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Abstract
Job embeddedness was developed as a new perspective to explain employee retention,
and recent research has demonstrated its predictive power of voluntary turnover. However,
little is known about factors that might inﬂuence job embeddedness. The aim of this study
was to examine if a perceived mastery climate at work predicts job embeddedness (i.e.,
links, ﬁt and sacriﬁce) and whether satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and
competence would mediate this relationship. In a survey of 430 employees from six
organizations in Iceland and one in Norway, we found that the needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness mediated the relationship between a perceived mastery
climate and the links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce dimensions of on-the-job embeddedness. We discuss
theoretical and practical implications as well as directions for future research.
Keywords: mastery climate, basic need theory (BNT), job embeddedness, employee retention

Introduction
Employee retention has become a popular topic within organizational psychology due to
the high cost related to employee turnover (Coetzee et al., 2018) and because of increased
competition for talent (Hughes & Rog, 2008). Not surprisingly then, explaining why people
leave an organization has recently been widely studied. For decades, turnover models have
suggested that employees will stay when they are satisﬁed, committed, and involved in
their jobs, and leave if they are not (Griffeth et al., 2000; Rubenstein et al., 2018). The current evidence shows that attitudes only account for a small part of overall employee retention and turnover (Rubenstein et al., 2018). Instead of focusing on why people leave,
Mitchell et al. (2001) suggested that a more useful approach would be to examine why people stay because people have different reasons for staying and leaving (De Lange et al.,
2008; Lee & Mitchell, 1994). Mitchell et al. (2001) developed the construct of on-the-job
embeddedness, which focuses on how ﬁt to the organization, links to others, and the sacriﬁce of leaving can inﬂuence an employee’s decision to stay in the organization. A body of
research has been established explaining the theory and revealing the consequences of a
1
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high or a low level of on-the-job embeddedness (Bambacas & Kulik, 2013; Jiang et al., 2012;
Lee et al., 2014). However, scarce research has been conducted on the predictors of on-thejob embeddedness. Therefore, there is a need for studies that examine factors that inﬂuence people’s decision to stay at their jobs (Lee et al., 2014). By identifying predictor variables of on-the-job embeddedness, we can get a better understanding of why employees
want to stay at their job and how we can design the working environment in a way that
enhances employees’ on-the-job embeddedness.
The social context at work is important, as employees’ perceptions of the work climate
have been found to be a good predictor of individual and work-related outcomes (Kuenzi &
Schminke, 2009; Parker et al., 2003). Accordingly, the social context might predict why people choose to stay at their jobs (i.e., on-the-job embeddedness). A particularly relevant
approach is the perceived motivational climate at work, as deﬁned by achievement goal
theory, given its focus on the situational determinants of achievement behaviour (Ames,
1992; Nerstad et al., 2013; Roberts, 2012). The perceived motivational climate refers to the
criteria of success and failure at work and is divided into a mastery climate, characterized
by support, cooperation, learning, and task mastery, and a performance climate, which values social comparison and intra-team competition (Ames, 1992; Nerstad et al., 2013). The
current evidence indicates that individuals who perceive a mastery climate at work are
more likely to experience positive outcomes, such as engagement, satisfaction, felt trust,
creativity, performance, and reduced turnover intentions (Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999;

Harwood et al., 2015; Cerne
et al., 2014; Nerstad, Searle, et al., 2018). We suggest that by
experiencing these positive outcomes at work, employees who perceive a better ﬁt to the
organization, have stronger links to others, and have more to sacriﬁce if leaving, become
more embedded. Accordingly, the main purpose of our study was to test the direct and
indirect inﬂuence—through psychological need satisfaction—of a perceived mastery climate
on the three dimensions of on-the-job embeddedness: ﬁt, links, and sacriﬁce (Figure 1).
Based on the basic need theory (BNT), we propose that satisfaction of the needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness can explain how a perceived mastery climate positively inﬂuences employees’ on-the-job embeddedness (Deci & Ryan, 2002). The theory
states that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are the three universal human needs,
and their satisfaction is required for psychological growth and well-being at work (Ryan &
Deci, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Further, satisfaction of the three needs leads to
increased intrinsic motivation and enhanced mental health (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). A
number of studies have found positive organizational outcomes resulting from need satisfaction, such as effective performance, job satisfaction, positive work-related attitudes, and
organizational citizenship behaviour (Gagne & Deci, 2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2016). To
our knowledge, the impact of need satisfaction on on-the-job embeddedness has not yet
been established. Because of the enhanced psychological well-being resulting from need
satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2017), it might also positively inﬂuence employee on-the-job
embeddedness. Reinboth and Duda (2006) found that a mastery climate enhances satisfaction of psychological needs, which suggests that need satisfaction might mediate the relationship between a perceived mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness, yet this
remains untested. Therefore, we posit that the characteristics of a perceived mastery climate
positively inﬂuence on-the-job embeddedness (links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce) through increased satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Because the antecedents of on-the-job
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embeddedness can impact its underlying dimensions in different ways (Bambacas & Kulik,
2013; Halvorsen et al., 2015), we treat on-the-job embeddedness as a multidimensional construct.
Through our study, we intend to contribute to the job embeddedness literature in two
ways. First, we respond to the call for more knowledge about predictors of job embeddedness by clarifying the relevance of a perceived mastery climate for employee on-the-job
embeddedness (Lee et al., 2014). Our research might clarify what form of social environment (i.e., perceived mastery climate) at work can promote employees’ links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce in relation to the organization. In practice, this can be beneﬁcial for managers because
it may demonstrate how they can design an optimal social environment at work that might
enhance employee retention as well as beneﬁt employees through the positive outcomes
associated with a perceived mastery climate. Second, we introduce the mediating role of
the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the relationship between a perceived mastery climate at work and on-the-job embeddedness. This is important because
just as psychological needs enhance employee well-being, they might be important mechanisms to “secure” employee on-the-job embeddedness.
Moreover, we intend to contribute to the BNT by further clarifying the role of a perceived
mastery climate for enhancing psychological needs at work, as well as by examining the
role of psychological needs for facilitating employee’s links, ﬁt and sacriﬁce at work.
Research on the conditions that promote versus undermine need satisfaction has both theoretical and practical implications as it can contribute to both the knowledge of human
behaviour and to the design of social environments that enhance people’s development,
performance, and well-being (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Hence, it is important to investigate what environmental work conditions support employees’ psychological need satisfaction. In practice, this research could help leaders to increase employees’ on-the-job
embeddedness and ﬁnd ways to manage it through mindfulness concerning achievement
criteria at work.

