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Abstract
In the context of the new economy characterized by informatization, digitaliza-
tion, and intelligentization, self-leadership holds greater positive value for both
organizations and individuals. However, existing concepts and research on self-
leadership are confined to control theory, empirical investigations are mostly
limited to a single level, and have failed to fully reveal the driving mechanisms
of self-leadership. This research first expands the conceptual connotation of
self-leadership and develops new measurement instruments. On this basis, it
respectively constructs cross-level driving mechanisms and a multi-level trickle-
down model of individual self-leadership, and attempts to explore the influences
of individual characteristics, leadership factors, organizational contextual fac-
tors, and job characteristics on individual self-leadership. Consequently, this is
expected to provide richer, more accurate, and updated connotations and mea-
surements for self-leadership, deepen understanding of the driving mechanisms
and boundary conditions for the formation of individual self-leadership, and also
facilitate the effective activation of self-leadership in organizational practice.

Full Text
Introduction
In today’s rapidly changing organizational landscape, individuals increasingly
emphasize their own values and goal aspirations, seeking platforms both within
and outside organizations to fully unleash their potential and influence (Long
Lirong et al., 2021). During the 2021 Henan floods, a college student in Shang-
hai spontaneously created an online shared document for rescue information,
which was accessed over 2.5 million times within 24 hours, providing timely in-
formation support for precise rescue coordination. In this incident, neither the
initiator nor the numerous participants acted under the direction of any organi-
zation or leader; instead, they practiced self-leadership through concrete actions.
Similarly, in internal entrepreneurship initiatives encouraged by companies such
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as JD.com, Vanke, and Haier, employees need to adopt a self-leadership spirit
to explore creative domains. Digital and intelligent work modes like telecom-
muting and remote collaboration, accelerated by the pandemic, also pose new
challenges and demands for individual self-leadership (Müller & Niessen, 2019;
Zhang & Parker, 2019). Against the backdrop of the digital and intelligent
economic era, individual self-leadership is becoming an increasingly important
topic in organizational management (Knotts et al., 2022; Larson & DeChurch,
2020; Zhang Zhixue et al., 2021).

However, self-leadership is not an entirely new topic (Stewart et al., 2011; Cao
Weilin et al., 2009; Zhao Guoxiang & Liang Hanzhong, 2011). Rather, the dra-
matic changes in the current era and work environment have both highlighted
the possibilities and necessities for self-leadership to play a role and raised new
research needs for expanding its connotation and theoretical development. In
existing research, the basic connotation of self-leadership emphasizes a process
of self-influence and control, where individuals primarily rely on intrinsic mo-
tivation to drive themselves to complete tasks and achieve goals through self-
influence (Manz, 1986; Neck et al., 2019). This definition is closely related to
early control theory and involves a dynamic cycle of perceiving environmen-
tal changes, comparing them with set goals and standards, adopting action
strategies to narrow gaps, and ultimately influencing the environment (Carver
& Scheier, 1982; Stewart et al., 2011, 2019). Previous studies have found that
individual self-leadership can lead to more positive work performance, work be-
haviors, work attitudes, innovative behaviors, and career development (Bakker
et al., in press; Cranmer et al., 2019; DiLiello & Houghton, 2006; Harari et al.,
2021; Marques–Quinteiro et al., 2019; Prussia et al., 1998; Wang Haijiang et al.,
2021; Zhang Hongqi et al., 2012). Regarding how to enhance and strengthen
individual self-leadership, scholars have identified that individual personality
traits, natural rewards of work, cognitive factors, emotion regulation abilities,
employee training, and external leader behaviors all influence the formation of
self-leadership to varying degrees (Stewart et al., 2011, 2019; Zhao Guoxiang &
Liang Hanzhong, 2011).

Nevertheless, existing research has revealed several notable limitations. First,
the conceptual connotation of self-leadership remains overly broad, particularly
in its inability to reflect new content under new economic conditions. The
widely adopted conceptualization of self-leadership in current research primar-
ily derives from control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1982). While control theory
offers good universality, it is too broad and not specific or clear enough in under-
standing the content of self-leadership. Moreover, in emerging organizational
and work contexts, the connotation of self-leadership may present a series of
new dimensions. For example, a recent study by Xu Minya et al. (2021) shows
that salespeople’s self-leadership behaviors using digital platforms are partially
manifested in information seeking and internal social networking. It can be said
that the specific connotation and characteristics of self-leadership in the new
economic context remain unanswered questions. Second, research on employee
self-leadership has focused solely on a single level, lacking systematic multi-level
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investigation. For instance, factors driving individual self-leadership include
both individual and team factors, yet whether cross-level influences and interac-
tion effects exist between them has not been adequately addressed. Individual
self-leadership is undoubtedly influenced by individual personality, cognitive
characteristics, and motivational factors, but it is also contextually affected by
organizational environment, management practices, and cultural atmosphere.
Finally, when examining antecedents of individual self-leadership, existing re-
search has failed to fully reveal the underlying motivational processes. As the
definition of self-leadership reveals, it is a behavioral process imbued with mo-
tivational drive. However, influenced by the relatively mechanical calibration
perspective in classical control theory, although existing research has identi-
fied a series of internal and external antecedents of self-leadership, few studies
have uncovered the motivational processes through which these factors promote
self-leadership.

