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Abstract

Purpose — Based on self-determination theory, this study aims to examine the impact of satisfaction of basic
psychological needs (BPNs) on the commitment to stay self- or salary-employed. Not only the entry of
individuals but also their commitment to remain self-employed is important. Enterprises established by the
self-employed can only survive longer if the owners are willing to continue in self-employment.
Design/methodology/approach — The study was conducted among a cross-country sample drawn
from Germany, Kenya and Uganda. An online survey was conducted among self- and salary-employed
individuals in Germany. In Uganda and Kenya, cross-sectional samples were recruited through their
workplaces and business forums. These processes yielded 869 responses (373 self-employed and 494 salary-
employed). Differences in the impact of BPNs on the commitment to self-employed or salaried-employment
across countries were examined using PROCESS macro 2.16.

Findings — The findings revealed that the self-employed exhibit higher commitment to their current form of
employment than the salary-employed. The satisfaction of needs for autonomy and competence were
associated with higher levels of commitment to self-employment than to salary-employment across the three
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countries. The need for relatedness was also strongly associated with commitment to self-employment much
more than to salary-employment for Ugandan and Kenyan participants; but not for the German participants.
Originality/value — Persistence in self-employment is essential not only for individuals to remain
employed but also as a pathway to achieving career success. However, research has paid limited attention to
persistence in self-employment. This research contributes to the understanding of antecedents for
commitment to self-employment across countries, and therefore what should be done to enable particularly
young individuals to stay self-employed. Moreover, the study also examines whether these antecedents have
similar effects among individuals in salaried-employment.

Keywords Self-employment, Self-determination theory, Career commitment,
Basic psychological needs, Need for autonomy, Need for competence

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

Self-employment is an important driver of economic development, both at individual and
societal levels. At the individual level, self-employment is a viable career alternative. At the
societal level, the resulting entrepreneurial process creates new workplaces (Wolff and
Nivorozhkin, 2012), which contribute to economic resilience, growth and development
(Skriabikova et al., 2014; Valliere and Peterson, 2009). However, the importance of this
contribution varies with the level of a country’s development; whereby entrepreneurship is
likely to make a significant contribution to economic growth in developed countries (Valliere
and Peterson, 2009). Nonetheless, self-employment is increasingly playing a bigger role in
the development of emerging and less developed countries (Chigunta, 2017; Falco and
Haywood, 2016). It is the biggest form of employment in developing countries (Gindling and
Newhouse, 2014) and an important contributor to individuals’ or household income
and social protection (Ahn, 2015; Desai and Rudra, 2018); despite the rather high failure
rates (Fatoki, 2014; Gindling and Newhouse, 2014).

High failure rates have a negative connotation for commitment to or persistence in self-
employment ventures. Moreover, commitment and persistence are essential to realizing the
benefits of self-employment given that such benefits accrue in the long rather than in the
short-term (Baluku et al, 2018c; Patel and Thatcher, 2014). However, committing to self-
employment, which may be reflected in the level of persistence, is as difficult as entering into
it. In addition, the entrepreneurial environment (Kumar and Das, 2019; Yao et /., 2016) that
limits individuals’ entry into self-employment, statutory and startup requirements make
entry phase difficult and stressful. These same requirements frustrate nascent
entrepreneurs and may result in exit intentions. In addition, unlike in salaried employment,
returns from self-employment such as earnings are not instant (Ahn, 2015; Bruce and
Schuetze, 2004; Hamilton, 2000). Yet in some cases, entrepreneurs have to deal with losses
and possibilities of failure and several uncertainties and long working hours (Baron et al.,
2016; Uy et al, 2013). Such realities may result in intentions to quit self-employment,
particularly for individuals whose enterprises are at a nascent phase. This challenge is
particularly common in developing economies, where success rates in self-employment are
worryingly low.

It has been suggested that self-employment is an important form of employment in
turbulent economic times that could help turn labor market challenges such as
unemployment into development opportunities (Vogel, 2015a, 2015b). More still, even
individuals with salaried employment are not assured of job security. This may affect an
individual’s commitment to stay in salaried-employment, consequently increasing the
likelihoods of going into self-employment. Previous research has actually noted insecure
salaried employment as a precedent for increased entry into self-employment (Kuhn and



Schuetze, 2001). However, extant research indicates that the self-employed are also
paradoxically faced with job security challenges (Millan et al., 2013); particularly financial
insecurity. This may be a common situation among those who resort to self-employment due
to the lack of salaried employment opportunities (Tammelin, 2019); which may further
negatively impact individuals’ commitment to stay in self-employment.

