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Abstract
Complementing the literature on job autonomy, this study explored the joint effects 
of job autonomy needed and supplied on employees’ work engagement and sub-
sequent job performance. To test our hypotheses, this study methodologically 
employed a polynomial regression analysis with response surface analysis, using 
multi-wave and multi-source data from a sample of 417 employee-leader dyads in 
China. Our results indicate that work engagement is high when the fit between job 
autonomy needed and supplied is high, particularly when the autonomy needed and 
supplied are both high rather than low. Moreover, work engagement mediates the 
effects of fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on task performance and 
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). Perceived leader competence strength-
ens the indirect effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on task 
performance and OCB via work engagement. This study not only extends our theo-
retical understanding of the effectiveness of job autonomy by considering the impor-
tant role played by employees’ personal needs for job autonomy and leader charac-
teristics in the working environments but also offers useful practical implications 
for organizations to maximize the function of job autonomy and promote employee 
performance.
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Introduction

In today’s fast-paced and dynamic business environments, employees are facing 
a rapidly changing labor market, including technology and equipment innovation, 
demands for new skills, and flexibility in work hours and workspaces (Kubicek 
& Korunka, 2017). Employees need to work autonomously, develop skills, mas-
ter new tasks, and adjust their work roles to flexibly adapt to a dynamic envi-
ronment (Stiglbauer & Kovacs, 2018). Job autonomy, which describes the extent 
that employees can decide how to perform their job tasks by themselves (Ng 
et  al., 2008), may be a critical work characteristic as we move further into the 
twenty-first century (Parker & Knight, 2023; Sørlie et  al., 2022). Job autonomy 
is a crucial job resource that shapes employees’ job attitudes, behaviors, and 
performance (Jiang et  al., 2020; Timming et  al., 2023). Empirical evidence has 
indicated that job autonomy fosters employee motivation, job performance, and 
well-being, while decreasing job stress and withdrawal (e.g., Martela et al., 2021; 
Sørlie et al., 2022).

The importance of job autonomy in contemporary organizations has been 
established (Fürstenberg et  al., 2021). However, empirical works on the effects 
of job autonomy on employees have shown mixed findings: some studies showed 
that job autonomy positively relates to employee performance outcomes (e.g., 
Park, 2018; Sørlie et al., 2022), while others showed non-linear or non-significant 
relationships between them (e.g., Chung-Yan, 2010; Joo et  al., 2010; Kubicek 
et  al., 2017). These inconsistent findings suggest that the relationships between 
job autonomy and employee outcomes may be complicated and some potential 
moderators (e.g., personal and contextual factors) are not yet considered when 
exploring the effectiveness of job autonomy. To date, our understanding of the 
function of job autonomy is limited in several ways, including the impacts of 
individual differences in job autonomy needed and leader characteristics on the 
effectiveness of job autonomy.

First, previous studies on job autonomy have focused predominantly on the 
influence of the amount of job autonomy supplied by the organization on employ-
ees’ attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Jiang et al., 2020; Martela et al., 2021). How-
ever, employees’ actual need for job resources such as autonomy can influence 
the effectiveness of job resources in the workplace (Vogel et al., 2020), and the 
exclusive consideration of job autonomy supplied while neglecting the role of job 
autonomy needed may generate an incomplete understanding of job autonomy. 
Second, prior studies (e.g., Park, 2018; Zhang et  al., 2017) on the function of 
job autonomy have largely neglected the role of leader characteristics. Consid-
ering leader characteristics is important, not only because leaders control and 
decide employees’ work tasks and career outcomes but also because they have 
more authority and resources and thus exert a great influence on their employees’ 
behaviors and performance (Hai & Park, 2021; Kong et al., 2023). Especially in 
the Chinese cultural context with higher power distance, employees tend to accept 
unequally distributed power in the organization and are therefore more heavily 
impacted by their leaders compared with the employees in Western contexts (Hu 
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& Luo, 2020; Liu et al., 2011). Despite the importance of leader characteristics 
such as competence for influencing the processes of employees’ task accomplish-
ment and goal striving (Byun et al., 2017; Kong et al., 2023), it remains unclear 
whether leader characteristics strengthen or reduce the effect of job autonomy on 
employee outcomes.

Drawing on the person-job (P–J) fit theory (Cable & Edwards, 2004; Kristof-
Brown et al., 2005), to achieve a more nuanced understanding of the effects of job 
autonomy, we propose that the interplay between job autonomy needed and supplied 
has substantial implications for employees’ behaviors and performance. Employees 
are likely to respond to high levels of job autonomy supplied with better function-
ing such as higher work engagement when they also desire high job autonomy. This 
is because when employees experience high autonomy “fit”—where high levels of 
job autonomy supplied meet their similarly high desire for it, they can experience 
greater self-determination over job responsibilities and take actions based on per-
sonal goals (De Clercq et  al., 2021), thus displaying enhanced work engagement. 
We then incorporate the job demands-resources (JD-R) theory (Bakker et al., 2023) 
to propose that work engagement resulting from the fit between job autonomy 
needed and supplied may allow employees to perform better at work and achieve 
better job performance, such as task performance and organizational citizenship 
behavior (OCB). Going beyond earlier research that has mainly investigated work 
engagement as a mediator in the relationship between job resources supplied and 
work outcomes (e.g., De Spiegelaere et al., 2014), our study explores whether work 
engagement acts as a mediating mechanism that links the fit between job autonomy 
needed and supplied to organizationally relevant performance outcomes, such as 
task performance and OCB.

Further, the effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on 
employees’ behaviors and subsequent performance are likely influenced by contex-
tual factors, such as leaders who possess greater authority and valuable resources 
within organizations. According to Bakker and Demerouti’s (2017) assumption 
in the JD-R theory, leaders play a key role in influencing employees’ perceived 
resources, thereby shaping their performance. Competent leaders, who can lead sub-
ordinates in a positive direction and provide them with effective guidance based on 
their skills and expertise (Caldwell & Hayes, 2007; Kong et al., 2023), may serve 
as a key contextual factor that augments the effects of the fit between job auton-
omy needed and supplied on task performance and OCB via work engagement. 
To uncover when the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied can improve 
employee functioning, this study investigates whether perceived leader competence 
plays a moderating role in facilitating the indirect effects of the fit between job 
autonomy needed and supplied on task performance and OCB via work engagement.

Our study makes several contributions to the extant literature. First, this study 
complements and extends the understanding of job autonomy by invoking the P–J 
fit theory to investigate the effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and sup-
plied on employee work engagement and subsequent job performance in the Chi-
nese context. Through a P–J fit perspective, our study offers a more nuanced view 
of the functions of job autonomy and provide a possible explanation to the mixed 
findings regarding the relationship between job autonomy and employee outcomes. 
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Further, by investigating the moderating role of perceived leader competence, this 
study fosters a more comprehensive understanding of employees’ responses to job 
autonomy fit and may expand the boundary conditions of the P–J fit theory. Our 
overall conceptual framework is presented in Fig. 1. To test these issues, this study 
methodologically performed polynomial regression analyses and response surface 
analyses (Edwards & Cable, 2009), using multi-wave and multi-source data from 
417 full-time employees and their immediate leaders.