Based on these considerations, this study aims to address the core research
question of “how individual self-leadership is formed” through the following re-
search efforts: First, we seek to clarify and expand the conceptual connotation
of individual self-leadership and lay the foundation for developing corresponding
measurement tools. In the current context of informatization, intelligence, dig-
itization, and networking, the connotation of self-leadership differs from when
the theory was first proposed. Therefore, it is necessary to ground ourselves
in management practice and provide tools for clearly and specifically under-
standing and measuring self-leadership in the new economic context through
qualitative interviews and rigorous scale development. Second, based on work
motivation theories, we aim to reveal the motivational activation process of in-
dividual self-leadership. Although self-leadership is operationalized as a set of
cognitive and behavioral strategies, its essence lies in a self-influence process
driven by intrinsic motivation, characterized by self-regulation and control, and
aimed at achieving meaningful goals or standards (Manz, 1986; Stewart et al.,
2019). Thus, how individual personality traits or cognitive styles promote the
formation of self-leadership cannot be separated from the participation and mo-
bilization of relevant motivational forces. At the same time, self-leadership does
not exclude or reject external influences; contextual factors from external lead-
ers, teams, or the entire organization also affect motivational forces in individ-
uals’ psychological world to varying degrees, thereby influencing self-leadership
levels. To this end, this study intends to advance theoretical construction of
the formation mechanism of individual self-leadership by introducing and in-
tegrating Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and Goal Theory
(Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Moskowitz & Grant, 2009; Zhang Kai, 2014). Fi-
nally, adopting a multi-level analytical perspective, we construct a cross-level
integrated mechanism model. By examining the multi-level influences of team
leadership behavior, team self-leadership, team work modes, and individual-level
cognitive belief characteristics on individual self-leadership, this study aims to
construct a multi-level driving mechanism model for the formation of individ-
ual self-leadership. Based on the above work, this study is expected to expand
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the new connotation of individual self-leadership in the new economic context,
deepen the multi-level motivational process of self-leadership formation, and
clarify boundary conditions in these formation mechanisms, thereby laying a
foundation for developing a more integrated, multi-level self-leadership theoret-
ical framework and offering insights for organizations to cultivate and stimulate
individual self-leadership.

Literature Review
Team-Level Antecedents of Self-Leadership

At the team level, antecedents of self-leadership can be analyzed from both
internal and external perspectives. Internal factors primarily reflect the team’s
composition characteristics and certain states formed during team development,
while external factors include external leadership characteristics, organizational
management policies and evaluation-reward systems, and broader socio-cultural
features.

First, among internal work team factors, an important characteristic affect-
ing team self-leadership is the general cognitive ability of team members—that
is, whether members can generally handle complex work tasks and problems
independently, which is also an important prerequisite for achieving team self-
leadership (Bell, 2007; Stewart, 2006). Similarly, the average level and variance
of team members’ personality traits (such as conscientiousness and agreeable-
ness) also influence team self-leadership (Bell, 2007; Humphrey et al., 2007).
Generally, higher consistency among team members on these personality traits
makes it more likely to avoid internal conflicts and contradictions, thereby truly
achieving self-leadership from within. Second, the task characteristics facing
the team also affect the formation of team self-leadership. Stewart and Barrick
(2000) found that team self-leadership achieves higher performance levels when
facing conceptual tasks rather than behavioral tasks. Third, team cognitive
states formed by internal members (such as collective cognition, shared mental
models, and team transactive memory systems) represent members’ shared cog-
nitive styles and affect how team members perceive and conduct team work.
When facing challenging team tasks, shared cognitive states can better help
members respond and adapt based on these consensus, thereby promoting team
self-leadership formation (Druskat & Pescosolido, 2002). Finally, as two impor-
tant states in team development, team cohesion and team conflict also influence
team self-leadership formation. On the one hand, team cohesion promotes team
self-leadership through mechanisms of mutual cooperation, self-reinforcement,
mutual monitoring, and social identification (Beal et al., 2003; Millikin et al.,
2010). On the other hand, the effect of team conflict on team self-leadership
is more complex: when task conflict within the team can be resolved through
constructive discussion among members, it enhances team self-leadership (Be-
hfar et al., 2008); when conflict cannot be resolved or is resolved through one
party yielding to another, it may harm the formation and effectiveness of team
self-leadership.
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Among external factors influencing team self-leadership, external leadership
characteristics are the most prominent and have received considerable research
attention (Stewart & Manz, 1995). For leaders external to self-leading teams,
their primary roles are to promote internal self-leadership within the team and
to help the team interact more effectively with other teams and the external
environment. Therefore, the better external leaders can fulfill these roles, the
higher the degree of team self-leadership (Carte et al., 2006; Mathieu et al., 2006;
Wageman, 2001). Second, the performance evaluation and reward systems es-
tablished by the organization also affect team self-leadership. Although team
self-leadership conceptually emphasizes internal team motivation, different ways
of measuring team performance still influence the degree of team self-leadership.
For example, when organizations adopt group performance-based pay, internal
self-control, mutual cooperation, and self-leadership within work teams are most
effectively enhanced (DeMatteo et al., 1998). Additionally, adopting peer eval-
uation systems within teams has also been found to effectively promote team
self-leadership formation (Stewart et al., 2012). Third, different attributes of
organizational structure and culture also affect team self-leadership. When for-
malization and centralization in organizational structure are lower, team self-
leadership is more likely to form and function (Tata & Prasad, 2004). Whether
the organization has formed a management atmosphere and organizational cul-
ture characterized by empowerment, support, participation, and cooperation
also directly affects the possibility of team self-leadership emergence. Finally,
from a more external perspective, the national cultural characteristics where the
organization is located also play a role in team self-leadership formation. For
example, in collectivist cultures, employees may more easily accept the concept
of team self-leadership, while employees in individualist cultures may lean more
toward individual self-leadership (Kirkman & Shapiro, 2001).

Research Gaps

From the above literature review, it is evident that self-leadership theory has
received widespread attention from scholars since its proposal, with existing
research conducting a series of theoretical and empirical work on the emergence
of self-leadership. Synthesizing the above review of self-leadership antecedents,
this study identifies three areas with significant room for further development.