Theory and hypotheses
Job embeddedness
To gain a broader understanding of employee retention, Mitchell et al. (2001) developed
the concept of job embeddedness to explain why people stay at their jobs (Lee et al.,
2014). Job embeddedness has been deﬁned as the combined forces keeping employees at
their jobs and consists of two subfactors: on-the-job embeddedness and off-the-job embeddedness (Mitchell et al., 2001). On-the-job embeddedness refers to how bound the
employee is to the organization, and off-the-job embeddedness relates to how grounded
the employee is in the community. Previous studies have shown that on-the-job and offthe-job embeddedness differently inﬂuence employee behaviour and work attitudes (Lee
et al., 2004; Porter et al., 2019). Moreover, some studies have failed to ﬁnd evidence for the
impact of community factors in predicting turnover, suggesting that on-the-job embeddedness is a more important factor in explaining why people stay at their jobs (Zhang et al.,
2012). Like many previous studies (e.g., Burton et al., 2010), in this study, we only examined
on-the-job embeddedness at work, especially because we focused on the perceived mastery
climate at work.
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Mitchell et al. (2001) divided job embeddedness into three underlying components: links,
ﬁt, and sacriﬁce. First, links are characterized as both formal and informal connections to
people or institutions. An employee is more bound to the job and the organization when
the number of links is high (Lee et al., 2014). Second, Mitchell et al. (2001) described ﬁt as
an employee’s perceived compatibility or comfort with the organization. The better the perceived ﬁt between an employee’s personal values and future plans with the demands of
the job and the organizational culture, the more likely it is that he or she will be tied to the
organization. Third, sacriﬁce refers to the perceived material and psychological cost of leaving a job. This can include beneﬁts that are currently available or will be available in the
future. For example, leaving a job can involve personal losses such as giving up colleagues
and interesting projects.
Job embeddedness has been found to be a critical factor in explaining voluntary turnover
(Jiang et al., 2012; Peltokorpi et al., 2015; Sender et al., 2018) and explains a variance
beyond job satisfaction and commitment (Mitchell et al., 2001). In addition, numerous
researchers have found evidence for the importance of job embeddedness to organizational
success because it has been positively related to job performance, organizational citizen
behaviour (Lee et al., 2014), and innovation (Ng & Feldman, 2010). According to Lee et al.
(2014), links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce have a positive and direct motivational inﬂuence on the decision to perform.
It is important to emphasize that job embeddedness should not be confused with low
turnover intentions. First, although previous researchers have focused on explaining why
people leave, job embeddedness offers a more useful means of explaining retention since it
predicts both employee retention and employee turnover. Second, job embeddedness
offers a new perspective on retention because it evaluates the extent to which people feel
attached, regardless of their emotional experience toward the organization (Crossley
et al., 2007).

Perceived mastery climate
Work climate research not only examines individuals’ perceptions of their working environment, but also how these perceptions determine their behaviour and attitudes (Schneider,
2000). The perceived motivational climate at work, originally deﬁned in the achievement
goal theory (Ames, 1992; Nicholls, 1989) refers to employees’ perceptions of the criteria of
success and failure, emphasized by the policies, practices, and procedures of the work environment (Nerstad et al., 2013). It consists of two distinct climates that lead to different outcomes for employees. A mastery climate refers to structures that support effort and
cooperation; emphasizes learning and mastery of skills; and focuses on self-development
and building competence (Ames, 1992). A mastery climate has been associated with enjoyment, work engagement, effort, perceived competence, need satisfaction, prosocial moral
functioning, and reduced turnover intentions (Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999; Harwood et al.,

2015; Cerne
et al., 2014; Nerstad et al., 2013; Nerstad, Dysvik, et al., 2018). For example, in
the physical education domain, Parish and Treasure (2003) found that a mastery climate
was an important predictor of self-determined forms of situational motivation (e.g., intrinsic
motivation). On the other hand, a performance climate refers to situations that promote
normative comparisons and intra-team competition, with a punitive approach to mistakes
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(Nicholls, 1984, 1989). A performance climate has been found to predict less self-determined
forms of motivation (e.g., extrinsic motivation). These two different climate structures are
interdependent and can exist simultaneously, which indicates that it is important to control
for a performance climate when measuring a mastery climate (Ames, 1992; Nerstad, Searle,
et al., 2018; Ommundsen & Roberts, 1999).

Mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness
One of the key characteristics of a mastery climate is the encouragement of cooperation
among team members (Ames, 1992). A cooperative goal structure refers to situations when
the chances of succeeding are enhanced by the presence of effective others (Ames, 1984;
West et al., 2008). Because employees depend on each other to reach a common goal, they
build strong social relationships and are more likely to give each other social support and
to engage in prosocial behaviour (Ames, 1984; Johnson, 2003). This in turn results in