Literature review and hypotheses development

P–J fit, job autonomy needed, and job autonomy supplied

Job autonomy is a prominent variable in job characteristics and the JD-R theories, 
and it has been linked to a variety of organizationally desirable outcomes (Zhang 
et  al., 2017). In practice, many Chinese companies have implemented strategic 
human resource practices and selected employees who can work autonomously and 
adapt to the dynamic environment (Cooke et al., 2021). In such a context, employees 
may prefer high levels of job autonomy, which allows them to independently sched-
ule work tasks and experience increased self-determination, ultimately improving 
their performance. Contrastingly, influenced by Chinese culture that emphasizes 
collectivism and obedience, many employees do not prefer high job autonomy and 
depend more on established procedures and supervisions to perform tasks (Liu 
et  al., 2011). These employees are likely to perform poorly in a high-autonomy 
environment because they rely on their supervisors’ timely guidance and mentor-
ing to accomplish job tasks (Stiglbauer & Kovacs, 2018). Despite the key role that 
job autonomy plays in contemporary organizations, there is still limited understand-
ing about the effects of the interplay between the levels of job autonomy needed 
and supplied on employee outcomes. Uncovering the implications of the interplay 
between job autonomy needed and supplied is crucial because employees’ needs and 

Fig. 1  Overall conceptual framework
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the job’s supplies interact with each other to impact outcomes at each stage of the 
employees’ organizational life cycle (De Cooman et al., 2019).

The P–J fit theory (Cable & Edwards, 2004) offers an insightful framework to 
deeply understand the implications of the fit between job autonomy needed and sup-
plied for employee outcomes. P–J fit occurs when the job characteristics provide what 
employees need and value (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Lambert et al., 2012). To exam-
ine P–J fit, employees’ subjective perceptions of needs are compared with their per-
ceptions of resources or rewards that are supplied by the job. This needs–supplies fit 
perspective highlights the role of both job characteristics needed and supplied in deter-
mining employees’ judgment of fit and responses. The congruence between employees’ 
needs and the job’s supplies plays a key role in shaping employees’ attitudes, behaviors, 
and performance (Cable & Edwards, 2004).

Drawing from the P–J fit perspective, this study seeks to uncover how employees’ 
perceived high and low job autonomy fit (i.e., congruent conditions), excessive job 
autonomy, and deficient job autonomy (i.e., incongruent conditions) differentially asso-
ciate with our focal variables, thus providing a more nuanced view of the functions of 
job autonomy in the workplace. Based on past work and theorizing on job characteris-
tics needed and supplied (e.g., Cao & Hamori, 2020; Vogel et al., 2020), we define job 
autonomy needed as the amount of job autonomy that employees personally feel they 
need at work, while job autonomy supplied is defined as the amount of job autonomy 
that they perceive their jobs actually provide. Our use of the terms “needed” and sup-
plied” draws from the P–J fit theory, which focuses on the complementary fit between 
individuals’ psychological needs and job supplies (Cable & Edwards, 2004). The con-
ceptualization of job autonomy needed and supplied is also consistent with prior stud-
ies on needs and supplies of job resources such as meaningful work (e.g., Cao & Ham-
ori, 2020; Vogel et al., 2020).

The level of congruence between job autonomy needed and supplied can be divided 
into three main categories: fit, deficiency, and excess. Fit occurs when the amount of 
job autonomy supplied matches the amount of job autonomy needed, as exemplified 
by two forms of the fit condition: the one condition is that job autonomy needed and 
supplied are both high, and the other condition is that job autonomy needed and sup-
plied are both low. Deficiency may occur when the levels of job autonomy supplied 
are lower than employees’ job autonomy levels needed, which represents a misfit 
between employees’ needs and the organization’s supplies. Excess occurs when the 
job autonomy supplied is greater than employees’ job autonomy needed, which rep-
resents another type of misfit between the needs and supplies. According to the P–J 
fit theory, fit generally leads to desirable outcomes such as job satisfaction and com-
mitment (Oh et al., 2014). However, employees can react differently to the two forms 
of misfit. Deficiency is closely related to employees’ negative attitudes and behavioral 
responses (Lambert et  al., 2012). Compared to deficiency, excess is likely to trigger 
favorable responses because excessive supplies can be used for various needs (Lambert 
et al., 2012).
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Proximal consequences of job autonomy needed and supplied

Effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied

Employees working in a high-autonomous context have greater freedom and lati-
tude in determining what tasks to do, how to do these tasks, and when to do these 
tasks (Sørlie et al., 2022). Conversely, employees in a low autonomous context have 
lower latitude in making job-related decisions and lack flexibility for performing 
job-related tasks. Based on the P–J fit theory (Cable & Edwards, 2004), we focus on 
the joint effect of job autonomy needed and supplied on employees’ work engage-
ment—a fulfilling, positive work-related state of mind characterized by vigor, dedi-
cation, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Work engagement is examined as the 
consequence of the interplay between job autonomy needed and supplied for two 
main reasons. First, job autonomy has been considered a crucial job resource that is 
closely associated with employee work engagement (Zhang et al., 2017). Employ-
ees are highly likely to respond with greater work engagement when the work envi-
ronment matches their needs (Vogel et al., 2020). Second, employee work engage-
ment is essential for organizational effectiveness and success since it often leads 
to increased job performance, enhanced creativity, and reduced turnover intention 
(Christian et al., 2011; Kong et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2022).

We propose that compared to a misfit between the job autonomy needed and sup-
plied (e.g., deficient or excessive job autonomy), employees’ work engagement will 
be higher when the level of job autonomy supplied fits with that needed. Based on 
the P–J fit theory (Cable & Edwards, 2004), employees tend to cognitively com-
pare the amount of a resource that the job has supplied relative to their required 
amount. This perspective indicates that employees’ attitudinal and behavioral reac-
tions are optimized when the job resources supplied fit with their desires or needs 
(i.e., needs–supplies fit, Vogel et al., 2020). Therefore, in line with the P–J fit theory, 
employees may respond to the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied with 
higher work engagement compared to situations wherein the job provides deficient 
or excessive job autonomy. When employees perceive a needs–supplies fit, they are 
highly likely to experience need fulfillment and self-determination over job responsi-
bilities (Dierdorff & Jensen, 2018; Vogel et al., 2020), therefore displaying increased 
work engagement. Contrastingly, when employees perceive that the autonomy sup-
plied by the job is less than what they need, they may exhibit lower work engage-
ment because deficient levels of job autonomy not only imply a lack of job resources 
but also can interfere with employees’ need for an autonomous working environ-
ment. Excessive job autonomy also signals that the organization does not accurately 
understand employees’ personal needs and may make employees doubt the organi-
zation’s willingness or ability to meet their needs (Baer et al., 2021). Taken together, 
we expect that a fit between job autonomy needed and supplied is more beneficial 
for work engagement than is a misfit.