First, the existing connotation of self-leadership needs updating and struggles
to reflect the changed work context. As previously mentioned, the theoretical
connotation of self-leadership mainly originates from control theory, emphasiz-
ing that individuals or teams primarily rely on themselves for goal setting and
control guidance to bridge the gap between current conditions and established
goals. Based on this, Manz and Neck and other scholars have operationalized
self-leadership into three major categories: behavior-focused strategies (empha-
sizing behavior), natural reward strategies (emphasizing motivation), and con-
structive thought pattern strategies (emphasizing cognition) (Neck et al., 2019;
Neck & Houghton, 2006). Related empirical research has also mostly used these
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three strategies or parts thereof as measurement tools. While the above theo-
retical definition and measurement content have good universality, they appear
inadequately adapted to the current changing work context. With the acceler-
ated advancement of the new round of information technology revolution, the
basic operating environment and mode of current workplaces have undergone
tremendous changes, with organizational characteristics, individual needs, work
methods and content, human-technology relationships, work-family boundaries,
and online-offline collaboration all presenting a series of new changes and chal-
lenges. Against this backdrop of new changes, it is necessary to re-examine,
update, and expand the connotation of self-leadership (Xu Minya et al., 2021).

Second, research examining the formation of self-leadership has mostly been lim-
ited to single levels, lacking more systematic multi-level studies. Scholars have
conducted numerous studies on the causes of individual and team self-leadership
from different angles. However, current research overwhelmingly tends to con-
duct self-leadership studies at a single level (individual or team), with fewer
cross-level studies. In particular, when the team as a whole has higher self-
leadership levels, will individuals within the team also exhibit correspondingly
higher levels of self-leadership? Can factors that promote team self-leadership
also positively influence individual self-leadership? Beyond individual and team
factors, will organizational-level leadership and management practices, organi-
zational culture, and atmosphere also have top-down effects on employee self-
leadership? These questions currently lack clear and direct answers and urgently
require further multi-level investigation.

Third, insufficient attention has been paid to the dynamic motivational acti-
vation process of self-leadership, manifested as a lack of research exploring
the mechanisms of its antecedents. From the conceptual connotation of self-
leadership, it is evident that intrinsic motivation plays an especially important
role in its emergence and maintenance. Understanding the formation of self-
leadership requires us to clarify from a motivational activation perspective how
internal and external factors affect individual and team psychological motiva-
tion. For example, among antecedents of individual self-leadership, both con-
scious training in self-leadership strategies and individual cognitive styles have
received extensive research attention, yet the intrinsic motivational processes
linking them to self-leadership have rarely been examined. Similarly, at both
individual and team levels, external leadership behavior and style are key ex-
ternal factors affecting self-leadership (Manz & Sims, 1987; Yun et al., 2006).
How do leader behaviors (such as empowerment and support) influence the
psychological motivational processes of individuals and teams to promote self-
leadership? Will there be interaction effects between leader factors and internal
psychological characteristics of individuals or teams (such as cognitive styles)
on self-leadership? These questions have not received sufficiently clear and com-
prehensive answers in current research.
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Research Framework
This study focuses on the core concept of individual self-leadership, aiming to
clearly identify multi-level antecedents of individual self-leadership and reveal
the psychological mechanisms and boundary conditions of its formation. To
achieve these research objectives, we propose three research components: Study
1 focuses on expanding the concept of individual self-leadership and developing
corresponding measurement tools; Study 2 examines factors influencing individ-
ual self-leadership at both team and individual levels and their driving mecha-
nisms; Study 3 attempts to construct and test a multi-level trickle-down model
affecting individual self-leadership from organizational, team, and individual
levels.

Study 2: Cross-Level Effects of Leadership and Individual Beliefs

Previous research on self-leadership antecedents has shown that enhancing
individual self-leadership is a typical motivational process, making it crucial
to understand the motivational factors behind why employees engage in self-
leadership (Stewart et al., 2019). Specifically, in the complex social interaction
relationship between employees and leaders, employee self-leadership is influ-
enced both internally by individual factors and externally by contextual factors
such as leader behavior styles. Both internal and external factors further affect
the motivational system in employees’ psychological world, thereby enhancing
or inhibiting employee self-leadership. Therefore, this study simultaneously
examines the effects of team leader behavior and employee individual factors
on self-leadership and their cross-level mechanisms. Specifically, for internal
employee factors, we focus on whether and how employees’ Beliefs in the
Co-Production of Leadership (Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012, 2013; Carsten et
al., 2018) affect their self-leadership; for the external factor of team leaders,
we focus on empowering leadership behavior. Meanwhile, these two types of
factors may also have cross-level interactive relationships.

[Figure 1: see original paper]

Employee Leadership Co-Production Beliefs and Self-Leadership
First, employee self-leadership is essentially self-regulatory behavior driven by
intrinsic motivation. An important reason that motivates employees to demon-
strate and maintain a self-leadership behavioral style is that such behaviors
align with their fundamental beliefs about how to perform in the workplace.
When individual employees believe certain behaviors are more consistent
with their basic beliefs and values in their cognitive world, the motivational
force to exhibit corresponding behaviors is strengthened, making them more
likely to display expected behaviors (Stewart et al., 2019). In this study, we
examine the promoting effect of employees’ leadership co-production beliefs
on self-leadership. The concept of leadership co-production beliefs was first
proposed by Carsten and Uhl-Bien (2012) and has gained more attention in the
evolving followership research (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014; Luo Wenhao et al., 2021).
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According to their research, employees playing follower roles in organizations
hold different views on how leadership is formed. Some more traditional
employees believe leadership is primarily shaped by leaders, with subordinates
mainly playing compliant roles; other employees believe leadership is not
solely determined by leaders but is co-created by leaders and followers during
the leadership process. Therefore, the concept of leadership co-production
beliefs reflects the extent to which followers or subordinates believe they are
in a cooperative relationship with leaders, including in their role cognition
the identification of strengths and weaknesses in work processes, discovering
and solving work problems, and innovating to improve efficiency (Carsten
& Uhl-Bien, 2012). When employees hold stronger leadership co-production
beliefs, they do not merely see themselves as passive subordinates but as
subjects who co-create the leadership process, expecting to play more active
roles in work processes and interactions with leaders. A series of empirical
studies by Carsten and collaborators (Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012, 2013; Carsten
et al., 2018) also show that subordinates’ leadership co-production beliefs are
positively related to more proactive upward communication strategies, voice
behavior, upward empowerment, and contributions to goal achievement, while
negatively related to blind obedience to leaders.