enhanced helping behaviour and greater individual effort (Ames, 1984). Cerne
et al. (2014)
found support for the positive impact of a mastery climate on social relationships among
employees. Their results indicated that a perceived mastery climate outweighed norms of
self-interest and facilitated trust and constructive exchange relationships among co-workers.
Moreover, Harwood et al. (2015) found in their meta-analysis that a mastery climate was signiﬁcantly associated with prosocial attitudes, while the performance climate was associated
with antisocial attitudes. The positive impact of cooperation among employees has been
related to a variety of beneﬁcial organizational outcomes, such as innovation and organizational commitment (West et al., 2008). Moreover, Mossholder et al. (2005) found that
employees who help their co-workers have lower turnover tendencies, indicating that an
environment emphasizing cooperation could increase embeddedness among employees.
We propose that the positive social relationships that are enhanced in a perceived mastery
climate are likely to strengthen the links between an employee and his or her co-workers,
accelerating his or her embeddedness in the organization. The strong interpersonal relationships that develop between employees can also be a sacriﬁce factor that would be difﬁcult
to replicate in another organization, which can enhance employees’ on-the-job
embeddedness.
The impact of a mastery climate in work settings has further been examined in relation to
a variety of employee outcomes. Empirical ﬁndings show that it is positively associated with
engagement, high quality of work, and high work effort (Nerstad et al., 2013, 2018). In addition, a perceived mastery climate has been negatively associated with turnover intentions,
indicating that it inﬂuences employees’ willingness to stay (e.g., Nerstad et al., 2013;
Nerstad, Searle, et al., 2018). As Nerstad et al. (2013) argued, employees might think about
staying due to the beneﬁts of a mastery climate for improving their work. For example,
when employees are encouraged to build competence and develop themselves, they will
be more intrinsically motivated and experience more well-being at work (Ryan & Deci,
2000). As Nguyen et al. (2017) argued, when employees are interested in their work, they
are likely to experience more ﬁt and hence be more embedded. Employees are more likely
to stay when they experience that their skills and abilities ﬁt with the demands of the job
(Mitchell et al., 2001). Because a mastery climate emphasizes mastery of skills, learning, and
development of competence (Ames, 1992), the mastery climate might enhance employees’
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ﬁt because employees might be more likely to experience that their skills and abilities ﬁt
with the demands of their job and the working environment. When the organizational
environment focuses on providing opportunities for employee development, employees are
more likely to be embedded (Nguyen et al., 2017). In turn, leaving such an environment
might be a sacriﬁce factor for employees. Additionally, a mastery climate can inﬂuence
employees’ perceptions and understanding of what is valued and expected at the workplace (Kopelman et al., 1990), which should lead to a greater organizational ﬁt because it is
easier for employees to meet the demands of the organization when they know what is
expected of them.
Based on the above arguments, a perceived mastery climate will likely enhance employee’s on-the-job embeddedness due to the positive beneﬁts employees’ experience through
its emphasis on cooperation, effort, learning, and individual development. Therefore, we
hypothesized the following:
Hypothesis 1: Perceptions of a mastery climate will be positively related to on-the-job
embeddedness (i.e., links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce).

The mediating roles of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
One theory that could be useful in explaining the positive inﬂuence of a mastery climate on
job embeddedness is the BNT, a sub theory of the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan,
2002; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). According to the BNT, there exist three fundamental
human needs: autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Van den Broeck et al., 2016).
Autonomy means a personal authentic endorsement of one’s behaviour (Deci & Ryan,
2000). Being autonomous also refers to acting out of one’s own interest and values (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). Relatedness refers to feeling connected and close in one’s everyday interactions, having a sense of belongingness, and being cared for and caring for others
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 2005; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Finally, competence involves
feelings of effectiveness and mastery over one’s environment and having opportunities to
use and express capacities (Deci, 1975; Deci & Ryan, 2000). The theory argues that variations
in psychological need satisfaction will predict variations in psychological and physical wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2000). For an individual to experience well-being, satisfaction of all
three needs is required. Satisfaction of these needs has been related to a number of positive organizational outcomes, including work engagement (Deci et al., 2001), work performance, and psychological adjustment (Baard et al., 2000). Additionally, Kasser et al. (1992)
found that the degree to which participants’ three needs were satisﬁed on the job predicted the amount of time they spent at work in a voluntary work setting. These results
indicate that satisfaction of all three needs is essential for enhancing intrinsic motivation at
work and hence well-being. In turn, the fulﬁlment of these needs that result from acting
out of personal interest, feeling connected, and having a sense of mastery over one’s tasks
might make an individual more likely to stay because employees who have more connections to others at work and experience a match between their skills and their job (i.e.,
experience mastery over their work) are more embedded (Mitchell et al., 2001).
The BNT also argues that social contextual factors can facilitate or thwart need satisfaction
(Ryan & Deci, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). For example, Reinboth and Duda (2006)
found that when the environment emphasized a mastery climate, it positively predicted
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satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Additionally, Deci
et al. (1989) found that when supervisors were autonomy supportive—an important aspect
of a mastery climate (Ames, 1992)—employees were more likely to experience psychological
need satisfaction.

Need for autonomy
There is empirical evidence indicating that a mastery climate positively inﬂuences the satisfaction of the need for autonomy (Harwood et al., 2015; Ntoumanis, 2001; Reinboth &
Duda, 2006). For example, in one longitudinal study, the results indicated that feelings of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness were positively predicted by a mastery climate
(Sarrazin et al., 2001). A mastery climate considers achievement in a self-referenced way and
is therefore within the individual’s control (Reinboth & Duda, 2006). Being in control of
one’s own actions increases perceptions of the originality of one’s actions (De Charms,
2013) and thus should facilitate the satisfaction of autonomy (Reinboth & Duda, 2006).
Moreover, a mastery climate provides autonomy because it affords self-determined criteria
of success (Buch et al., 2017; Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999).
Although the impact of need satisfaction on job embeddedness has not directly been
examined before, there is evidence indicating that satisfaction of the need for autonomy
could be important in explaining on-the-job embeddedness. For example, Thompson and
Prottas (2006) found strong evidence for the beneﬁcial impact of job autonomy on
employee well-being. Employees with higher levels of autonomy were more likely to be satisﬁed with their job, less stressed, and had a better work–family balance. Moreover, those
who experienced more job autonomy were less likely to think about looking for another
job. These results indicate that employees with high levels of job autonomy might have
more to sacriﬁce if they leave and could therefore be more bound to their job. In a longitudinal study that examined the differences between employees who stayed and those who
left showed that high levels of job autonomy predicted staying, while low levels predicted
leaving (De Lange et al., 2008). The results from the above studies indicate that increasing
perceptions of autonomy at work could foster on-the-job embeddedness. Given this reasoning, the need for autonomy might be a useful mechanism in explaining how a perceived
mastery climate inﬂuences on-the-job embeddedness, which suggests the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: The satisfaction of the need for autonomy mediates the positive
relationship between a perceived mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness (i.e.,
links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce).

