and work engagement 
through psychological empowerment, we tested the con
ditional indirect paths at ± 1 standard deviation for devel
opment support (high versus low). Results revealed that 
the indirect path of daily leader autonomy support on 
work engagement through next-day psychological 
empowerment was only significant when development 

Table 4. Alternative model: maximum likelihood parameter estimates, standard errors, and confidence intervals for indirect effects.
Standardized 95% CI

Indirect effect ×→ m → y Est. SE p Lower Upper

Autonomy Support → Work Engagement (d + 1)
Total indirect .035 .012 .004 .011 .058
Autonomy Support → Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction (d + 1) → Work Engagement (d + 1) .008 .004 .066 −.001 .017
Autonomy Support → Psychological Empowerment (d + 1) → Work Engagement (d + 1) .027 .009 .005 .008 .045
Development Support → Work Engagement (d + 1)
Total indirect .019 .012 .106 −.004 .042
Development Support → Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction (d + 1) → Work Engagement (d + 1) .008 .004 .060 .000 .016
Development Support → Psychological Empowerment (d + 1) → Work Engagement (d + 1) .011 .009 .236 −.007 .029
Autonomy Support*Development Support → Work Engagement (d + 1)
Total indirect .030 .013 .018 .005 .054
Autonomy Support*Development Support → Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction (d + 1) → Work Engagement  

(d + 1)
.002 .004 .671 −.007 .011

Autonomy Support*Development Support → Psychological Empowerment (d + 1) → Work Engagement (d + 1) .028 .010 .005 .008 .047
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support was high (B = .054, p < .001), and not when devel
opment support was low (B = .004, p = .735). The leader 
development support × autonomy support interaction 
effect on next-day work engagement did not occur 
through next-day basic psychological needs satisfaction 
(β = .002, p = .671).

Since individuals from the same team are exposed to 
common influences such as a shared leader, daily tasks, 
routines, and climate, some non-independence can be 
expected. To account for the effects of differences 
between teams, we conducted two additional analyses. 
First, we estimated the proportion of variance due to team 
membership by calculating the ICC for the mediators and 
the outcome variables. The team-level ICCs were negligi
ble for psychological empowerment (.02) and work 
engagement (.003), and low for basic needs satisfaction 
(.06), indicating that team membership explains only 
a very small portion of the total variance. Next, to directly 
assess the potential impact on our results, we included 
team membership as a control variable at the between- 
person level. The results showed that team membership 
did not significantly alter the parameter estimates at the 
within-person level, suggesting that our findings are 
robust to possible team-level effects.

Finally, to investigate how the different basic psycho
logical needs functioned individually in our model, we 
estimated a model with manifested aggregated scores, 
where the basic needs were modelled as parallel med
iators, excluding psychological empowerment. The 
model showed an acceptable fit to the data (χ2 =  
142.226, df = 41, CFI = 0.954, TLI = 0.916, RMSEA =  

0.035), with a good fit at the within-person level 
(SRMRwithin = 0.029) and a poor fit at the between- 
person level (SRMRbetween = 0.111). Results revealed 
that daily autonomy support was significant and posi
tively related to work engagement through the satisfac
tion of the need for autonomy (β = .050, p < .001), 
competence (β = .006, p = .015), and relatedness 
(β = .012, p < .001). Daily development support was sig
nificant and positively related to work engagement 
through the satisfaction of the need for relatedness (β  
= .009, p = .002), but not through competence (β = .001, 
p = .411) or autonomy (β = .008, p = .318). The interac
tion term development support × autonomy support did 
not have a significant relationship with work engage
ment through any of the separate psychological needs.

4. Discussion

A primary objective of empowering leadership is to 
enable and motivate followers to be proactive and 
work independently (Kim, Beehr, & Prewett, 2018). 
Building on existing research, this study captures the 
daily dynamics of empowering leadership and provides 
insights into how empowering leadership is related to 
employees’ everyday experiences. Psychological 
empowerment has been identified as the principal moti
vational process resulting from leader empowerment 
practices (Cheong et al., 2019; Spreitzer, 1995). 
However, drawing on self-determination theory, which 
also highlights the importance of followers’ self-directed 
behaviour, this study indicates that daily empowering 

Figure 3. Interaction effect between daily leader autonomy support and development support on followers’ next-day psychological 
empowerment.
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leadership is related to employees’ daily satisfaction of 
basic psychological needs, as well as employees’ daily 
perceptions of being empowered. In turn, each of these 
psychological states is distinctly related to work engage
ment. Moreover, our study indicates that on days when 
leaders support employees’ development, employees 
take greater advantage of delegated responsibility and 
autonomy, resulting in a heightened sense of empower
ment and increased work engagement. This interaction 
effect extended into next-day perceptions of empower
ment and work engagement. Contrary to our hypoth
esis, the anticipated moderating effect of development 
support was not evident in the relationship between 
daily leader autonomy-supportive behaviour and basic 
psychological needs satisfaction. Below, we discuss 
these findings in more detail.