Based on this, we predict that when employees hold stronger leadership co-
production beliefs, they believe they are indispensable participants in the lead-
ership process, have greater motivation to proactively fulfill job responsibilities
and partially hold themselves to leader role requirements, and are thus more
likely to demonstrate higher levels of self-leadership. Therefore, this study pro-
poses:

Proposition 1: Employees with stronger leadership co-production beliefs are
more likely to exhibit self-leadership.

Further, how does employees’ leadership co-production beliefs, as a cognitive
pattern, stimulate their intrinsic motivation for self-leadership? To clarify this
psychological mechanism, we introduce “Personal Goal Strivings” (Emmons,
1986; Ng & Lucianetti, 2016) as a mediator between leadership co-production
beliefs and self-leadership, based on goal theory. Personal goal striving repre-
sents the outcomes individuals expect to achieve through their own behavioral
efforts, reflecting the deeper meaning behind individuals’ efforts to pursue spe-
cific goals (Emmons, 1986). Psychological research on goals shows that goals,
as desired future states or outcomes, have motivational properties that can
stimulate and organize individual behavior directed toward goal achievement
(Monzani et al., 2015; Zhang Kai, 2014) and bring about personality growth,
meaning in life, and well-being (Brunstein, 1993; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Since
self-leadership is essentially an intrinsic goal-driven self-regulatory process, it is
closely related to individuals’ pursuit of desired goals. However, in the interac-
tive relationship between leaders and employees in work contexts, the sources
of employees’ pursued goals are diverse, including goals from leaders, from the
self, from the organization, or even from external sources.
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Employees’ leadership co-production beliefs, as a cognitive structure and pat-
tern, define employees’ internal behavioral models about the leadership process
and their own roles (Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012). As such, these cognitive beliefs
have the function of driving behavior and can guide individuals to strive in direc-
tions consistent with their role cognition (Carsten et al., 2018). Specifically, for
leadership co-production beliefs, this means individuals believe the leadership
process is co-created by leaders and followers, so subsequent behavior guidance
should consider both leaders’ and followers’ goals. In other words, employees’
leadership co-production beliefs have the effect of activating personal goal pur-
suit. When employees hold higher leadership co-production beliefs, they no
longer merely accept and obey goals from leaders or the organization but see
themselves as important subjects in leadership activities, thus having greater
possibility to pursue self-set, transcendent, and meaningful future goals. Fur-
ther, when employees have higher intensity of personal goal pursuit, they are
more likely to drive and organize self-regulatory processes based on goals to
be achieved, thereby exhibiting more self-leadership behaviors. Therefore, this
study proposes:

Proposition 2: Employees’ leadership co-production beliefs can achieve higher
levels of self-leadership by stimulating personal goal pursuit.

Team Leadership Behavior and Employee Self-Leadership From the
perspective of analyzing motivational forces that stimulate individual self-
leadership, besides the aforementioned individual cognitive factors, whether
external contextual factors allow or encourage employees to actively seek
autonomous control is another important force (Houghton & Yoho, 2005;
Stewart et al., 2019). For employees in work teams, team leaders have a critical
impact on team operation modes, and their leadership behavior is also an
important antecedent of individual self-leadership.

Empowering leadership behavior emphasizes power sharing, helps improve em-
ployee enthusiasm and work engagement, and is considered an effective lead-
ership behavior for stimulating employee spontaneous behavior in the new eco-
nomic context (Sharma & Kirkman, 2015). Conger and Kanungo (1988) believe
empowering leadership is mainly manifested in four aspects: expressing trust
and high performance expectations to subordinates, providing opportunities for
subordinates to participate in decision-making, granting subordinates auton-
omy free from bureaucratic constraints, and setting motivating or meaningful
goals for subordinates. Ahearne et al. (2005) further refined these four aspects
into four dimensions of empowering leadership: emphasizing work meaning,
conveying confidence in performance, promoting participative decision-making,
and providing autonomy to reduce bureaucratic constraints. Previous research
has shown that leaders’ empowering behavior can create conditions that give
employees more opportunities, motivation, and ability to carry out work by en-
couraging decision participation and delegating authority to subordinates (Lee
et al., 2018). From the connotation of empowering leadership, this type of
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leadership behavior can give employees more autonomy and self-drive, making
self-regulation more likely and thus more likely to motivate employees to prac-
tice self-leadership (Amundsen & Martinsen, 2015; Manz & Sims, 1987; Yun et
al., 2006; Chen Chen et al., 2020).

Building on the recognized positive relationship between empowering leadership
behavior and individual self-leadership, this study further analyzes the internal
mechanism of this relationship based on self-determination theory. Lee et al.’s
(2018) review of empowering leadership research found that the positive im-
pact of empowering leadership on employee work outcomes cannot be separated
from the generation and strengthening of work motivation in employees’ psy-
chological world, such as feeling higher levels of psychological empowerment
or experiencing work meaning. As an intrinsic goal-driven self-regulatory be-
havior, individual self-leadership particularly requires employees to generate
corresponding motivational forces from within, rather than simply receiving em-
powerment from leaders. Among the three basic psychological needs identified
in self-determination theory, autonomy need is most closely connected to em-
powering behavior and self-leadership (Chiniara & Bentein, 2016). Therefore,
we preliminarily infer that whether empowering leadership behavior can stim-
ulate higher levels of self-leadership depends on whether empowerment better
satisfies employees’ inner autonomy needs.