Need for competence
The positive association between a mastery climate and perceived competence has been
well established in the literature. For example, Harwood et al. (2015) examined the results
from over 50 studies and found that a mastery climate was signiﬁcantly associated with perceived competence. In addition, Jagacinski and Nicholls (1984) found that in environments
characterized by a mastery climate, perceptions of competence were increased.
Furthermore, Abrahamsen et al. (2008) found that a mastery climate was associated with
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higher levels of perceived ability. Those who perceive primarily a mastery climate most
likely focus on personal improvement, which leads to a perception of control over the
demands of the environment (Chi, 2004). Generating high conﬁdence by assuring the
employees that they have the competencies to succeed could be a way to foster perception
of high competence through a mastery climate (Abrahamsen et al., 2008). Moreover, if individuals seek to improve competence, they are likely to adopt a mastery goal (DeShon &
Gillespie, 2005). A mastery climate is likely to be associated with perceptions of competence
because it offers a less differentiated conception of ability, where ability and effort are
clearly distinguished as causes of outcomes (Nerstad et al., 2013; Ntoumanis &
Biddle, 1999).
Employees who experience competence are more likely to experience well-being at work,
as well as to be more intrinsically motivated, compared to those who experience less competence (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Therefore, it is likely that employees who feel that their need for
competence is satisﬁed might have more to sacriﬁce if they leave. Moreover, because the
demands of the job (i.e., job knowledge, skills, and abilities) must ﬁt the competence of the
employee (Mitchell et al., 2001), it is plausible that the need for competence must be satisﬁed
for the individual to experience organizational ﬁt. Therefore, we hypothesized the following:
Hypothesis 3: The satisfaction of the need for competence mediates the positive
relationship between a perceived mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness (i.e.,
links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce).

Need for relatedness
A mastery climate is characterized by cooperation, which should foster feelings of belongingness and facilitate the satisfaction of the need for relatedness (Reinboth & Duda, 2006).
In a meta-analysis by Harwood et al. (2015), perceptions of a mastery climate were found to
positively predict perceived relatedness. Ames (1992) argued that a mastery climate can
positively inﬂuence a sense of belongingness, because it is not only a feeling of acceptance
by one’s peers, but also a belief that one is an important and active participant in the work
process. This self-perception tends to be more easily attained under conditions in which the
focus is not on the adequacy of one’s ability. Supporting this, Heuze et al. (2006) found that
high perceptions of a mastery climate were associated with task cohesion among
team members.
Satisfaction of the need for relatedness should facilitate on-the-job embeddedness,
because a high level of relatedness could result in a higher number of links. Pavey et al.
(2011) found that highlighting relatedness promoted feelings of connectedness to others,
which predicted greater prosocial intentions. The participants who were manipulated for
relatedness were more interested in volunteering, felt more connected to others, and
donated more money to charity compared to the participants who were manipulated for
autonomy or competence or were given a neutral task. Pavey et al. (2011) argued that
relatedness is important for prosocial behaviour because of the increased sense of connectedness. This could be related to links and sacriﬁce within the job embeddedness model,
because the prosocial behaviour might strengthen links, and relationships with colleagues
could be a sacriﬁce an individual would have to make if he or she left the organization.
Finally, previous studies have found that high-quality relationships at work are important
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for employee retention (e.g., Mossholder et al., 2005), indicating that increasing the satisfaction of the need for relatedness could result in more embeddedness. Based on the above
arguments, we hypothesized the following:
Hypothesis 4: The satisfaction of the need for relatedness mediates the positive
relationship between a perceived mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness (i.e.,
links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce).

Method
Participants and procedure
To ensure that ethical standards were met, information about the design of the study, questionnaire, and planned sample was evaluated and approved by the Norwegian Social
Science Data Service.
Participants in the study were 430 employees from one organization in Norway and six
organizations in Iceland. The seven participating organizations were all working within different job sectors (entertainment, contracting, ﬁnance, consulting, travelling, information
technology, and ﬁshing). We collected the data by sending out questionnaires to 1,494
employees by e-mail. The number of responses from each organization ranged from 34 to
125, and the average response rate was 30%. A total of 23% of respondents were in a managerial position with responsibility for other employees, and about 42% had a university
degree. About 57% were between 30 and 49 years of age, and 62% of the participants were
male. A total of 44% had been working for the organization for 2 years or less, and 56%
had 6 years or less work experience in the job sector. Electronic versions of the questionnaire were made using Qualtrics, in Icelandic, Norwegian, and English. The questionnaires
were sent to the job e-mail addresses of the sample in six of the companies participating in
the research. In one of the companies, the employees in the sample were production workers who did not hold a job e-mail address and therefore participated by responding to the
questionnaire on computers set up in the employee facility area. All participants were
informed that it was voluntary to participate and that they could withdraw from the study
at any time. To reduce potential problems of common method bias, participants were
informed that their responses would be kept conﬁdential and were encouraged to answer
honestly. This procedure should make participants less likely to change their responses to
seem more socially desirable and consistent with what the researcher wants them to say
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Measures
We used measures that have been validated in prior studies to measure each construct. The
original language of the measures was English, and the back-translation procedure was
used to translate the scales from English to Icelandic (Weeks et al., 2007). A Norwegian
translation was available for all scales except for the on-the-job embeddedness scale, which
was also back-translated using the same procedure as described above. Unless noted otherwise, a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was used
in this study. We provide examples of questions for each measure in the description below.
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Mastery climate
We used a 6-item measure developed and validated by Nerstad et al. (2013) to assess the
perceived mastery climate at work (e.g., “In my department/work group, cooperation and
mutual exchange of knowledge are encouraged”). The results from Nerstad et al. (2013)
showed that the scale is a reliable and a valid measure of the mastery climate at work.

Needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness
To measure feelings of relatedness, autonomy, and competence, we used the work-related
basic need satisfaction scale. For the Norwegian version, the translation by Dysvik et al.
(2013) was used. Seven items are used to measure autonomy (e.g., “I feel free to express
my opinions at work”), six items to measure competence (e.g., “I really master my tasks at
my job”), and 10 items to measure relatedness (e.g., “I don’t really feel connected with other
people at my job”). Van den Broeck et al. (2010) found good support for the psychometric
properties of the scale based on a Dutch sample of 1,185 employees.

On-the-job embeddedness
To measure on-the-job embeddedness, we administered the job embeddedness scale validated by Felps et al. (2009). This scale measures both on- and off-the-job components of
job embeddedness, as well as the three dimensions: links (e.g., “I work closely with my coworkers”), ﬁt (e.g., “My job utilizes my skills and talents well”), and sacriﬁce (e.g., “I would
sacriﬁce a lot if I left this job”). This is a shorter version of the 42-item measure of the job
embeddedness scale developed by Mitchell et al. (2001). Felps et al. (2009) found that the
short version was equally as good in predicting turnover as the long version. Because this
study emphasizes on-the-job embeddedness, we used 9 items from the on-the-job embeddedness subscale.