4.1 Theoretical contributions

This study makes several contributions to the literature. 
First, by examining daily fluctuations, this study demon
strates how daily empowering leader behaviours in 
operational settings are linked to day-to-day variations 
in followers’ work engagement via satisfaction of basic 
psychological needs and an increased sense of psycho
logical empowerment. Research exploring the daily 
dynamics of leadership has been rapidly increasing in 
recent years (Kelemen et al., 2020), adding to the litera
ture as within-person effects are fundamentally different 
from between-person effects both statistically and con
ceptually (Hamaker et al., 2015). In a similar study invol
ving 57 naval cadets, Bakker et al. (2023) found that on 
days when leaders practice transformational leadership 
behaviours, they stimulate followers’ strengths use and 
personal initiative, which subsequently increases fol
lowers’ work engagement. However, studies specifically 
investigating the effects of daily empowering leadership 
behaviours on followers’ thoughts, feelings, and beha
viour remain scarce (Kelemen et al., 2020). To our knowl
edge, only a few studies (Kwan et al., 2024; Li et al., 2024; 
Schilpzand et al., 2018; Tang et al., 2020) have examined 
followers’ perceived empowering leadership behaviour 
as practiced by their leaders using a daily diary design. 
The complexities and rapid changes of the modern 
workplace require employees to constantly adapt to 
shifting demands, highlighting the importance of under
standing the short-term processes of leadership, indivi
dual outcomes, and organizational performance. Such 
understanding is particularly important in the military, as 
the operating environment in military settings is often 
chaotic and fast-changing. A key objective of empower
ing leadership is to ensure that employees possess the 
necessary autonomy, motivation, and knowledge to 

proactively respond to and act on emerging opportu
nities, as well as to address problems as they arise. 
Therefore, a deeper and more nuanced understanding 
of the short-term consequences is useful to advance 
empowering leadership research and practice. Our find
ings concerning daily fluctuations and processes of 
empowering leader behaviour are in line with previous 
findings by Schilpzand et al. (2018), who found that daily 
empowering leadership is related to followers’ proactive 
behaviours.

Second, the study enhances our understanding of 
how leadership is related to work engagement. 
Identifying and clarifying these mediating processes is 
important in organizational science because it helps us 
explain the underlying mechanisms that connect pre
dictor variables with outcomes (Cheung & Lau, 2008). 
Finding empirical evidence for the parallel mediating 
roles of daily basic psychological needs satisfaction and 
psychological empowerment enriches the literature, as 
we were able to discern the unique contributions of 
each theoretical perspective as explanatory mechanisms 
in the relationship between empowering leadership and 
work engagement. This demonstrates, as expected, that 
the perspectives are somewhat overlapping yet comple
mentary in explaining and enhancing employee work 
engagement. While previous research has demonstrated 
that basic psychological needs satisfaction mediates the 
effect of various leadership styles, such as transforma
tional leadership (Kovjanic et al., 2013), servant leader
ship (Chiniara & Bentein, 2016), and autonomy- 
supportive leadership (Slemp et al., 2018) on work- 
related outcomes, research exploring the relationship 
between empowering leadership and basic psychologi
cal needs satisfaction is somewhat limited (Kim & Beehr,  
2020; O’Donoghue & van der Werff, 2022). Moreover, 
empirical findings have shown some inconsistencies 
regarding the mediating role of psychological empow
erment (Lee et al., 2018). In our study, psychological 
empowerment emerged as the primary mediator in the 
relationship between daily empowering leadership and 
work engagement. This finding supports the notion that 
empowering leadership achieves its intended effect 
when followers experience a state of psychological 
empowerment (Zhang & Bartol, 2010). Together, these 
findings align with previous studies and confirm the 
mediating role of psychological empowerment between 
empowering leadership and positive work outcomes in 
general (Lee et al., 2018), and work engagement in 
particular (Monje-Amor et al., 2021), and further demon
strate that these relationships also operate on a day-to- 
day basis. The additional contribution and mediating 
role of daily basic psychological needs satisfaction 
enhance our understanding of empowerment, 
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suggesting that the concept of psychological empower
ment alone may not fully capture the intrinsic motiva
tional state stimulated by empowering leadership. As 
such, our study indicates that, although psychological 
empowerment emerged as the primary mediator, the 
two theoretical frameworks complement each other 
and provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
the underlying mechanisms.