Despite their importance, persistence in or commitment to self-employment is not among
the prominent debates in entrepreneurship discourses. Similarly, unlike organizational
commitment and professional commitment, the commitment of salary-employed individuals
to stay in this form of employment has not been explored. While there exists an extensive
literature on predictors of entry into self-employment, as well as factors that affect success
and failure or exit (Ahn, 2010; Dunn and Holtz-Eakin, 1996), such factors may not
automatically mean or guarantee commitment to stay in self-employment. Analogous to the
initiation of the entrepreneurial process (Morrison, 2000), the process through which
commitment to stay in self-employment is partly triggered by personal level outcomes and
expectations. Based on the self-determination theory (SDT), the present study proposes that
the satisfaction of basic psychological needs (BPNs), which are central to an individual’'s
psychological functioning and well-being (Deci and Ryan, 2015), is essential to one’s
commitment to the current form of employment.

Previous research has shown differences in job outcomes for salaried and self-employed.
However, these research efforts have yielded inconsistent findings. For example, some
studies have found that the self-employed have lower earnings than the salary-employed
(Hamilton, 2000) but higher satisfaction and subjective well-being (Berglund et al., 2015;
Stam et al., 2016). Other studies show that income, satisfaction and well-being of the self-
employed tend to improve over time (Dunn and Holtz-Eakin, 1996). Additionally, research
has indicated that self-employed and salary-employed individuals also tend to differ in
process variables that are associated with employment outcomes; for example, differences in
work engagement, working excessively (Gorgievski et al, 2010) and workability (Saarni
et al., 2008).

Although there is limited research linking the above employment outcomes to the
commitment to one’s current form of employment, there is evidence in entrepreneurship
literature indicating that unlike successful ones, those unsuccessful in self-employment
achieve more well-being when they transit into salaried-employment (Mattes, 2016). This
suggests that well-being, as may be reflected in satisfaction of BPNs according to SDT
(Ryan, 2009; Ryan et al., 2013) plays an influential role in committing to a particular form of
employment. Moreover, previous research shows that BPNs, particularly autonomy and
competence, mediate the relationship between engaging in entrepreneurial activities and
higher-level outcomes such as well-being (Nikolaev et al, 2019; Shir ef al, 2018). In this
direct, the present study investigates whether satisfaction of BPNs impact on the
commitment to the current form of employment; and whether such impact is different for
salary-employed and self-employed individuals. The paper also examines whether the
impact of BPNs on the commitment to the current form of employment varies among
countries of differing cultural and economic development contexts. The subsequent section
presents the theory and literature underpinning our assumptions.

Theory and hypotheses

Self-employment and entrepreneurship

Self-employment and entrepreneurship are concepts that overlap in meaning and tend to be
used interchangeably (Startiené ef al.,, 2010) in both popular and scholarly literature. While
some scholars have offered distinctions between the two concepts, it is still contentious
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whether entrepreneurs are self-employed or whether the self-employed are entrepreneurs.
Earlier literature suggested that all own account workers including beggars and thieves
were entrepreneurs, as they face the risk of economic uncertainty (Dana, 1996). Rona-Tas
and Sagi (2005) indicate that self-employment and entrepreneurship differ based on the
Weberian distinction between enterprise-centered and household-centered businesses.
Accordingly, self-employment involves engaging in business aimed at increasing household
income, while the distinguishing feature of entrepreneurship is innovations. This could be
starting a new company or bring new innovations within an existing company (Antoncic
and Hisrich, 2001, 2003). Patel and Thatcher (2014) bring in the income aspect as a line of
distinction between self-employment and entrepreneurship. In this perspective, both self-
employed and entrepreneurs derive residual income. Overall, it is suggested that all
entrepreneurs are self-employed while not all self-employed individuals are entrepreneurs
(Patel and Thatcher, 2014; Startiené ef al., 2010).