Control variables
We controlled for a perceived performance climate because perceived mastery and performance climates can be interconnected although distinct (Ames, 1992), and they can coexist
(Ommundsen & Roberts, 1999). Accordingly, we applied an 8-item measure developed and
validated by Nerstad et al. (2013) to assess the perceived performance climate (e.g., “In my
department/work group, rivalry between employees is encouraged”).
Gender was measured as dichotomous variable coded as 1 ¼ female, 2 ¼ male, because
respondents might differ from nonrespondents in terms of gender (e.g., Mitchell et al.,
2001). Additionally, age (in years) was used as a control variable because results might vary
between age groups (e.g., Kanfer & Ackerman, 2000). Moreover, as Abelson (1987) found,
older people are more likely to stay than to leave. We measured age on a scale from 1 to 6
(1 ¼ 19 years or younger, 2 ¼ 20–29 years, 3 ¼ 30–39 years, 4 ¼ 40–49 years, 5 ¼ 50–59 years,
6 ¼ 60 years or older). We also controlled for the seven different companies, as well as
whether participants held a leadership position or not. It is likely that individuals with leadership responsibility might be more embedded (Sadeghpour et al., 2020).

What makes employees stay?

Statistical analysis
To assess discriminant validity for the variables and to determine item retention, we conducted a conﬁrmatory factor analysis (CFA). We applied the robust maximum likelihood
(MLR) estimator using Mplus 8.3 (Muthen & Muthen, 2017). This MLR approach uses the
Huber-White sandwich estimator to calculate standard errors that are robust to model
assumptions, and it allows for clustering in the sample (Gunzler et al., 2016). We were therefore able to attain robust estimations of standard errors and to account for normality of
observation violations, especially for categorical items that have at least four categories
(Flora & Curran, 2004). Due to the nested nature of the data (employees nested within a
company), we conducted the CFA and structural equation modeling (SEM) with cluster
robust standard errors at the company level.
Besides chi square, we evaluated and compared models using a root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), comparative ﬁt index (CFI), and the
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). To evaluate whether our model was a
good ﬁt for the data, we applied the recommended guidelines for testing model ﬁt (Hu &
Bentler, 1999; Marsh, Hau, & Grayson, 2005): RMSEA below .05 or .08, TLI and CFI above .95,
and SRMR below .06.

Results
Descriptive statistics and reliability
Means, standard deviation, and correlations between variables are displayed in Table 1. All
scales demonstrated acceptable reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from 0.67 to 0.90.
There were no items that increased Cronbach’s alpha if deleted, and therefore, we kept
all items.

Conﬁrmatory factor analysis
The research model consisted of seven latent variables: a mastery climate, the need for
autonomy, the need for competence, the need for relatedness, and the three dimensions of
on-the-job embeddedness (links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce). We included performance climate, age,
gender, organization, and leadership responsibility as control variables. The results from the
CFA indicated that our seven-factor model ﬁt the data well, v2 (985) ¼ 1238.06, v2/df ¼ 1.25,
RMSEA ¼ 0.02, CFI ¼ 0.97, TLI ¼ 0.96, SRMR ¼ 0.067. We tested alternative models to make
sure that the seven-factor model was a better ﬁt for the data. First, we tested a model in
which all variables loaded on one common factor, v2 (1030) ¼ 1902.22, v2/df ¼ 1.84, RMSEA
¼ 0.04, CFI ¼ 0.89, TLI ¼ 0.89, SRMR ¼ 0.10. Second, we tested a three-dimensional model
in which the mediating variables (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) loaded on one
latent factor and a mastery climate and the three dimensions of on-the-job embeddedness
loaded on their own latent factor, v2 (1019) ¼ 1709.55; v2/df ¼ 1.67, RMSEA ¼ 0.04, CFI ¼
0.91, TLI ¼ 0.91, SRMR ¼ 0.09. Third, we tested a ﬁve-dimensional model in which the three
dimensions of on-the-job embeddedness loaded on one factor and the need for competence, need for autonomy, need for relatedness, and a mastery climate each loaded on their
own latent factor, v2 (1004) ¼ 1323.06; v2/df ¼ 1.30, RMSEA ¼ 0.03, CFI ¼ 0.96, TLI ¼ 0.95,
SRMR ¼ 0.07. Because the ﬁt of the alternative models was less acceptable compared to
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the study’s variables (n ¼ 430).
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the seven-factor model, we conducted further analysis with the seven-factor
research model.
Due to the cross-sectional data nature of the study, there is a potential for commonmethod variance (CMV). To test for the impact of CMV on our ﬁndings, we compared the ﬁt
of our research model against a model that allowed the variables to load on an additional
method factor (Podsakoff et al., 2003). We did this in two steps. First, we tested an unconstrained baseline model including a method factor with variance equal to 1.0. This method
model generated a signiﬁcant chi square, v2 (941) ¼ 1054.94, p < .01. Then we compared
whether the unconstrained model was equivalent to a model assuming no bias or that
there is no substantial shared variance (item loadings were constrained to 0). This model
also generated a signiﬁcant chi square, v2 (942) ¼ 1052.72, p < .01. Using the Microsoft
Excel tool developed by James Gaskin (http://statwiki.kolobkreations.com/index.php?title=
Main_Page), we calculated whether there was any signiﬁcant difference between these
models. The results indicated that the two models were invariant, meaning that they were
not different. This suggests that there was no substantial shared variance among all of our
items, which indicates that there is no signiﬁcant method bias in our data.