Proposition 3: Team leaders’ empowering leadership behavior stimulates em-
ployees’ self-leadership by satisfying their autonomy needs.

Moreover, team-level leadership behavior can cross-level influence individual em-
ployees’ psychological perceptions and behavioral patterns, thereby forming in-
teractive relationships with individual factors. In this study’s theoretical model,
team leadership behavior serves as an external contextual constraint, represent-
ing the behavioral patterns leaders may exhibit when facing team members.
Employees’ varying levels of leadership co-production beliefs represent their
general cognitive patterns regarding the question of “who should create leader-
ship,” which is relatively independent of the specific leadership situations they
face. Employees’ pursuit of personal goals and the subsequent self-leadership
behavior depend not only on their general beliefs but also on their perception
and judgment of the social context of their team. As previously stated, em-
ployees’ leadership co-production beliefs have the potential to activate personal
goal pursuit, thereby guiding individual behavior toward directions consistent
with their cognitive beliefs (Carsten et al., 2018). In this process, whether the
external social context facilitates the guiding function of individuals’ cognitive
beliefs also plays an important role. Specifically, when team leaders exhibit
more empowering behavior that encourages power sharing, this external contex-
tual factor is highly consistent with and matches the expectations of leadership
co-production beliefs, thus playing a motivational role in guiding corresponding
behavior from individual leadership co-production beliefs. In other words, when
facing empowering leadership behavior, employees with stronger leadership co-
production beliefs will feel even more “in their element,” being more likely to
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stimulate their active pursuit of personal goals and consequently practice higher
levels of self-leadership.

Further, team leaders’ empowering behavior is also expected to strengthen the
indirect effect of personal goal pursuit. Specifically, empowering behavior is
expected to enhance the indirect effect of personal goal pursuit; that is, when
empowering behavior is higher, the indirect effect of employees’ leadership co-
production beliefs on self-leadership through stimulating personal goal pursuit
will also be stronger. Based on the above analysis, this study preliminarily
proposes the following theoretical propositions:

Proposition 4: When team leaders exhibit empowering leadership behavior,
employees’ leadership co-production beliefs are more likely to stimulate personal
goal pursuit.

Proposition 5: When team leaders exhibit empowering leadership behav-
ior, employees’ leadership co-production beliefs are more likely to enhance self-
leadership by stimulating personal goal pursuit.

Study 3: A Three-Level Trickle-Down Model

Organizational Factors and Team Self-Leadership Team self-leadership
indicates that the team has strong internal regulation and control mechanisms,
enabling it to autonomously determine what work needs to be done, what per-
formance standards to set, why to undertake this work, and how to specifically
carry out the work (Stewart et al., 2011). In current research on factors influenc-
ing team self-leadership, besides internal factors such as team member compo-
sition characteristics, team task characteristics, team cognition, and team psy-
chological processes, more important factors are organizational-level influences
such as organizational structure, organizational culture, and organizational per-
formance and reward systems. Obviously, the emergence and continuation of
team self-leadership in organizations require a favorable organizational manage-
ment context, such as a relatively loose management style, lower formalization
and centralization, and group-based performance pay design (DeMatteo et al.,
1998; Tata & Prasad, 2004).

Based on existing research findings, a key mechanism through which
organizational-level factors influence team self-leadership lies in autonomy
assurance. In other words, when senior managers empower work teams with
sufficient decision-making autonomy through a series of mechanisms and
policy designs and provide adequate support during team work processes, the
possibility of these teams achieving self-leadership greatly increases. In this
study, we first focus on the influence of organizational autonomy supportive
climate on team self-leadership. An autonomy supportive climate in the
organization means that the entire organization has reached a shared consensus
on encouraging and supporting autonomy and can create opportunities and
realize corresponding functions through a series of management practices.
Based on self-determination theory, a strong autonomy supportive climate in
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the organization is highly motivating, enabling teams and their members to
feel more intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivation at work (Gagné, 2003) and
encouraging them to work harder to achieve goals (Kenny et al., 2010). Even
for work that is not inherently motivating, autonomy support can motivate
teams and employees to participate more actively in these tasks (Deci et al.,
1994). In this study, we also speculate that organizational autonomy supportive
climate can promote team self-leadership.

Further, from the connotation of self-leading teams, we find that autonomy
supportive climate assurance does not always promote team self-leadership. In
enterprise management practice, even in organizations with relatively strong
autonomy supportive climates, some work teams still have no intention to prac-
tice team self-leadership. Considering that team self-leadership is essentially
an intrinsic motivation-driven self-influence process, we believe that at the or-
ganizational level, besides ensuring internal team autonomy through autonomy
supportive climate, it is more important to effectively activate and guide the
team’s intrinsic motivation, enabling work teams to clarify the direction and
driving force of self-leadership. According to goal dynamics theoretical research
(Zhang Kai, 2014), motivation is driven by goals, and the direction and intensity
of goals affect the direction and strength of work motivation. Thus, we infer that
when work teams’ goals maintain alignment and sharing relationships with or-
ganizational development goals, these teams are more likely to stimulate strong
internal work motivation and thus more likely to practice team self-leadership.
Case studies on Haier Group’s autonomous business entity management prac-
tice have also shown (Zhang Kai et al., 2014) that when teams and individuals
in the organization have higher goal fusion with the organization and more con-
sistent understanding of future development goals and value source concepts,
teams and individuals will demonstrate more self-management practices.