Hypothesis 1: Employees’ work engagement will be higher when the job autonomy 
supplied fits with their job autonomy needed, compared to a misfit between the two 
(e.g., deficient or excessive job autonomy).
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Under the condition that job autonomy supplied matches employees’ job auton-
omy needed, we expect that employees’ work engagement will be higher when 
job autonomy needed and supplied are both high compared to when job autonomy 
needed and supplied are both low. Although the fit between employees’ auton-
omy needed and the organization’s autonomy supplied usually results in favora-
ble employee outcomes based on the P–J fit theory (Lambert et  al., 2012), the fit 
between high job autonomy needed and supplied may be more effective in pro-
moting work engagement, compared to the fit between low job autonomy needed 
and received. Specifically, when job autonomy is high, employees with high job 
autonomy needed are more likely to experience ownership of job tasks, take pride 
in performing tasks well, and actively integrate more job tasks into their role (De 
Spiegelaere et al., 2014), which lead them to highly engage in their work. Moreover, 
high job autonomy needed and supplied allow employees to fully apply their per-
sonal resources (e.g., knowledge, skills, and energy) toward task achievement and 
fulfill their needs for autonomy and competence (Bakker et al., 2016; Lambert et al., 
2012), facilitating work engagement.

Contrastingly, low levels of job autonomy make it difficult for employees to have 
control over their job tasks and undermine employees’ task motivation (Li et  al., 
2020). When job autonomy supplied is low, employees may display lower work 
engagement owing to reduced task motivation and few job resources, even though 
they desire low job autonomy (Bledow et  al., 2022). Under the condition that the 
organization provides low job autonomy and employees want low autonomy, these 
employees are inclined to work passively or perform tasks following established rou-
tines, rather than actively and passionately engaging in the work (Ng et al., 2008). 
Therefore, low job autonomy needed and supplied can be demotivating, and employ-
ees are less likely to display higher vigor, experience enthusiasm, and become 
deeply engrossed in job tasks under this context. Taken together, these points sug-
gest that the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied may have a stronger 
impact on work engagement when job autonomy needed and supplied are both high 
compared to when job autonomy needed and supplied are both low.

Hypothesis 2: Under the fit condition, employees’ work engagement will be higher 
when job autonomy needed and supplied are both high compared to when they are 
both low.

Effects of the misfit between job autonomy needed and supplied

Based on the P–J fit theory (Cable & Edwards, 2004), we expect that excessive 
job autonomy is more beneficial for work engagement compared with deficient job 
autonomy. From the perspective of the needs–supplies fit (Lambert et al., 2012; Tep-
per et al., 2018), when supplies of job autonomy are lower than employees’ wanted 
amount, these employees are not able to schedule work, select the method of per-
forming job tasks, or make job-related decisions based on their own will, which may 
diminish their motivation to engage in their work and may even trigger negative atti-
tudes toward the job (Dierdorff & Jensen, 2018; Zhang et al., 2017). Consequently, 
in a high-autonomy context, employees who desire high job autonomy are highly 
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likely to doubt the leader’s willingness or ability to fulfill their needs and experience 
need frustration, leading them to reduce their work engagement. Deficient levels of 
job autonomy can be especially detrimental to employees’ work engagement, not 
only because of diminished motivation and limited job resources (De Spiegelaere 
et al., 2014) but also because of the failure to satisfy employees’ needs (Baer et al., 
2021). Based on the P–J fit theory, deficient supplies of resources at work often lead 
to undesirable attitudinal and behavioral responses, such as decreased satisfaction 
and reduced OCB (Lambert et al., 2012; Vogel et al., 2020).

Contrastingly, when supplies of job autonomy exceed employees’ needed amount, 
employees may perceive that the leader is providing them with substantial discretion 
and responsibility (Ng et  al., 2008). Although job autonomy supplied mismatches 
employees’ job autonomy needed, excessive levels of job autonomy (e.g., a high 
degree of freedom in scheduling, work processes, and decision-making at work) can 
actually help to improve the intrinsic rewards of job tasks and motivate employees to 
be engaged in their work (Joo et al., 2010). As a form of job resource, excessive job 
autonomy allows employees to flexibly cope with changing job demands and allevi-
ates the negative influence of various job stressors (De Spiegelaere et  al., 2014). 
This may render it possible for employees to perform job tasks with increased vigor, 
dedication, and absorption. Additionally, more job resources available to employees 
offer them more opportunities to self-determine their tasks and take charge and con-
trol over their jobs (Ng et al., 2008). Thus, excessive job autonomy is expected to be 
associated with higher work engagement compared to deficient job autonomy.

Hypothesis 3: Under the misfit condition, employees’ work engagement will be 
higher when job autonomy supplied is higher than job autonomy needed rather than 
when job autonomy needed is higher than job autonomy supplied.

Distal consequences of job autonomy needed and supplied

To clarify how the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied contribute to 
organizational effectiveness, it is necessary to confirm the role that work engage-
ment plays in linking the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied to employee 
performance, such as task performance and OCB. According to the JD-R theory 
(Bakker et al., 2023), job resources such as job autonomy are the main drivers of 
work engagement, which results in desirable employee outcomes. Building on the 
JD-R theory, we further propose that the fit between job autonomy needed and sup-
plied has an indirect effect on employees’ task performance and OCB through work 
engagement. We focus mainly on task performance and OCB, not only because they 
are the two most essential employee outputs in contemporary organizations (Baer 
et  al., 2021; Richardson et  al., 2021) but also because they are appropriate to be 
investigated as performance outcomes within the P–J fit and the JD-R theories (Bak-
ker et al., 2023).

Task performance refers to employees’ activities that are involved in their for-
mal tasks and responsibilities, which are essential for individual and organizational 
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effectiveness and goal attainment (Farth et al., 1991; Richardson et al., 2021). Work 
engagement results from the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied are 
expected to promote their task performance. When job autonomy supplied matches 
employees’ job autonomy needed, they are likely to experience enhanced self-determi-
nation and invest more resources into their work, leading to higher work engagement 
(De Spiegelaere et al., 2014). According to the JD-R theory (Bakker et al., 2023), the 
experience of work engagement is a key part of the motivational process, which can 
result in improved performance. As engaged employees tend to be energetic and enthu-
siastic about their job tasks and tend to be dedicated to their responsibilities (Christian 
et al., 2011; Kong et al., 2023), they are highly likely to perform tasks well and achieve 
better task performance. Employee work engagement is positively associated with task 
performance (e.g., Breevaart et al., 2016; Vogel et al., 2020). Based on the above argu-
ments and theoretical support, we propose that the fit between job autonomy needed 
and supplied may motivate employees to highly engage in their work, consequently 
leading to better task performance.

Hypothesis 4: The fit between job autonomy needed and supplied will have a posi-
tive indirect effect on task performance via work engagement.

Employees who experience higher work engagement generated by the fit between 
job autonomy needed and supplied may not only achieve better task performance, 
but may also be willing to display more OCB to benefit broader organizational goals. 
OCB is defined as employees’ discretionary behaviors that are not explicitly or directly 
recognized by the formal reward system, but contribute to the effectiveness of the 
organization’s functioning (Lee & Allen, 2002; Park et  al., 2021). As indicated by 
Christian et  al. (2011), work engagement is an important driver of employees’ will-
ingness to go the extra mile to help the people within the organization and facilitate 
the achievement of organizational goals. Based on the theory about the motivational 
effect of work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Bakker et  al., 2023), when 
employees are highly engaged in their work because of the needs–supplies fit, they may 
immerse themselves fully into their job roles and be more willing to go beyond the for-
mal boundaries of the job, leading them to exhibit more OCB. The literature on work 
engagement (Bakker et al., 2014) also suggests that engaged employees are more will-
ing to help others in the workplace because they often experience positive emotions 
and have more resources to perform their work efficiently. Prior studies have indeed 
demonstrated that work engagement is positively related to OCB (e.g., Buil et al., 2019; 
Christian et al., 2011). Taken together, we propose that the fit between job autonomy 
needed and supplied may trigger higher work engagement, which promotes employees’ 
OCB.