Structural equation models
In support of Hypothesis 1, the results of the SEM analyses indicate that a mastery climate
was directly positively related to the links (b ¼ 0.63, SE ¼ 0.03, p < 0.001), ﬁt (b ¼ 0.77,
SE ¼ 0.03, p < 0.001), and sacriﬁce dimensions (b ¼ 0.59, SE ¼ 0.03, p < 0.001) of on-the-job
embeddedness (see Table 2). We then tested the predicted mediation model. The results
indicated an acceptable model ﬁt, v2 (1003) ¼ 1366.11, v2/df ¼ 1.36, RMSEA ¼ 0.03, CFI ¼
0.96, TLI ¼ 0.950, SRMR ¼ 0.08. The results supported Hypothesis 2, which predicted that
the need for autonomy would mediate the positive relationship between a mastery climate
and the links dimension (b ¼ 0.19, SE ¼ 0.04, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.14, 0.34]), ﬁt dimension (b ¼ 0.64, SE ¼ 0.05, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.69, 0.90]), and sacriﬁce dimension
(b ¼ 0.57, SE ¼ 0.06, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.57, 0.84]), of on-the-job embeddedness. We
found support for Hypothesis 3 (see Table 2), which predicted that the need for competence would mediate the positive relationship between a mastery climate and the links
dimension (b ¼ 0.09, SE ¼ 0.02, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.09, 0.22]), ﬁt dimension (b ¼ 0.05,
SE ¼ 0.01, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.05, 0.14]), and sacriﬁce dimension (b ¼ 0.05, SE ¼ 0.02,
p ¼ 0.005, and 95% CI [–0.15, 0.03]) of on-the-job embeddedness. To our surprise, the relationship between the need for competence and the sacriﬁce dimension was negative (b ¼
0.12, SE ¼ 0.03, p ¼ 0.000) rather than positive. Although signiﬁcant, it should be noted
that the strength of the relationship was rather small. In sum, Hypothesis 3 was supported
although the need for competence contributed to reduce the experience of sacriﬁce instead
of increasing it.
As predicted in Hypothesis 4, the need for relatedness mediated the positive relationship
between a mastery climate and the links (b ¼ 0.34, SE ¼ 0.01, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.51,
0.58]), ﬁt (b ¼ 0.11, SE ¼ 0.03, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.07, 0.24]), and sacriﬁce (b ¼ 0.12,
SE ¼ 0.03, p < 0.001, and 95% CI [0.07, 0.27]) dimensions of on-the-job embeddedness.
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Table 2. Structural equation modelling results for direct and indirect relationships between the
study’s variables.
Variables

Standardized parameter estimates

Dependent variable: JE—Links
Mastery climate
Performance climate
Age

0.63 (0.03)
–0.09 (0.06)
0.04 (0.04)

Gender

–0.06 (0.03)

Leadership

–0.05 (0.03)

Dependent variable: JE—Fit
Mastery climate
Performance climate
Age
Gender
Leadership

0.77 (0.03)
–0.04 (0.04)
0.10 (0.03)
0.05 (0.04)
–0.08 (0.07)

Dependent variable: JE—Sacriﬁce
Mastery climate
Performance climate
Age
Gender

0.59 (0.03)
–0.05 (0.03)
0.02 (0.04)
–0.14 (0.04)

Dependent variable: JE—Links
Autonomy

0.24 (0.05)

Competence

0.15 (0.03)

Relatedness

0.54 (0.02)

Performance climate
Age

–0.04 (0.05)
0.03 (0.03)

Gender

–0.04 (0.02)

Leadership

–0.04 (0.02)

Dependent variable: JE—Fit
Autonomy

0.80 (0.05)

Competence

0.09 (0.02)

Relatedness

0.15 (0.04)

Performance climate

0.03 (0.03)

Age

0.08 (0.03)

Gender

0.06 (0.03)

Leadership

–0.13 (0.05)

Dependent variable: JE—Sacriﬁce
Autonomy
Competence

0.70 (0.07)
–0.08 (0.03)

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued).
Variables

Standardized parameter estimates

Relatedness

0.17 (0.05)

Performance climate

0.01 (0.02)

Age

–0.06 (0.04)

Gender

–0.13 (0.09)

Leadership

–0.13 (0.05)

Dependent variable: Autonomy
Mastery climate

0.81 (0.02)

Dependent variable: Competence
Mastery climate

0.57 (0.03)

Dependent variable: Relatedness
Mastery climate

0.73 (0.02)

Mediation inﬂuence: From Mastery climate to JE—Links
Autonomy

0.19 (0.04)

Competence

0.09 (0.02)

Relatedness

0.40 (0.01)

Mediation inﬂuence: From Mastery climate to JE—Fit
Autonomy

0.65 (0.05)

Competence

0.05 (0.01)

Relatedness

0.11 (0.03)

Mediation inﬂuence: From Mastery climate to
JE—Sacriﬁce
Autonomy
Competence
Relatedness

0.57 (0.06)
–0.05 (0.02)
0.12 (0.03)

Note. JE ¼ On-the-job embeddedness; Age: 1 ¼ 19 or younger, 2 ¼ 20–29 years, 3 ¼ 30–39 years, 4 ¼ 40–49 years,
5 ¼ 50–59 years, 6 ¼ 60 years or older; gender: female ¼ 1, male ¼ 2; leadership position: 1 ¼ yes, 2 ¼ no. p < 0.05;
p < 0.01; p < 0.001. All values in the table are standardized.

Discussion
The overarching goal of the present study was to respond to the call for research on what
factors inﬂuence job embeddedness by investigating the relationship between a perceived
mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness and the mediating role of psychological
need satisfaction. The results supported our hypothesis that when the achievement criteria
at work is perceived to emphasize mastery, cooperation, and effort, employees are more
likely to be embedded in their job through enhanced links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce. Moreover, the
results indicated that satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
mediated this relationship. Contrary to our expectations, satisfaction of the need for competence reduced the sacriﬁce dimension of on-the-job embeddedness. Overall, our ﬁndings
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indicate that a perceived mastery climate and psychological needs play an important role
for employees’ on-the-job embeddedness.