Based on the above theoretical analysis, this study further examines whether
organizational-level “organizational vision sharing” has corresponding effects on
team self-leadership. Vision represents the organization’s conception and men-
tal schema of future development states, used to persuade and influence others
to work toward realizing this future vision (Van Knippenberg & Stam, 2014).
The inspiring role of organizational vision has been fully emphasized in theories
such as transformational leadership and charismatic leadership (Stam et al.,
2014). Besides emphasizing future orientation, vision needs to be widely shared
among organizational members to better exert its positive influence on team
and individual work effectiveness. It can be said that shared organizational
vision means that teams and members in the organization have higher levels
of identification with this vision and are willing to take actions to achieve it.
Based on understanding the shared vision, work teams in the organization can
more clearly define team effort directions and the internal meaning and value
of their work for overall organizational development, which on the one hand
helps teams cope with uncertainty in work processes, and more importantly, on
the other hand, enhances internal motivation for vision-related work (Kohles
et al., 2012). Thus, vision sharing can help work teams concentrate effort di-
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rections and assign relevant meaning to work tasks, which can promote team
self-leadership formation to a certain extent. Therefore, this study also prelim-
inarily speculates that the level of organizational vision sharing can enhance
team self-leadership.

When organizations both widely share visions to 凝聚 team consensus and clarify
work effort directions, and provide space for teams to make autonomous deci-
sions and actions around work goals through autonomy supportive climates,
the internal motivation level in teams is relatively higher, and the possibility of
self-regulation and self-influence based on intrinsic motivation to achieve shared
visions also increases accordingly. Therefore, this study preliminarily specu-
lates that when both organizational vision sharing and autonomy supportive
climate are high, their combined effect has a stronger promoting effect on team
self-leadership.

Proposition 6: Both organizational vision sharing and autonomy support-
ive climate can enhance team self-leadership, and their combined effect has a
stronger enhancing effect on team self-leadership.

[Figure 2: see original paper]

The Trickle-Down Effect of Team Self-Leadership Although the con-
cept of self-leadership was originally positioned only at the individual level
(Manz, 1986), subsequent research development has continuously emphasized
the necessity of understanding self-leadership at the team level, and related re-
search on team self-leadership has been carried out (Stewart et al., 2011, 2019).
Conceptually, team self-leadership and individual self-leadership undoubtedly
have extremely close connections, both emphasizing the subject’s (team or indi-
vidual) intrinsic motivation-driven self-control and self-influence process. How-
ever, by reviewing existing literature, we find no research has directly conducted
theoretical analysis and empirical testing on the connection between team self-
leadership and individual self-leadership. Nevertheless, existing research shows
that external leadership behavior faced by individuals significantly affects indi-
vidual self-leadership, and these external leaders are usually team leaders. In
Stewart et al.’s (2019) discussion and outlook, they also point out that self-
leadership may have both close direct connections and some dialectically con-
tradictory characteristics between team and individual levels. In this study,
we first infer that team self-leadership can positively influence team members
within it, promoting them to practice more individual self-leadership.

Proposition 7: Team self-leadership can promote individual self-leadership.

Further, considering that both teams and individuals are deeply embedded
in corresponding organizational contexts, and the organizational-level factors
this study focuses on—organizational vision sharing and autonomy supportive
climate—both exert certain influences on various work teams and employees in
the organization from their connotation analysis, we infer that self-leadership
may have a top-down trickle-down effect across levels. According to Wang Zhen
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et al.’s (2015) review, the downward transmission effect in leadership research
means “the process by which leaders’ characteristics and behaviors in organiza-
tions are transmitted top-down through vertical management levels, ultimately
triggering the same characteristics and behaviors in subordinates and teams.”
In the content of this study, both team self-leadership and employee individ-
ual self-leadership are sets of cognition and behavioral strategies characterized
by self-influence and control. Employees exhibiting specific types of cognition
and behavioral strategies in organizational contexts cannot be separated from
their observation, understanding, and processing of situational features and in-
formation cues in the organization, which is also a typical social learning and
social information processing process (Bandura, 1986; Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978).
Specifically, organizational-level vision sharing and autonomy supportive cli-
mate undoubtedly also affect employees’ motivation, cognition, and behavioral
patterns. They will also seek to connect their current work with organizational
vision (Kohles et al., 2012) and hope to have more autonomy in their work pro-
cesses. In this process, employees observe and process information about their
directly contacted teams. When employees’ teams exhibit higher self-leadership
levels, employees are more likely to learn and imitate their team’s behavioral
patterns, thereby achieving individual self-leadership. Conversely, if employ-
ees’ teams do not advocate self-leadership or even form strong group normative
forces against it, the possibility of employee individual self-leadership will cor-
respondingly decrease. Based on this, this study preliminarily proposes the
following proposition:

Proposition 8: The combined effect of organizational vision sharing and au-
tonomy supportive climate can further enhance individual self-leadership by
promoting team self-leadership.

Boundary Conditions of Task Characteristics As mentioned above,
while we speculate that team self-leadership can positively promote employee in-
dividual self-leadership, it is still necessary to examine the boundary conditions
of this direct effect. As Stewart et al. (2011) analyzed, there are still certain
contingent factors between team self-leadership and individual self-leadership.
In particular, high-level team self-leadership may strengthen its control over
internal members, thereby suppressing employees’ self-leadership space in
certain situations (Langfred, 2007). Examining the contextual conditions of the
relationship between team self-leadership and individual self-leadership can in
fact further promote understanding of the paradoxical nature of self-leadership
(Stewart et al., 2019). In this study, we focus on two types of work task
characteristics—task interdependence and remote work—as moderators of the
cross-level self-leadership effect.