Hypothesis 5: The fit between job autonomy needed and supplied will have a posi-
tive indirect effect on OCB via work engagement.
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The moderated mediation effects of perceived leader competence

Although the needs–supplies fit influences important employee outcomes such as 
work engagement (Cao & Hamori, 2020; Vogel et al., 2020), the role played by lead-
ers in influencing the linkage between employees’ needs–supplies fit and their work 
outcomes has been largely ignored. Higher levels of job autonomy imply discretion 
and control over one’s work, while lower levels of job autonomy mean close supervi-
sory control (Ng et al., 2008). Consequently, leader characteristics are likely to influ-
ence how employees perform their work and shape the function of job autonomy. 
The JD-R theory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017) has also indicated that leaders may 
influence the effectiveness of the work design and job resources, and further shape 
their employees’ job performance. Perceived leader competence can be an important 
contextual factor that moderates the effects of the fit between job autonomy needed 
and supplied on work engagement and subsequent performance; this is because the 
aforementioned fit may be insufficient for employees to be fully engaged in their 
work when they cannot accomplish difficult tasks by themselves, and external sup-
port from competent leaders will be necessary for employees to remain engaged and 
finish tasks successfully (Breevaart & Bakker, 2018).

Perceived leader competence refers to employees’ perceptions of the leaders’ 
skills and capacity in performing the work (Caldwell & Hayes, 2007). Leaders who 
are perceived to be competent are more likely to use their knowledge, expertise, 
and domain-specific skills to lead their subordinates in a positive direction and thus 
demonstrate higher leadership effectiveness (Connelly et al., 2000). From employ-
ees’ perspective, the more competent their leaders are, the more likely it is that they 
can provide them with valuable resources such as work-related assistance, feedback, 
and guidance (Byun et al., 2017). We expect that perceived leader competence will 
augment the indirect effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on 
task performance and OCB via work engagement for two main reasons.

First, although the fit between high job autonomy needed and supplied increases 
employees’ work engagement, they are likely to face challenges and difficulties that 
they cannot solve on their own at work (Trevelyan, 2001), which may prevent them 
from being engaged and further reduce task performance and OCB. On the basis of 
the JD-R theory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), leaders can create job resources such 
as assistance, guidance, and development opportunities for employees, which may 
motivate them to engage in their work and achieve improved performance. If leaders 
are perceived to be competent, they can directly point out problems, help subordi-
nates with high autonomy to identify potential solutions, and provide subordinates 
with effective guidance and feedback to cope with challenges and difficulties (Byun 
et al., 2017; Kong et al., 2023). As such, perceived leader competence may enhance 
the strength of the mediated relationship between job autonomy fit and employee 
performance via work engagement by offering high quality resources that are neces-
sary for subordinates who lack direction, to engage in their work tasks.

Second, employees are likely to question whether they are “doing the right thing” 
at work, make mistakes, and increase production loss under a high degree of auton-
omy (Langfred, 2004; Trevelyan, 2001), which may interfere with employees’ work 
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engagement and subsequently damage task performance and OCB. The presence of 
perceived leader competence can make up for the deficiency of high job autonomy 
by enhancing employees’ psychological safety and relieving their anxiety about task 
achievement. Competent leaders are capable of giving the right direction, correcting 
subordinates’ mistakes, and helping subordinates perform tasks well based on their 
knowledge and expertise (Byun et al., 2017; Sturm et al., 2017). When leaders are 
perceived to be competent, subordinates may experience psychological safety and 
lower anxiety under such leaders, and subordinates can expect that timely guidance 
and feedback will be provided if they are needed (Mao et al., 2019), rendering them 
more engaged in their work and ultimately facilitating task performance and OCB. 
Consequently, the conditional effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and 
supplied on task performance and OCB will be enhanced by perceived leader com-
petence. Based on the aforementioned reasoning and theoretical support, we propose 
the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 6: Perceived leader competence will moderate the indirect effect of 
the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on task performance via work 
engagement, such that the indirect effect is stronger when leader competence is per-
ceived to be high.

Hypothesis 7: Perceived leader competence will moderate the indirect effect of the 
fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on OCB via work engagement, such 
that the indirect effect is stronger when leader competence is perceived to be high.

Method

Participants and procedure

Participants were full-time working adults from various industries (e.g., ser-
vice, marketing, information technology, and education) in China. Consider-
ing the increasingly dynamic and competitive business environments in China, 
Chinese enterprises are facing more uncertainty and challenges in the emerging 
economy; consequently it is crucial for them to create competitive advantages for 
survival and success. Job design is a critical element in today’s human resource 
management because well-designed jobs promote employees’ motivation, pro-
ductivity, and performance, and can help enterprises to compete in the volatile 
markets (Oldham & Fried, 2016). Job autonomy is a core characteristic in job 
design; however, we still have limited knowledge on the mediating mechanisms 
and boundary conditions for the effectiveness of job autonomy in the Chinese 
context. The Chinese culture emphasizes collectivism and high power distance 
(Hu & Luo, 2020; Liu et  al., 2011), which may highlight the important role of 
personal and leader factors (e.g., employees’ job autonomy needed and perceived 
leader competence) in job design. Thus, the Chinese cultural context allows us to 
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examine the complex relationships between job autonomy needed and supplied, 
perceived leader competence, and employee performance.

To recruit participants, we randomly contacted 490 working adults through 
personal contacts.1 Of them, 476 working adults agreed to participate. We con-
ducted the data collection in three stages. In the first-stage survey (Time 1), 
participants completed the measures of job autonomy needed, job autonomy 
supplied, and perceived leader competence; and they provided demographic 
information such as age, sex, organizational tenure, and education. One week 
after Time 1, participants finished the measure of work engagement in the sec-
ond-stage survey (Time 2). During the third-stage survey (Time 3), which was 
conducted one week after Time 2, the direct supervisors of participants who com-
pleted both Time 1 and Time 2 surveys were invited to rate the task performance 
and OCB of the employees. The multi-wave and multi-source data collection 
process was chosen to reduce common method bias and avoid spurious causality 
(Podsakoff et al., 2023).

Data were collected through online surveys and online informed consent forms 
were sent to participants. Prior to conducting the surveys, we carefully explained the 
purpose and schedule of the research to participants and highlighted the importance 
of providing honest responses. Four-hundred seventy-six employees volunteered to 
participate and completed the survey at Time 1. At Time 2, 447 of them finished the 
second-stage survey. At Time 3, participants who finished both the Time 1 and Time 
2 surveys were instructed to forward the online messages to their direct supervisors 
and invited their supervisors to respond to the third-stage survey. We sent a special 
notice to each participant to encourage them to assist in collecting supervisor data 
and commit to this research project for the long term. Participants were prompted to 
provide the last four digits of their own phone numbers in each survey and supervi-
sors were required to insert the last four digits of their corresponding subordinates’ 
phone numbers in the final survey. These numbers were used as unique identifica-
tion codes to match employee-supervisor data across different time points.