Theoretical contributions
Previous research and theory within the job embeddedness literature have emphasized the
positive beneﬁts that can be gained for employees and organizations by facilitating job
embeddedness (Lee et al., 2014). Job embeddedness has been found to be an important
predictor of turnover (e.g., Crossley et al., 2007) and job performance (Lee et al., 2014).
However, little attention has been given to the social context and mechanisms that can
facilitate job embeddedness. Therefore, the ﬁrst contribution of this study is to the job
embeddedness literature by answering the call for more knowledge about antecedents of
job embeddedness through demonstrating the importance of the perceived motivational
climate at work (Lee et al., 2014). As hypothesized, the results showed that a perceived
mastery climate was an important predictor of on-the-job embeddedness. These results
imply that when leaders emphasize individual effort, improvement of skills, learning, and
cooperation and provide self-referenced feedback, employees will have more to sacriﬁce, be
more committed, and have stronger feelings of belongingness. These results are in line
with previous studies that have found support for the positive beneﬁts of a mastery climate
on various organizational outcomes, such as turnover intentions, engagement, trust, and

knowledge sharing (Cerne
et al., 2014; Kopperud et al., 2020; Nerstad, Dysvik et al., 2018).
Moreover, these results support Nerstad et al. (2013; Nerstad, Dysvik et al., 2018) previous
argument that employees will be more likely to stay due to the many beneﬁts associated
with a mastery climate, such as increased self-efﬁcacy, autonomy, competence, and relatedness toward others (Harwood et al., 2015; Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999). In sum, and as indicated in our results, such a climate seems to also be beneﬁcial in terms of facilitating onthe-job embeddedness.
Our second contribution to the job embeddedness literature is the presentation of the
mediating role of the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. First, the results
from the SEM supported Hypothesis 2, which proposed that satisfaction of the need for
autonomy would mediate the positive relationship between perceptions of a mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness. These results suggest that employees with higher perceptions of a mastery climate will be more embedded through satisfaction of the need for
autonomy. A mastery climate facilitates feelings of autonomy because it focuses on selfimprovement, providing employees with control of their development and performance
(Duda & Hall, 2001; O’Keefe et al., 2013). Further, we found that the need for autonomy
facilitates perceptions of on-the-job embeddedness in the form of links, sacriﬁce, and ﬁt.
Speciﬁcally, when employees perceive that their need for autonomy is satisﬁed, they seem
to experience higher levels of close connections and interactions with their colleagues.
Because perception of autonomy is a central factor for individual motivation as well as psychological well-being (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020), those employees who experience a high
sense of autonomy over their work would have to sacriﬁce more if they left (Mitchell et al.,
2001). This is in line with what our results suggest: When employees perceive volition over
their work, they feel free to express their ideas and opinions, and they feel they have more
prospects of continuing their employment. Further, the need for autonomy seemed to be
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particularly important for the ﬁt dimension of the on-the-job embeddedness. That is,
employees’ perceptions of freedom to pursue their goals, their feeling of having a good
match with the organization, and being able to utilize their skills and talents were
enhanced (Lee et al., 2014). These results are supportive of previous studies that have found
that employees who perceive more autonomy are more likely to experience positive
employee outcomes, such as higher level of job satisfaction and work engagement, and are
more likely to stay at their job (De Lange et al., 2008; Deci et al., 2017; Thompson &
Prottas, 2006).
Second, the results supported Hypothesis 3, which predicted that the need for competence would mediate the positive relationship between a perceived mastery climate and
on-the-job embeddedness. In line with previous research, our results suggest that perceptions of competence are enhanced in a perceived mastery climate because such a climate
focuses on self-development (Harwood et al., 2015; Nerstad et al., 2013). The mastery climate emphasizes what it takes for employees to succeed, which can create an opportunity
to express one’s capacities (Nerstad, Dysvik, et al., 2018). The results indicate that the need
for competence enhances links (Mitchell et al., 2001), which might suggest that when the
need for competence is satisﬁed, employees experience that they interact frequently with
their colleagues and feel included as a part of the work group (Deci et al., 2017; Felps et al.,
2009). Moreover, our ﬁndings indicate that the need for competence facilitates an experience of ﬁt between the employee and the organization. That is, perceptions of competence
seem to be relevant for employees to perceive a ﬁt between their skills and their job (Lee
et al., 2014). Interestingly, the need for competence reduced perceptions of sacriﬁce in leaving the job. This could indicate that when an employee feels that the need for competence
is satisﬁed, the sacriﬁce of leaving his or her job would not be as great as we initially
expected, in particular when employees do not see clear prospects for continuing. Our ﬁnding concerning the need for competence could be interpreted by drawing on the results of
Dysvik et al. (2013). They found that the need for competence alone was not enough for
employees to be intrinsically motivated. Instead, they found synergistic effects: Employees
were intrinsically motivated when they experienced satisfaction of the needs for both competence and autonomy. Thus, an interesting avenue for future studies would be to explore
synergistic effects between satisfaction of the three psychological needs in relation to onthe-job embeddedness.
Third, our results suggest that the need for relatedness mediates the positive relationship
between a perceived mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness. These results indicate
that employees reporting a higher level of perceived mastery climate will be more
embedded in their job through satisfaction of the need for relatedness. We found that the
need for relatedness highly positively predicted on-the-job links, meaning that employees
experience being a member of an effective work group, in which they interact closely (Lee
et al., 2014). Our results align well with the job embeddedness theory, which emphasizes
that employees who experience a sense of belongingness at work and feel connected to
their co-workers have more links, which in turn enhances their embeddedness in the organization (Mitchell et al., 2001). We also found that the need for relatedness positively facilitated on-the-job sacriﬁce and ﬁt. The emphasis on cooperation in a mastery climate
probably increases employees’ sense of belongingness and relatedness toward others at
work (Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999), which increases their embeddedness within the
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organization. When employees are encouraged to work together toward achieving a common goal, they are more likely to interact, have more constructive exchange relationships,

trust, and provide each other with social support (Ames, 1984; Cerne
et al., 2014; Johnson,
2003). In turn, this cooperative behaviour strengthens interpersonal relationships, positive
regard, and feelings of relatedness (Nerstad, Dysvik, et al., 2018; West et al., 2008). These
ﬁndings are in accordance with prior research regarding the importance of social networks
for retention. For example, Mossholder et al. (2005) found that employees with more connections were more likely to relate with their colleagues and had higher levels of embeddedness toward the organization. Because previous researchers have mainly examined the
quantity of links in relation to retention (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2001), the current study
extends prior research by examining the impact of the quality of links between co-workers.
This is done by using the scale developed by Felps et al. (2009), which focuses on quality
of connections as well as demonstrating that satisfaction of relatedness is a predictor of onthe-job embeddedness. Our results suggest that psychological need satisfaction facilitates
employees’ links, ﬁt, and sacriﬁce at work and that the needs for autonomy and relatedness
seem to be the most important. These ﬁndings align well with the BNT literature, which has
emphasized that each psychological need uniquely inﬂuences individuals’ outcomes across
contexts (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020).
The third contribution of the study is to the basic psychological needs’ satisfaction literature by further clarifying the important role of a perceived mastery climate in facilitating
satisfaction of the three psychological needs in work settings as well as by identifying how
employee need satisfaction predicts on-the-job embeddedness. Although previous research
has repeatedly showed that psychological need satisfaction is important for individuals’
well-being and motivation at work (Deci et al., 2017; Gagne & Deci, 2005), its inﬂuence for
on-the-job embeddedness remains unclear. Thus, the present study is the ﬁrst to present
the importance of psychological need satisfaction in relation to on-the-job embeddedness,
thus extending previous studies examining the impact of BNT within an organizational setting. This is important because it suggests that when employees experience satisfaction of
the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, they can become more embedded
in their job (except for the ﬁnding that the need for competence reduces the sacriﬁce
dimension of on-the-job embeddedness). Moreover, the important role of relatedness for
on-the-job embeddedness becomes clearer. According to Mitchell et al. (2001), the more
links employees have to others in the organization, the more bound they will be to the job
and to the organization. The results of our study indicate that not only is the number of
links important for on-the-job embeddedness, but also their quality. When employees feel a
sense of belongingness and connection to their co-worker’s, they will be more embedded.