From the careers perspective, the term entrepreneurs have been applied to also refer to
individuals who are self-employed or business owners (Gorgievski and Stephan, 2016; Van
Praag and Versloot, 2008); hence, our choice to use the more general term of self-employment
and not the restrictive term of entrepreneurship. The term self-employment in the present
study is used to encompass different forms of employment as follows: traditional self-
employed, who take no or less risk or innovation: there are “Schumpeterian” innovators
whose major characteristic is innovation; there are social change agents who engage in
social entrepreneurship; reactive self-employment who go into entrepreneurial activities
because of negative economic situations; and opportunity seekers (cultural and personality
determined) who are driven by personal and culturally acquired values (Dana, 1995, 1996).

Self-determination theory and commitment

The direction for this study is developed on the foundations of SDT (Deci and Ryan, 1980;
Deci, 1973; Deci and Ryan, 2000). In over 40 years of its existence, the theory has particularly
offered important insights into what motivates and sustains human behavior, including in
work situations. Accordingly, human actions are caused by attitudes and goals that vary in
nature. Some aspirations are internally generated by inherent interest (intrinsic motivation),
while others are elicited by envisaged separable outcomes (extrinsic motivation) (Deci and
Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b). SDT presents self-motivation or autonomous
motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2008a, 2008b; Gagné and Deci, 2005) as most essential for active
engagement, involvement and persistence in activities; thus individuals seek work or
careers that are interesting and enjoyable to them (Deci and Ryan, 2000). This kind of
motivation comprises of intrinsic motivation, as well as some forms of extrinsic motivation
whereby an individual identifies with the value of an activity and integrates it into the sense
of self (Deci and Ryan, 2008a, 2008b). In such situations, the motivation for behavior is self-
determined and is only enhanced or undermined by social and environmental factors. SDT
posits that this is essential for psychological growth and well-being (Deci and Ryan, 2000,
1980).

SDT further posits that the inspiration for engaging in actions that are inherently
interesting or enjoyable to an individual is nourished by the desire to satisfy three BPNs,
namely, competence, autonomy and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Engagement in
activities inspired by self-motivation satisfies these BPNs (Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b), yet
conditions that facilitate satisfaction of these needs tend to enhance intrinsic motivation
(Deci and Ryan, 2000); thus, the likelihood of commitment to continue with the activity. It
has been noted that a high level of aspiration or desire elicits a high level of effort for
entrepreneurial activity (Hanifzadeh et al, 2018). These assumptions are supported by



empirical evidence from career and entrepreneurship research. For example, it is related to
persistence in post-school activities such as job search behavior and job search success
(Welters et al., 2014). In relation to self-employment, the satisfaction of BPNs enhances the
well-being of entrepreneurs compared to non-entrepreneurs (Nikolaev et al., 2019; Shir et al,
2018). When these needs are frustrated, the individuals will pursue extrinsic goals such as
monetary rewards. It is also known that individuals in self-employment, like their salary-
employed counterparts, seek outcomes beyond monetary benefits (Hamilton, 2000). A
discussion of the BPNs and their relationship to commitment in the context of employment
is presented in the subsequent sections of the literature review.

Career commitment

The term career commitment is used in this paper to denote commitment to the current form
of employment; that is committed to self-employment or salaried employment consistent
with Blau’s (1985, 1988) and Carson and Bedeian’s (1994) definition of career commitment as
a person’s attitude toward or the motivation to work in a chosen vocation. Congruent to SDT
assumptions about autonomous motivations, career commitment has been described to
involve the development of career goals, identification, involvement and engagement in a
chosen career (Colarelli and Bishop, 1990; Goulet and Singh, 2002). This kind of commitment
is somewhat different from the commitment to institutions (organizational commitment:
Meyer and Allen, 1991) or to a specific profession (professional commitment: Wallace, 1993).
It represents the commitment to long-term, self-generated career goals; and is behaviorally
displayed in the individual’s persistence in pursuing goals or a subjectively envisioned
career (Blau, 1988; Colarelli and Bishop, 1990).

The study examines the commitment of both salary-employed and self-employed to stay in
their current form of employment. However, most attention is given to the self-employed given
the challenges of pursuing this career path. Unlike in salaried positions, the self-employed have
a tough task of establishing the venture. The job gets even harder after the establishment
phase, to ensure that the venture is sustained and grows, yet competing with bigger and well-
established companies (Patel and Thatcher, 2014). Moreover, the risks of failure render self-
employment insecure (Blanchflower, 2000; Millan et al., 2013). In this direction, some forms of
self-employment are considered by some people as precarious work (Kottwitz et al, 2017).
These may make a commitment to stay in self-employment a difficult decision. However, in line
with SDT, autonomy is a major factor that pulls individuals to self-employment. The
opportunity to be one’s own boss, thus independence in work schedules, reporting and decision-
making (Blanchflower, 2000; Chu et al,, 2011; Croson and Minniti, 2012; Millan et al, 2013), as
well as recognition (Chu ef al, 2011) are an attraction for individuals to continue in self-
employment despite the challenges associated with this career path.