Third, our study provides theoretical insight into the 
relationship and interaction between specific leader 
behaviours. Specifically, we found that leader beha
viours intended to increase followers’ competence and 
self-leadership moderated the relationship between 
autonomy-supportive practices and followers’ sense of 
psychological empowerment. This corresponds with 
Yukl’s (2013) recommendations to investigate the inter
actions between behaviours with interrelated effects for 
a deeper understanding of the effectiveness of specific 
leader behaviours. Although the interaction effect was 
small, our findings shed light on how key dimensions of 
empowering leadership, autonomy support and devel
opment support, interact to enhance psychological 
empowerment. This insight broadens our understanding 
of the empowerment concept and underscores the 
importance of followers’ sense of competence as 
a prerequisite to fully leveraging increased autonomy. 
Delegating important tasks will not be perceived as 
empowering if followers lack the necessary skills and 
knowledge to complete the task successfully and are 
concerned about failing (Yukl, 2013). Notably, a study 
by Cheong et al. (2016) applying a cost of autonomy and 
role theory perspective revealed that while empowering 
leadership boosts followers’ self-efficacy, it is also asso
ciated with increased stress due to heightened respon
sibility and role stress, ultimately negatively influencing 
work performance. Therefore, empowering leaders 
should provide followers with adequate development 
opportunities, necessary support, and resources to pre
vent negative outcomes associated with increased 
autonomy and reinforce the motivational process of 
feeling empowered through a sense of competence 
and skilful action (Cheong et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2018).

Finally, in our supplementary analysis, we explored the 
relationship between empowering leadership dimensions 
and work engagement through each basic psychological 
need. We found that daily autonomy support was linked to 
work engagement through all three needs, emphasizing 
the broad motivational role of leader autonomy support 
(Slemp et al., 2018). In contrast, development support was 
only related to work engagement through the satisfaction 
of the need for relatedness, supporting the notion that 
when leaders show concern for followers’ development, it 
promotes satisfaction of the need for relatedness (Kuvaas & 

Dysvik, 2009). These results indicate that empowering lea
dership dimensions contribute to basic need satisfaction in 
distinct ways, offering a more nuanced understanding of 
their relationship with work engagement. Another notable 
finding is the lower correlations between satisfaction of the 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relat
edness at the daily level compared to the between-person 
level (see Table 1). Basic psychological needs are context- 
responsive constructs, and their satisfaction (or thwarting) 
should vary as a function of contextual changes and per
ceptions of the social environment (Vansteenkiste et al.,  
2020). Daily assessments encourage participants to focus 
on specific, context-driven experiences, likely capturing the 
nuances of how different needs are satisfied. In contrast, 
cross-sectional designs may inflate correlations as partici
pants reflect on their generalized or average experiences 
(Podsakoff et al., 2012; Robinson & Clore, 2002). Reduced 
correlations suggest that diary studies can better disentan
gle the unique contribution of each need in the motiva
tional process, pointing to the value of using diary studies 
to advance research in the domain of self-determination.