After matching valid responses, the final sample consisted of 417 employee-
supervisor dyads. Of these employees, 256 were women (61.4%) and 161 were men 
(38.6%). The mean age of participants was 34.93 years (SD = 11.00), and the mean 
tenure at the current organization was 5.55 years (SD = 5.43). Regarding educational 
level, 18.0% had a junior school degree, 27.1% had a high-school degree, 22.5% had 
a two-year college degree, 24.5% held a bachelor’s degree, and 7.9% had a gradu-
ate degree. Regarding hierarchical levels, 82.3% were rank-and-file employees and 
others were associates (17.7%). Participants were from different industries, includ-
ing service (64.0%), information technology (20.9%), and manufacturing (15.1%). 
The present data also included responses from 417 leaders. Of them, 232 (55.6%) 
were women and 185 (44.4%) were men. The average age of the supervisors was 

1 Working adults were selected because they are appropriate for the research purpose of investigating 
how and when job autonomy needed and supplied influence employees’ job performance in the work-
place. The target sample comprised a demographically diverse pool of participants who had attended the 
researchers’ previous research projects. We kept in touch with the participants via personal social net-
work and measured multiple demographics, including employment status, to ensure the appropriateness 
of their inclusion in this study.
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38.07  years (SD = 9.75), and the average organizational tenure was 12.69  years 
(SD = 9.48). Regarding educational level, 13.7% had a junior school degree, 26.6% 
had a high-school degree, 20.4% had a two-year college degree, 34.3% had a bach-
elor’s degree, and 5.0% had a graduate degree.

Measures

Unless otherwise indicated, all items were assessed using a 7-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Job autonomy needed and supplied were measured using four items adapted 
from Ng et  al. (2008) at Time 1. This measure has been demonstrated to have 
acceptable reliability and validity (Dhar, 2016; Park & Searcy, 2012). First, to meas-
ure the job autonomy needed, following previous studies (Cable & Edwards, 2004; 
Vogel et al., 2020), participants were instructed to report how much autonomy they 
generally needed in their job on a seven-point scale that ranged from 1 (none) to 7 
(a great amount). Next, to assess job autonomy supplied, participants were asked 
to report how much autonomy their job generally supplied on a scale ranging from 
1 (none) to 7 (a great amount). The items were the same for job autonomy needed 
and supplied. Sample items were “Determining what tasks you do in your job” and 
“Determining how you do your work.” Previous empirical research (e.g., Cao & 
Hamori, 2020; Vogel et al., 2020) followed the same structure: they used two dif-
ferent instructions for the same set of items and demonstrated the validity of these 
measurements. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.90 for job autonomy needed and 0.92 for job 
autonomy supplied.

Perceived leader competence was assessed using three items from Caldwell and 
Hayes (2007) at Time 1. Sample items included “My leader performs duties with a 
high degree of skill” and “My leader demonstrates a thorough knowledge of organi-
zational issues.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.89.

Work engagement was measured with nine items developed by Schaufeli et al. 
(2006) at Time 2. The scale assessing work engagement comprises three dimen-
sions: vigor (e.g., “At my job, I feel strong and vigorous”), dedication (e.g., “I am 
proud of the work that I do”), and absorption (e.g., “I am immersed in my work”), 
each measured with three items. Work engagement was operationalized as a unidi-
mensional construct by averaging across scale items. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale 
was 0.95.

Task performance was assessed using three items developed by Farth et  al. 
(1991) at Time 3. Participants’ immediate leaders responded to the items on a seven-
point Likert scale that ranged from 1 (very poor performance) to 7 (excellent perfor-
mance). A sample item was “What do you think of his work performance? Is he able 
to complete quality work on time?” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.90.

OCB was measured using eight items from Lee and Allen (2002) at Time 3. 
Example items included “This employee assists others with their duties” and “This 
employee willingly gives his or her time to help others who have work-related prob-
lems.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.93.
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Control variables. We controlled for employee demographic variables, includ-
ing age, sex, and organizational tenure, to decrease the likelihood that employees’ 
demographic factors confound the relationships between the research variables. Age 
was controlled for because it plays an important role in influencing employee per-
formance and is positively related to OCB (Ng et al., 2008). Compared with men, 
women tend to have higher levels of work and family stress, which may influence 
their work engagement and performance (Liu et  al., 2017). Organizational ten-
ure is also closely related to employees’ work motivation and OCB (Hai & Park, 
2021). We also controlled for industry type (1 = service, 2 = information technology, 
3 = manufacturing) because job autonomy needed and supplied may vary among dif-
ferent industry types.

Data analysis

We a adopted polynomial regression analysis and response surface approaches 
(Edwards & Cable, 2009) to test our hypotheses. This method is appropriate for 
examining congruence effects since three-dimensional response surfaces gener-
ated by this approach can provide more abundant information than traditional two-
dimensional analysis and can allow us to determine the congruent effect of two pre-
dictors on an outcome variable (Shanock et al., 2010). More importantly, researchers 
recognize that the relationship between needs–supplies fit and the outcome variable 
reflects complicated forms that are best captured as a three-dimensional relationship 
(Edwards & Cable, 2009). This study proposes the polynomial regression equation 
as follows:

in which Z represents the dependent variable (i.e., work engagement), JAN refers 
to the effect of job autonomy needed, and JAS refers to the effect of job autonomy 
supplied. Control variables are not shown to simplify the equation. We tested the 
hypotheses by regressing work engagement on control variables and five polynomial 
terms: JAN, JAS, JAN squared  (JAN2), the product of JAN and JAS (JAN × JAS), 
and JAS squared  (JAS2). To minimize multicollinearity and enhance interpretation 
of the obtained results, we used mean-centered JAN and JAS prior to calculating 
the second-order terms (Edwards & Cable, 2009). We then used the estimated coef-
ficients to plot the three-dimensional response surface (Shanock et al., 2010).

Based on previous studies (Carter & Mossholder, 2015; Edwards & Cable, 
2009), to support Hypothesis 1, the curvature of the surface along the incongruence 
(JAN =  − JAS) line should be negative and significant. The curvature of the surface 
along the incongruence line can be calculated from the coefficients estimated in 
Eq. (1), specifically  b3 −  b4 +  b5. A significant and positive slope and non-significant 
curvature along the congruence (JAN = JAS) line indicate support for Hypothesis 
2. The slope and curvature of the surface along the congruence line can be calcu-
lated from the coefficients estimated in Eq. (1), specifically  b1 +  b2 and  b3 +  b4 +  b5, 
respectively. Hypothesis 3 can be tested with the slope of the incongruence 

(1)Z = b
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(JAN =  − JAS) line (Edwards & Cable, 2009; Matta et al., 2015). If the slope of the 
incongruence line (calculated as  b1 −  b2) is significant and negative, this indicates 
that work engagement increases along the incongruence line from high job auton-
omy needed and low job autonomy supplied to low job autonomy needed and high 
job autonomy supplied.

To test the indirect effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied 
on task performance (Hypothesis 4) and OCB (Hypothesis 5) via work engagement, 
we used the block variable approach recommended by Edwards and Cable (2009). 
To create a single coefficient representing the joint effect of the five polynomial 
terms, we combined the five polynomial regression analysis terms into a block vari-
able (i.e., a weighted linear composite). This approach has been commonly utilized 
in mediated polynomial regression analyses to examine the effects of the fit or misfit 
on the mediator and the outcome variables2 (e.g., Cao and Hamori, 2019; Tepper 
et al., 2018). We examined the significance of the mediation effects by conducting 
bootstrapping with 5,000 iterations via the 95% confidence interval. To test Hypoth-
eses 6 and 7, we then assessed the moderated mediation model using Model 7 of the 
PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). Bootstrapping with 5,000 iterations was conducted 
to test the significance of the moderated mediation effects.