On the one hand, the specific work tasks performed by different members in
self-leading teams vary in task interdependence. Task interdependence indi-
cates the extent to which different work tasks depend on each other, that is,
the completion of one task depends on the completion of other tasks, including
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knowledge and resource dependencies (Bailey et al., 2010). Previous research
has found that task interdependence, as an important contextual factor, can
moderate the relationship between leader behavior and employee behavior (Vid-
yarthi et al., 2014; Liu Ying et al., 2012). When employees face higher task
interdependence, it means they need to maintain higher levels and frequency of
interaction and cooperation with other team members, and employees need to
adjust themselves to better adapt to the entire team’s collaborative work mode
(Langfred, 2005). Conversely, when the task interdependence employees face is
relatively low, meaning they mainly work independently to complete relevant
tasks, the possibility that their work strategies are influenced by the team or
other team members decreases. At this time, employees may still engage in
self-leadership driven by their own factors, but the effect of team self-leadership
on individual self-leadership will correspondingly weaken.

On the other hand, the way team members complete work tasks also affects
their degree of individual self-leadership. In this study, we focus on the on-
line remote work mode that has received more attention from enterprises and
organizations in recent years. Remote work means employees complete tasks
in locations other than the primary workplace (such as home or other spaces)
and mainly interact with others inside and outside the organization through
electronic information media (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Huo Weiwei et al.,
2020). When employees adopt remote work more frequently, they can arrange
their own work time and location more flexibly and autonomously, which en-
hances employees’ sense of control and competence over their work (Mazmanian
et al., 2013). Thus, remote work on the one hand provides employees with higher
self-control and autonomy, and on the other hand, due to the relative absence
of external leadership, requires individuals to engage in more self-leadership and
control. Compared with employees who rarely adopt remote work, employees
in teams who practice remote work more frequently may demonstrate higher
individual self-leadership. Based on the above analysis, this study preliminarily
proposes the following propositions:

Proposition 9: When employees’ work task interdependence is higher, team
self-leadership is more likely to promote employees’ individual self-leadership.

Proposition 10: When employees adopt remote work to a greater degree, team
self-leadership is more likely to promote employees’ individual self-leadership.

Theoretical Integration and Contributions
Based on the above discussion of construct relationships, the three research
components included in this article, besides identifying the connotation and
structure of employee individual self-leadership in the new context, focus more
on answering what factors may influence employee individual self-leadership.
Accordingly, the theoretical model this study intends to construct is shown in
Figure 3 [Figure 3: see original paper].

[Figure 3: see original paper]
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First, this theoretical model adopts an integrated multi-level research perspec-
tive, constructing and testing a multi-level driving mechanism model of individ-
ual self-leadership from organizational, team, and individual levels, and exam-
ining cross-level interactions and top-down influences across levels, providing
theoretical and practical guidance for more systematically understanding and
enhancing individual self-leadership. For individual employees in organizations,
whether and to what extent they exhibit self-leadership behavior depends not
only on internal factors such as individual characteristics and psychological sys-
tems but also on external factors such as contextual conditions (e.g., organi-
zational and team characteristics). This study examines these comprehensive
and complex influences in two parts. On the one hand, we examine the inter-
action between team leadership behavior and individual cognitive foundations.
Starting from the basic cognitive assumption of “leadership co-production be-
liefs,” this study analyzes and proposes how employees’ individual leadership
co-production beliefs (future research can also extend to other individual value
beliefs) affect self-leadership through motivational activation processes. Mean-
while, the leadership style (empowerment) presented by team leaders may di-
rectly affect individual motivational forces and may also promote or inhibit the
transformation of individual cognitive beliefs into motivational forces for achiev-
ing self-leadership. On the other hand, this study examines the organizational-
team-individual top-down influence process. Self-leadership research has already
made the leap from individual to team levels, but research conclusions on the
effects of team self-leadership are inconsistent, and the question of whether
team self-leadership can promote individual self-leadership has not received a
clear response (Stewart et al., 2019). In view of this, this study introduces
two prerequisite conditions at the organizational level that stimulate team self-
leadership: shared vision within the organization and the formation of an au-
tonomy supportive organizational climate. Further, when proposing the theo-
retical hypothesis that team self-leadership promotes individual self-leadership,
we additionally point out that individual work task characteristics (task interde-
pendence and remote work degree) will strengthen the direct relationship from
team to individual. Integrating the above two aspects, the theoretical model
proposed in this study attempts to integrate organizational-level management
practices, team-level leadership styles and self-leadership, and individual-level
personal cognitive characteristics, motivational factors, and work task charac-
teristics, thereby providing a more comprehensive theoretical understanding of
the formation mechanism of individual self-leadership.