4.2 Limitations

Despite a strong research design, this study has limita
tions that should be considered when interpreting the 
results. First, except for daily empowering leadership, 
which was rated by the leader’s team members, all 
study variables were measured daily at the same point 
in time and relied on self-rated data, increasing the like
lihood of inflated correlations and common method 
variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In line with recommen
dations by Gabriel et al. (2019), to reduce the likelihood 
of a biased estimate of the within-person (Level 1) 
regression coefficient, Level 1 predictor variables were 
centred on the person’s mean. Evans (1985) extensive 
Monte Carlo simulation demonstrated that common 
method inflation does not produce artificial interactions. 
Despite strong theoretical grounds supporting the 
notion that empowering leadership leads to various 
positive individual outcomes, the opposite direction of 
effects is also possible. Employees who are highly 
engaged and active in their work could be viewed 
favourably by their leader and be granted more auton
omy and support as a result. Consequently, this could 
lead employees to perceive their leader as more empow
ering. Future research could benefit from separating the 
measurement of the predictor and criterion variables in 
time or using methodological separation (Lee et al.,  
2018; Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Second, this study, conducted with a military sam
ple with naval cadets from Western culture in the 
unique context of being on board a ship, may not be 
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directly generalized to other occupational groups, cul
tures, or settings. A possible limitation is that cadets 
undergo a selection process, potentially favouring indi
viduals with certain abilities and personality traits 
(Hystad et al., 2011), which could influence their recep
tiveness to empowering leadership and, in turn, shape 
follower attitudes and behaviour (Oc et al., 2023; Yun 
et al., 2006). For instance, a proactive personality has 
been found to moderate the relationship between 
empowering leadership behaviour and employee self- 
determination; specifically, when proactive personality 
was high, empowering leadership behaviour was more 
strongly related to employees’ self-determination 
(Xiang et al., 2021). Moreover, followers from different 
cultures might perceive an empowering leadership 
style differently, thus influencing its effectiveness on 
individual outcomes (House et al., 2004). For example, 
Raub and Robert (2013) found that the effects of 
empowering leadership on psychological empower
ment – as well as the link between psychological 
empowerment and organizational commitment and 
voice behaviour – were substantially lower for employ
ees from high power distance cultures than those from 
low power distance cultures. While rotating team lea
dership helps isolate the effects of leadership beha
viours from leader-specific factors, such as relationship 
quality (Gottfredson & Aguinis, 2017) and the leader’s 
personality (Oh & Berry, 2009), it may limit general
izability of our findings to more traditional organiza
tional settings where leaders are more permanent and 
often more experienced than their team members. 
Future research should attempt to replicate findings 
in more stable organizational settings.

Finally, daily diary designs come with certain con
straints. One significant challenge is the potential for 
respondent fatigue, which can lead to a high number 
of missing responses and affect the quality and accuracy 
of the data collected. To mitigate this issue, validated 
measurement scales were designed with a reduced 
number of items, keeping the total number of items 
per day at a reasonable level. However, shorter measure
ment scales may have lower reliability than longer ver
sions, as they capture less of the variability in the true 
underlying construct and have reduced shared variance 
as a result of fewer items (Yang et al., 2022). This can 
result in smaller effect sizes, which, in turn, reduce sta
tistical power and can potentially explain non-significant 
findings (Yang et al., 2022). Future research could 
employ more comprehensive measurement scales to 
capture daily empowering leadership behaviour and 
psychological empowerment, in order to further investi
gate the relationships between the different empower
ing behaviours and their outcomes.

4.3 Practical implications

This study offers valuable insights for practitioners that 
can inform leadership training, employee development 
programs, and daily leadership practices. First, the study 
underscores the importance of empowering leadership, 
particularly in complex and dynamic environments 
where intrinsically motivated and empowered employ
ees provide a strategic and competitive advantage. To 
achieve this, organizations should integrate training 
modules that focus on self-determination theory and 
psychological empowerment into their leadership devel
opment programs, as both offer unique perspectives on 
the relationship with work engagement. Additionally, 
these programs should emphasize the practical applica
tion of autonomy- and development support, teaching 
leaders to effectively balance these elements to maxi
mize employee motivation and performance.

Second, the findings highlight the critical role of 
developing followers’ knowledge, skills, and self- 
leadership capabilities in conjunction with autonomy 
support to increase followers’ sense of psychological 
empowerment. Leaders and organizations should focus 
on employees’ competence. At the individual level, lea
ders should actively create opportunities for employee 
skill development and professional growth, including 
providing constructive feedback and guidance to 
enhance followers’ self-efficacy and competence. At 
the organizational level, organizations can implement 
mentorship programs where more experienced employ
ees guide less experienced ones to facilitate learning 
and practical skill development to build a culture of 
empowerment and continuous learning. Organizations 
should also invest in training programs that offer access 
to relevant courses and workshops, in line with indivi
dual career plans. By deliberately implementing these 
strategies, organizations can better support employees’ 
professional development and ensure that they are 
equipped to handle the responsibilities that come with 
increased autonomy.

5. Conclusion

Our study demonstrates that daily empowering leader
ship behaviours, characterized by autonomy- and devel
opment support, are associated with followers’ daily 
work engagement. When leaders share power and pro
vide their followers with autonomy, motivational sup
port, and development opportunities, they satisfy 
followers’ basic psychological needs and enhance their 
perceptions of being empowered. Furthermore, leaders 
who provide resources, guidance, and growth opportu
nities, strengthen the positive association between 
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autonomy-supportive behaviour and followers’ sense of 
psychological empowerment, thereby improving intrin
sic motivation. In today’s complex and rapidly changing 
environment, having intrinsically motivated and 
empowered employees is crucial, as it equips organiza
tions with individuals who work autonomously, take 
initiative, and act in the best interest of the organization
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