Results

Descriptive statistics and discriminant validity

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations of the variables. 
We then conducted a confirmatory factor analysis to examine the discriminant valid-
ity of the measures. As shown in Table 2, the proposed six-factor model shows a 
satisfactory fit (χ2 = 1196.50, df = 419, p < 0.01; CFI = 0.93, IFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92, 
and RMSEA = 0.07). The proposed six-factor model was compared with alterna-
tive models, such as a five-factor model, a four-factor model, a three-factor model, 
a two-factor model, and a one-factor model. Therefore, the proposed six-factor 
model is better than all the alternative models, supporting the distinctiveness of the 
constructs.

Testing of the (in)congruence effects of job needed and supplied

The results of the polynomial regression analysis are presented in Table 3, and the 
corresponding response surface plot is shown in Fig. 2. The results from Model 2 
presented in Table  3 show that the three second-order polynomial terms—JAN2, 
JAN × JAS,  JAS2—were jointly significant in predicting work engagement (F = 3.29, 

2 As indicated by Edwards and Cable (2009), the block variable approach can effectively facilitate the 
estimation of the indirect impacts of a congruence effect for the mediation model. As the block variable 
is calculated from the coefficients for the polynomial regression terms, it does not change the total vari-
ance explained by the equation using the original polynomial regression terms (Cao and Hamori, 2019; 
Edwards and Cable, 2009).
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p < 0.05) and led to an increase in R2 (ΔR2 = 0.02). However, the curvature along 
the incongruence (JAN =  − JAS) line was positive (curvature  b3 −  b4 +  b5 = 0.19, 
p < 0.001), indicating that the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied was not 
significantly associated with higher work engagement compared to a misfit between 
job autonomy needed and supplied. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is not supported. In 
Hypothesis 2, we proposed that employees’ work engagement will be higher when 
job autonomy needed and supplied are both high compared to when job autonomy 
needed and supplied are both low. The slope along the congruence (JAN = JAS) 
line was positive (slope [b1 + b2] = 0.63, p < 0.001) and the curvature was non-
significant (curvature  [b3 +  b4 +  b5] = 0.12, p > 0.05), indicating that a “high-high” 
fit between job autonomy needed and supplied was associated with higher work 
engagement than was a “low-low” fit between job autonomy needed and supplied. 
The response surface shape illustrated in Fig.  2 confirms that employees’ work 
engagement increases along the congruence line from the low-low fit condition (the 
front corner of the surface plot) to the high-high fit condition (the rear corner on the 
surface plot). Therefore, the results support Hypothesis 2.

Hypothesis 3 suggested that under the misfit condition, employees’ work engage-
ment will be higher when job autonomy supplied is higher than job autonomy 
needed rather than when job autonomy needed is higher than job autonomy supplied. 
As shown in Table 3 (Model 2), the slope along the incongruence (JAN =  − JAS) 
line was significantly negative (slope  [b1 −  b2] =  − 0.20, p < 0.05), indicating that 
work engagement is higher when job autonomy supplied is higher and job autonomy 
needed is lower than it is when job autonomy needed is higher and job autonomy 
supplied is lower. We further examined this asymmetrical incongruence effect by 
testing the lateral shift quantity, which indicates the direction and magnitude of the 
lateral shift of a response surface along the incongruence line (Cole et  al., 2013; 
Matta et  al., 2015). The lateral shift quantity was significantly positive  (b2 −  b1)/
[2 ×  (b3 −  b4 +  b5)] = 0.50, p < 0.001), indicating that an increase in work engage-
ment is sharper in the JAN < JAS region than in the JAN > JAS region. As shown 

Table 2  Model fit results for confirmatory factor analyses

JAN job autonomy needed, JAS job autonomy supplied, PLC perceived leader competence, WE work 
engagement, TP task performance, OCB organizational citizenship behavior

Model χ2 df CFI IFI TLI RMSEA

1. The hypothesized six-factor model 1196.50 419 .93 .93 .92 .07
2. Five-factor model
(JAN + JAS, PLC, WE, TP, OCB)

2407.88 424 .81 .81 .79 .11

3. Four-factor model
(JAN + JAS + PLC, WE, TP, OCB)

2784.24 428 .77 .77 .75 .12

4. Three-factor model
(JAN + JAS + PLC + WE, TP, OCB)

3941.18 431 .66 .66 .63 .14

5. Two-factor model
(JAN + JAS + PLC + WE + TP, OCB)

5012.82 433 .56 .56 .52 .16

6. One-factor model
(JAN + JAS + PLC + WE + TP + OCB)

6545.03 434 .41 .41 .36 .18
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in the surface along the incongruence line in Fig. 2, employees’ work engagement 
increases from the low job autonomy supplied and high job autonomy needed con-
dition to the high job autonomy supplied and low job autonomy needed condition. 
Thus, Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Testing of the mediation effects of work engagement

As shown in Table  4, the positive indirect effect of the congruence between job 
autonomy needed and supplied (the block variable) on task performance through 

Table 3  Polynomial regression results for job autonomy needed and supplied predicting work engage-
ment

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Variables Work engagement

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Control variables
Age .04***(.01) .04***(.01) .04***(.01)
Gender − .08(.10) − .05(.10) − .03(.09)
Tenure − .02(.01) − .02(.01) − .02(.10)
Industry type − .28***(.07) − .27***(.07) − .26***(.06)
Polynomial terms
Job autonomy needed (JAN) .24***(.06) .22**(.07) − .20(.34)
Job autonomy supplied (JAS) .33***(.05) .42***(.06) − .12(.34)
JAN2 .07(.05) − .12(.26)
JAN × JAS − .04(.05) − .14(.23)
JAS2 .09*(.04) − .08(.14)
Moderator
Perceived leader competence (PLC) .32***(.06)
PLC × JAN .07(.06)
PLC × JAS .06(.06)
PLC ×  JAN2 .03(.05)
PLC × JAN × JAS .01(.04)
PLC ×  JAS2 .02(.13)
R2 .29 .31 41
ΔR2 .02 .10
F for the three quadratic terms 3.29*
F for the five interaction terms 10.79***

Congruence line (JSN = JAS)
Slope  (b1 +  b2) .63***(.08)
Curvature  (b3 +  b4 +  b5) .12(.08)
Incongruence line (JSN =  − JAS)
Slope  (b1 −  b2) − .20*(.10)
Curvature  (b3 −  b4 +  b5) .19***(.05)
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work engagement was significant since the 95% confidence interval from the lower 
to the upper bound did not include zero (point estimate = 0.28; 95% CI = [0.11, 
0.51]). The results also showed that the positive indirect effect of the congruence 
between job autonomy needed and supplied on OCB via work engagement was sig-
nificant because the confidence interval did not include zero (point estimate = 0.36; 
95% CI = [0.19, 0.59]). These results indicate that Hypotheses 3 and 4 are supported.