Second, this theoretical model highlights the motivational activation process
of employee self-leadership formation. As mentioned earlier, enhancing indi-
vidual self-leadership is a typical motivational process, and understanding the
motivational factors behind why employees engage in more self-leadership is
crucial (Stewart et al., 2019), which is also a significant deficiency in existing re-
search. Therefore, when constructing the theoretical model and understanding
relationships between variables at various levels, this study consistently intro-
duces relevant ideas from motivational theories. For example, in understanding
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how team leadership behavior and individual cognitive beliefs affect employee
self-leadership, this study attempts to explore changes in employees’ motiva-
tional systems by integrating Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000)
and Goal Theory (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Zhang Kai, 2014). The three basic
needs theory in self-determination theory points out that the activation of em-
ployees’ intrinsic motivation is inseparable from the satisfaction of three basic
needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. This theory can effectively ex-
plain how external contextual factors affect individuals’ intrinsic motivational
systems. For self-leadership, a behavior mainly motivated by internal motiva-
tion, autonomy need plays an especially direct and important role. Whether
employees can feel sufficient autonomy support in their interactions with lead-
ers is a key link in stimulating them to enhance self-leadership. Therefore,
self-determination theory helps us understand how leadership style, as an exter-
nal contextual factor, drives employees to achieve self-leadership by satisfying
their autonomy needs. Meanwhile, research around goal theory emphasizes that
individuals’ pursuit of meaningful future goals is an important mechanism for
stimulating, guiding, and organizing their corresponding behaviors. The moti-
vational mechanism of goal pursuit emphasized in goal theory can effectively
integrate cognitive and motivational forces in individuals’ psychological world
to explain subsequent behaviors, thus helping to understand the driving mecha-
nism of individual internal psychological factors (Zhang Kai et al., 2020). There-
fore, Study 2 aims to integrate two complementary driving mechanisms—“need
satisfaction” and “goal pursuit”—corresponding to the influence paths of ex-
ternal leader factors and internal individual psychological factors, respectively,
thereby more completely revealing the motivational activation process of em-
ployee self-leadership. In Study 3’s organizational-team-individual top-down in-
fluence process, although specific changes in individual motivational factors are
not examined, the motivational perspective is consistently incorporated when
constructing organizational-level influencing factors. Specifically, vision sharing
within the organization itself is a process of organizational goal communication
and transmission. The reason vision can unite people and motivate employees
lies in its ability to mobilize people’s work motivation by pointing to beautiful
future images (Kohles et al., 2012; Stam et al., 2014). Vision communication
and sharing at the organizational level are closely related to individuals’ future
goal pursuit. Meanwhile, autonomy supportive climate, as another prerequi-
site for stimulating team self-leadership, also has internal consistency with the
autonomy need satisfaction emphasized in self-determination theory. A higher
level of autonomy supportive climate in the organization can stimulate higher
levels of work motivation, especially intrinsic motivation, among team members.
In summary, the theoretical model proposed in this article aims to reveal the
internal psychological mechanism of individual self-leadership formation from a
motivational activation perspective.

Finally, through multi-level exploration of the formation mechanism of indi-
vidual self-leadership, this study further deepens the paradoxical features of
self-leadership. In classical leadership theory, the dyadic relationship between
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leaders and followers (or subordinates) is a fundamental starting point for under-
standing leadership processes and leadership. Following this view, the concept of
self-leadership seems “neither fish nor fowl.” Furthermore, both in past theoreti-
cal and empirical research and in the theoretical model discussed in this article,
leadership behavior styles are regarded as important factors that stimulate em-
ployee self-leadership. That is, employees must both achieve “self-leadership”
and accept “other-leadership” from external leaders, and “other-leadership” may
also promote (or of course harm) “self-leadership.” These diverse relationships
further reveal that the concept, theory, and practice of self-leadership are more
complex and variable. In view of this, Stewart et al. (2019) proposed the para-
doxical features of self-leadership and called on subsequent scholars to pay atten-
tion to this issue. Combining this article with relevant theoretical research, we
believe the paradoxical features of self-leadership include at least three aspects:
(1) The paradoxical relationship between self-leadership and external leaders.
For this dialectical relationship, our research shows that while self-leadership is
naturally influenced by individual cognition and motivational factors, it does not
exclude or reject external influences. External leaders’ leadership behavior and
style are important contextual factors affecting individual self-leadership and
can either promote or inhibit employee self-leadership. This study only exam-
ines empowering leadership behavior; future research can further examine some
leadership behavior styles with epochal significance, such as platform leadership,
shared leadership, and virtual leadership. (2) The paradoxical relationship be-
tween team self-leadership and individual self-leadership. This study believes
that although team self-leadership may stimulate higher levels of individual self-
leadership through social learning effects, this relationship does not always hold.
To examine the contingent relationship between the two, this study introduces
two types of work task characteristics (task interdependence and remote work
degree) as contextual variables. Future research can further examine the in-
fluence of team self-leadership on individual self-leadership by combining other
individual and task characteristics, especially the potential inhibitory effect of
team self-leadership on individual self-leadership. (3) The paradoxical conse-
quences of self-leadership. That is, does self-leadership always have positive
effects on individuals, teams, and organizations? Can self-leadership produce
certain negative effects? These questions are not within the scope of this arti-
cle’s discussion but are likely part of the paradoxical features of self-leadership.
Future research can combine this article’s discussion of the formation mecha-
nism of self-leadership to further consider and study the positive and negative
effects of self-leadership in organizational management activities. In summary,
this study further responds to scholars’ advocacy for studying the paradoxical
features of self-leadership and helps deepen more comprehensive understanding
of self-leadership.

In conclusion, this study attempts to rethink and reconstruct the core concept of
individual self-leadership, which has both theoretical value and practical signifi-
cance in the new era and management context (Zhang Zhixue et al., 2021). On
this basis, we further explore from a motivational perspective the internal mecha-
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nisms and boundary conditions of relevant influencing factors at organizational,
team, and individual levels that drive individual self-leadership, and construct
a preliminary integrated theoretical model. Of course, it should be noted that
although this theoretical model proposes some possible variables and proposi-
tions based on relevant research and theoretical foundations, most of them are
still at the stage of theoretical thinking and currently lack more sufficient em-
pirical evidence. The main purpose of this study in proposing this theoretical
model is not to reveal hypothetical relationships among various variables in
the model but to promote an integrated understanding of the formation mech-
anism (especially the dynamic activation process) of individual self-leadership.
Future research can completely test, expand, update, and improve all or part
of the above theoretical model from different perspectives or different construct
selection angles, thereby better promoting relevant research on self-leadership.
More importantly, in the current continuously changing digital intelligence envi-
ronment, future research can and should combine newer management contexts
such as digital transformation, AI-driven human-machine collaboration to fur-
ther consider research questions such as how individual self-leadership emerges
and how it functions.
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