Limitations and future research
Although the study provides a number of contributions, especially to the job embeddedness literature, there are several limitations that require the ﬁndings of the study to be interpreted with
caution. First, this was a cross-sectional study and therefore does not allow causal inferences to be
drawn based on the results. For example, we cannot rule out the possibility that the hypothesized
relationships might work in a reverse direction than proposed in the study. Second, the data were
self-report measures, derived from a single source. The nature of the constructs in the study
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Figure 1. Proposed conceptual model. Note: On-the-job embeddedness includes the sub-dimensions:
Links, Fit and Sacriﬁce.

required the use of self-report measures because these are perceptual constructs and measuring
them from another source would not be appropriate. Because all measures were derived using
the same method, CMV might have affected the results. For example, the self-report measures of
competence might have been inﬂuenced by social desirability given the high average responses.
It is possible that participants answered some questions regarding their competence in a way
they felt was socially acceptable instead of giving their true meaning. We tried to minimize social
desirability by emphasizing the anonymity of responses. In addition, the results from the CFA suggest that there was no signiﬁcant method bias in our data. Moreover, complex models with mediation are less likely to be affected by CMV (Evans, 1985). Fourth, we did not measure off-the-job
embeddedness. Because the job embeddedness concept includes both on- and off-the-job components, we cannot be sure that we captured the full range of the job embeddedness concept.
However, despite these limitations, we believe that the model presented is plausible, given theory
and previous empirical studies. Moreover, the current study expands the current knowledge in the
extant literature and highlights useful implications for future research. Finally, because we collected data from seven organizations operating in different job sectors in two different countries,
the generalizability of the study’s results might be good. We encourage future researchers to conduct longitudinal and experimental studies that demonstrate the causality of the model presented
in this study.
Beyond conducting similar studies with a longitudinal design, an interesting platform for
future studies could be to examine factors that might strengthen the relationship between a
mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness. Because many organizations aim to develop
human resource practices to retain their employees, it would be valuable to examine what
human resource practices could potentially inﬂuence this relationship—for example, how different reward structures, performance appraisals, or job characteristics could strengthen or
weaken the association between a mastery climate and on-the-job embeddedness.

Practical implications
Retaining employees is one of the major challenges within human resource management
today due to the high turnover rate that many organizations face. Therefore, the
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identiﬁcation and development of an effective approach to respond to this challenge is
highly important. The ﬁndings from our study suggest new ways for organizations to
respond to the challenge of employee retention. An important practical implication of this
study is that by designing the working environment in a way that enhances perceptions of
a mastery climate, organizations can inﬂuence employees’ inclination to stay at the organization and satisfy their psychological needs.
Perceptions of a mastery climate can be inﬂuenced because the personal meaning of
achievement and the cognitive, affective, and behavioural patterns that individuals exhibit
at any particular time are determined by the inﬂuence of social climate factors (Ntoumanis
& Biddle, 1999). The perceptions of a mastery climate can be determined by the key agents
that “create” a mastery climate based on the way they relate to employees. Therefore, leaders can inﬂuence employees’ mastery climate perceptions by giving employees opportunities for growth, valuing their effort, and emphasizing the achievement criteria of success
according to the values of a mastery climate (Nerstad et al., 2013). Ames (1992) was interested in identifying certain structures that have been found to impact a range of motivational variables. These structures include the design of tasks and learning activities,
evaluation practices, and distribution of authority or responsibility. Tasks that are interesting, challenging, and involve diversity are more likely to facilitate a mastery climate (Malone
& Lepper, 1987; Marshall & Weinstein, 1984;). Additionally, evaluation of performance should
be based on individual improvement and learning criteria, rather than on social comparison
(Nicholls, 1989). Our study indicates that it might be helpful for leaders to consider their
employees’ psychological need satisfaction because it could enhance employees’ on-the-job
embeddedness. According to Deci et al. (1989), autonomy support is the most important
social-contextual factor that promotes psychological need satisfaction and intrinsic motivation at work. There are a number of ways in which supervisors can support employee
autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 1985), for example, by recognizing subordinates’ perspectives,
allowing opportunities for choice, encouraging participation, and employee initiation
(Reinboth & Duda, 2006). Relatedness at work can be facilitated by establishing team building activities, which can be a good way to increase communication and build relationships
among employees (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005). Finally, when individuals experience the
opportunity to extend their expertise and skills, their need for competence is satisﬁed
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). This is likely to be accomplished in a mastery climate given the
emphasis on learning and skills development. Still, leaders should also be mindful about
contributing to the satisfaction of the need for competence with respect to the sacriﬁce
dimension of on-the-job embeddedness. Particularly, if employees do not see clear prospects for continuing, and they feel that their need for competence is satisﬁed, they might
not experience it as a sacriﬁce to leave the organization. Still, overall satisfaction of the
three needs seems to be vital for employee on-the-job embeddedness and could make
employees more likely to stay.

Conclusion
Human resource managers are continually in search for ways to keep their most valuable
resources, their employees. Our study indicates that the social context at work can act as a
positive force in keeping employees at their job. We found that when employees perceive

What makes employees stay?

that the criteria of success at work emphasize mastery, cooperation, and effort, employees
are more likely to stay because in a mastery climate, employees have more autonomy over
their work and can feel more connected to their co-workers.
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