Testing of the moderating mediation effects of perceived leader competence

Following the established procedure applied by previous studies (e.g., Cao and 
Hamori, 2019; Liao et al., 2019), to test the moderation effect of perceived leader 
competence on the relationship between the (mis)fit between job autonomy 
needed and supplied and work engagement, we first multiplied five polynomial 
terms (JAN, JAS, JAN2, JAN × JAS, and JAS2) by perceived leader competence 
and calculated the change in  R2. We also performed the F test for the interac-
tion terms between perceived leader competence (PLC) and the five second-order 

Fig. 2  Work engagement as pre-
dicted by job autonomy needed 
and supplied

Table 4  Results for the indirect effects of job autonomy needed and supplied fit on task performance and 
OCB

**p < .01; ***p < .001
BV block variable, WE work engagement, TP task performance, OCB organizational citizenship behavior

Direct effect Indirect effect

Point estimate 95% CI

B S.E Lower Upper

BV → WE 1.53*** .22 BV → WE → TP .28 .11 .51
BV → TP .21 .23 BV → WE → OCB .36 .19 .59
BV → OCB .54* .22
WE → TP .18** .09
WE → OCB .23*** .05
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terms. A positive change in  R2 and significant F value for the five interactions 
would support the moderation effect of PLC (Cao and Hamori, 2019; Liao et al., 
2019). As shown in Table  3, the change in  R2 between Model 2 and Model 3 
was positive (ΔR2 = 0.10) and the five interaction terms were jointly significant 
(F = 10.79, p < 0.001), supporting the moderation effect of PLC. Figure 3A and B 
show the moderation effect by graphing the polynomial response surface at high 
(+ 1 SD) and low (− 1 SD) levels of PLC. As illustrated in Fig. 3, the (in)congru-
ence between job autonomy needed and supplied has a stronger relationship with 
work engagement when PLC is high rather than when it is low.

We further conducted moderated mediation analyses to examine the condi-
tional indirect effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on 
task performance and OCB through work engagement using the block variable 
approach. As shown in Table 5, the conditional indirect effect of the fit between 
job autonomy needed and supplied on task performance through work engage-
ment was stronger and significant when PLC was high (+ 1 SD; point esti-
mate = 0.20; 95% CI = [0.07, 0.35]), but weaker and non-significant when PLC 
was low (-1 SD; point estimate = 0.07; 95% CI = [− 0.05, 0.26]). The index of 

Fig. 3  A Work engagement as predicted by the in(congruence) between job autonomy needed and 
supplied at high perceived leader competence (+ 1 SD). B Work engagement as predicted by the 
in(congruence) between job autonomy needed and supplied at low perceived leader competence (− 1 SD)

Table 5  Conditional indirect effects of job autonomy needed and supplied fit on task performance and 
OCB via work engagement

PLC perceived leader competence, WE work engagement, TP task performance, OCB organizational citi-
zenship behavior

Moderator Level Mediator Outcome Indirect effect Boot SE 95% CI

PLC Low WE TP .07 .08 [− .05, .26]
High .20 .08 [.07, .39]
Index of moderated mediation .06 .04 [.01, .16]

PLC Low WE OCB .10 .08 [− .05, .28]
High .26 .09 [.12, .47]
Index of moderated mediation .08 .05 [.01, .21]
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moderated mediation was 0.06, boot SE was 0.04, and 95% CI did not contain 
0 (95% CI = [0.01, 0.16]). Thus, Hypothesis 6 is supported. Moreover, the con-
ditional indirect effect of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on 
OCB through work engagement was stronger and significant when PLC was high 
(+ 1 SD; point estimate = 0.26; 95% CI [0.12, 0.47]), but weaker and non-signif-
icant when PLC was low (− 1 SD; point estimate = 0.10; 95% CI [-0.05, 0.28]). 
The index of moderated mediation was 0.08, boot SE was 0.05, and 95% CI did 
not contain 0 (95% CI = [0.01, 0.21]). Therefore, Hypothesis 7 is supported as 
well.

Discussion

Job autonomy is increasingly prominent within the context of a changing labor mar-
ket (Jiang et al., 2020; Sørlie et al., 2022). Expanding the literature on job auton-
omy, this study investigated the implications of the interplay between job autonomy 
needed and supplied for employee outcomes. The present multi-wave and multi-
source study showed that under the fit condition, employees’ work engagement is 
higher when job autonomy needed and supplied are both high compared with when 
job autonomy needed and supplied are both low. The fit between job autonomy 
needed and supplied was not significantly associated with higher work engagement 
compared to a misfit between job autonomy needed and supplied. Under the mis-
fit condition, employees’ work engagement is higher when job autonomy supplied 
exceeds job autonomy needed compared to when job autonomy supplied is lower 
than job autonomy needed. Our analysis further demonstrates that the fit between 
job autonomy needed and supplied has indirect effects on task performance and 
OCB through work engagement, respectively. Moreover, the PLC moderated the 
indirect effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on task perfor-
mance and OCB via work engagement, respectively.

Theoretical implications

Our findings make several unique contributions to the literature. First, the existing 
literature has largely focused on the effects of job autonomy supplied on employee 
outcomes, while ignoring the role of the need for job autonomy (e.g., Jiang et al., 
2020; Sørlie et al., 2022). As suggested by the literature on job characteristics (Cao 
& Hamori, 2020; Voge et  al., 2020), employees’ behaviors and performance are 
largely determined by the joint effects of the work environment’s supplies and their 
actual needs. Moreover, the contemporary organizations’ human resource practices 
(e.g., granting greater autonomy) combined with traditional culture (e.g., obedience 
and collectivistic orientation) necessitate the theoretical advancement of the conse-
quences of employees’ job autonomy supplied and needed in the Chinese context. 
An exclusive focus on job autonomy supplied—while neglecting the potential effect 
of employees’ job autonomy needed—is highly likely to produce an incomplete 
understanding of the function of job autonomy. This study addresses this issue and 
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extends the current knowledge on job autonomy by investigating the implications 
of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied for employees’ motivational 
state and performance outcomes, using the P–J fit lens. Our study is one of the first 
to consider the effects of both job autonomy needed and supplied, thereby offering 
a more nuanced understanding of the impacts of job autonomy on employees and 
extending the application of P–J fit theory in the Chinese context.

The results indicate that employees’ work engagement will be highest when 
the amount of job autonomy supplied fits with the needed amount under the high-
high fit condition. Advancing the literature on job autonomy and P–J fit theory, 
we distinguish between the situations in which the organization appropriately pro-
vides a higher amount of job autonomy and the situations in which the organiza-
tion appropriately provides a lower amount of job autonomy. For employees who 
desire high levels of job autonomy, if the organization also provides them with high 
job autonomy, those employees may not only have more room for personal deci-
sion-making and taking responsibility, but may also feel motivated to draw on these 
resources to learn new skills and achieve their goals (Fürstenberg et al., 2021). Con-
sequently, high job autonomy needed and supplied are likely to result in higher lev-
els of employee work engagement. By contrast, when job autonomy supplied and 
needed are both low, employees are less able to have control over their job tasks 
and lack motivation to perform tasks with energy and passion. Those employees are 
inclined to passively perform tasks and display lower work engagement. Adding to 
the job autonomy literature and P–J fit theory, our findings suggest that the effects 
of the absolute fit between job autonomy needed and supplied is more beneficial for 
employees’ work engagement when the absolute fit is high rather than when it is 
low.

Regarding our second contribution to the literature on job autonomy, the results 
provide evidence that excessive levels of job autonomy are associated with higher 
work engagement compared to deficient job autonomy. These results are consist-
ent with previous studies (e.g., Lambert et al., 2012; Liao et al., 2019) that revealed 
that excessive levels of job resources provided by the organization or leaders facili-
tate more desirable employee attitudes and behaviors, while deficient levels of job 
resources are associated with unfavorable employee outcomes such as lower job 
satisfaction and organizational commitment. Although researchers (Stiglbauer & 
Kovacs, 2018; Zhou, 2020) indicated that too much job autonomy could have nega-
tive impacts on employees owing to increased ambiguity and uncertainty, they 
ignored the role that job autonomy needed plays in the function of job autonomy and 
neglected the dynamic effects of job autonomy needed and supplied on employees. 
Challenging their arguments on job autonomy, our analysis suggests that excessive 
levels of job autonomy are beneficial for employees’ work engagement.

Third, our study extends the research stream on job autonomy and employee 
performance by revealing that work engagement acts as a crucial mediating mecha-
nism that transmits the effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied 
to task performance and OCB. This study deepens our theoretical understanding 
of the consequences of job autonomy fit by integrating the JD-R approach, which 
highlights the role of motivational state such as work engagement in linking job 
resources to performance outcomes. Specifically, the fit between job autonomy 
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needed and supplied is associated with higher work engagement, which motivates 
employees to fulfill their job responsibilities and go beyond their job duties to con-
tribute to the organization. By investigating the mediating role of work engagement, 
this study helps to explain how the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied 
leads to performance consequences such as task performance and OCB, which are 
vital for organizational effectiveness.

More importantly, our findings support that PLC moderates the indirect effects 
of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on task performance and OCB 
through work engagement. The traditional literature on job design has highlighted 
the impacts of job characteristics such as job autonomy on employee outcomes 
through psychological and motivational dynamics (De Spiegelaere et al., 2014; Sør-
lie et al., 2022); however, this line of research has largely neglected to consider the 
role of leaders in the operation of the job design. In Chinese enterprises with higher 
power distance, leaders have more power and employees are more obedient to their 
leaders compared to individuals in Western countries (Hu & Luo, 2020). Integrating 
the JD-R theory with research on job characteristics, this study reinforces the notion 
that PLC is a vital factor in shaping the performance consequences of job autonomy 
in the Chinese context. Our work addressed recent calls (e.g., Sørlie et  al., 2022) 
for more empirical studies on the job autonomy–performance association to con-
sider contextual or personal resources as possible moderators. The results indicate 
that when leader competence is perceived to be high, the fit between job autonomy 
needed and supplied has stronger indirect impacts on both task performance and 
OCB.

Our findings also extend the boundary conditions of the P–J fit theory by show-
ing that high PLC is helpful in maximizing the effects of the fit between job auton-
omy needed and supplied. Employees respond more favorably to the fit between job 
autonomy needed and supplied when they perceive that their leaders are competent. 
This is because competent leaders can provide employees with effective guidance, 
point out potential solutions, and help employees cope with difficulties that can-
not be solved by the employees themselves (Byun et al., 2017; Sturm et al., 2017). 
Accordingly, PLC can serve as an important contingency for channeling the indirect 
effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on task performance 
and OCB through work engagement. By identifying the role of PLC in enhancing 
the effectiveness of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied, this study 
provides a step forward in developing a comprehensive understanding regarding the 
functions of job autonomy fit for employees in the Chinese context.

Managerial implications

Practically, this study offers several meaningful implications for organizations 
to maximize the function of job autonomy and promote employee performance. 
First, our findings suggest that when job autonomy needed and supplied are both 
high, employees are likely to be highly engaged in their work, which drives them 
to perform work tasks well and display more OCB within the organization. There-
fore, organizations should pay more attention to employees’ job autonomy needed 
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and grant more job autonomy to employees who desire high levels of job auton-
omy. To evaluate employees’ needed levels of job autonomy, organizations could 
attempt to apply various communication channels such as regular employee surveys 
and 360-degree feedback systems to accurately capture employees’ job autonomy 
needed (Lambert et al., 2012).

To provide employees with more control over their work, organization manag-
ers could employ formal procedures to support employees’ autonomy and discre-
tion during work processes, allow employees to participate in important job-related 
decisions, as well as encourage and reward exceptional achievement in job design 
(De Clercq et  al., 2021). Organization managers could also adopt informal meas-
ures; for example, establishing and maintaining an organizational climate that stimu-
lates individual initiative. These measures may motivate employees to best marshal 
their resources to fulfill their needs and achieve job-related goals. Notably, we do 
not encourage organizations to blindly provide employees with job autonomy in 
all situations. Rather, organization managers should place considerable value on 
employees’ personal needs when granting autonomy, which helps avoid the situation 
of deficient levels of job autonomy supplied and enhance the performance effects of 
job autonomy.

Further, PLC acts as an important contextual factor that strengthens the indirect 
effects of the fit between job autonomy needed and supplied on task performance 
and OCB through work engagement. Therefore, organizations should consider lead-
ers’ competence (e.g., knowledge, skills, and expertise) as a crucial element of the 
selection and promotion systems. Although some leaders may have higher power 
and status in the organization, they are likely to be perceived as incompetent owing 
to lack of expertise, inappropriate qualifications, or age-inverse supervisory relation-
ships (Kunze & Menges, 2017). Organizations could implement leadership training 
programs aimed at facilitating leaders’ domain-specific knowledge and skills to con-
sistently improve leaders’ competence (Mao et al., 2019). Leadership development 
programs that focus on improving leaders’ emotional and interpersonal intelligence 
are also effective in developing leader competence. In conclusion, our findings can 
help practitioners to improve the effectiveness of job autonomy and facilitate organi-
zational success.

Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations that should be considered and addressed in future 
studies. First, although we employed a multi-wave and multi-source research design 
to reduce common method bias, we must be cautious in drawing conclusions of cau-
sality among the examined constructs. Job autonomy and work engagement may be 
reciprocally related to each other based on the resource accumulation perspective 
and future studies should use a longitudinal or experimental design to confirm the 
casual relationships among our study variables. Second, this study was conducted 
in the Chinese context, which may limit the generalizability of the current findings. 
Influenced by the Chinese culture that emphasizes high power distance and collec-
tivism (Liu et al., 2011), employees may react to job autonomy supplied and leader 
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competence more powerfully compared with those in the Western contexts. To help 
generalize our findings, we call for future studies to examine the current theoretical 
model in various cultural contexts.

Third, we drew on the P–J fit theory to explain how the fit between job autonomy 
needed and supplied influences task performance and OCB through work engage-
ment. Future studies could consider other theoretical frameworks that may help 
further understand the underlying mechanisms linking these constructs. For exam-
ple, needed and supplied fit is likely to facilitate organizational commitment (Cao 
& Hamori, 2020) or fulfill employees’ basic psychological needs (Lambert et  al., 
2012), in turn promoting employees’ job performance. Third, future studies are 
encouraged to explore boundary conditions (e.g., cultural value, organizational cli-
mate, or personality trait) for the effectiveness of job autonomy needed and sup-
plied. Doing so can elucidate the implications of job autonomy needed and supplied 
for employee outcomes.
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