However, with the changing nature of labor markets and organizations, it is difficult to
conclude that salaried employment is more secure than self-employment. This is a global
challenge affecting both developed, emerging and less developed economies (Lewchuk,
2017) and is a major cause of turnover (Lebert and Voorpostel, 2016; Lee and Jeong, 2017). In
such circumstances, individuals would be less committed to staying in salaried employment.
However, extant research indicates differences in earnings in favor of salaried employees
(Binder and Coad, 2013; Hamilton, 2000), which would attract individuals to stay in salaried
employment. Nonetheless, it has been indicated that individuals are increasingly motivated
by non-monetary outcomes of work (Hall, 1996). Hence, in line with SDT, intrinsic
motivators such as autonomy in the workplace may make self-employed individuals more
committed to their present form of employment than those in salaried employment.
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HI. Self-employed individuals are more committed to their present form of employment
than those in salaried employment.

Basic psychological needs

SDT claims that BPNs are essential for understanding human behavior motivations (Deci
and Ryan, 2000). The expectations from engaging in particular activities are linked to the
desire to satisfy these needs. This is assumed to give strength to aspirations thus
influencing what people chose to do and why they do it (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Yet when
individuals chose goals related to BPNs, they tend to be autonomously motivated, which, in
turn, is associated with superior performance in tasks (Deci and Ryan, 2000). When
individuals evaluate certain activities as contributing to satisfying these needs, there will be
increased intentions to continue performing those activities. Studies in career-related
activities reveal, for example, that satisfaction of the needs for autonomy and relatedness are
associated with young people’s persistence or exit in sporting activities (Garcia Calvo et al.,
2010); while satisfaction of the need for competence is associated with learners’ persistence
in a science subject (Lavigne et al, 2007). In Patel and Thatcher’'s (2014) study, the
satisfaction of the needs for autonomy and environmental mastery (competence) predicted
persistence in self-employment.

Existing literature suggests that employment contributes to the satisfaction of BPNs in
different ways (Welters et al., 2014). However, research on work motivation has particularly
focused on autonomy, despite the suggestion that generally there is inadequate research on
this important motivator and outcome of self-employment (van Gelderen, 2016). Yet, the role
of competence and relatedness cannot be undervalued (Deci and Ryan, 2000). The
contemporary business and work forms that increasingly emphasize healthy working
relations and networking imply the importance of the need for relatedness in pursuing a
career or work goals. There is limited research on differences in the extent to which self-
employment and salary-employment facilitate the satisfaction of BPNs, with exception of
autonomy. Welters et al. (2014) mention that paid employment boosts the satisfaction of all
three needs. Is this a reason to commit to staying in salary-employment? Can the same be
said of self-employment? A review of the role of each of the needs is presented in the
following paragraphs.

Need for autonomy, in entrepreneurial research is the most emphasized psychological
outcome of self-employment. Generally, independence in the workplace is a basic condition
that all workers tend to strive for (Otto et al, 2013). When this need together with
competence and relatedness is satisfied, greater self-motivation will result (Gagné and Deci,
2005; Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b). Consequently, autonomy is an important driver of
entrepreneurial intention and behavior (Baluku et al., 2018d; Wang et al., 2012; Zgheib, 2018).
Many self-employed individuals either left regular employment or have never sought
salaried positions in pursuit of greater autonomy, even when self-employment involves
numerous hardships (Binder and Coad, 2013; Croson and Minniti, 2012; Benz and Frey,
2008). This is associated with procedural utility, which includes valuing both outcomes and
process by which outcomes are achieved and is obtained through self-determination and
independence offered by self-employment (Benz and Frey, 2008). This is in the direction of
viewing autonomy as a motivator; in line with the categorization of psychological well-being
components into motivational and social factors (Keyes et al., 2002).

Autonomy, as conceived in SDT, involves self-organization and self-regulation or
independence in pursuit of aspirations (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Lumpkin et al, 2009).
Changing work trends such as having to fulfill multiple career roles, are increasingly



demanding for self-reliance (van Gelderen, 2010); thus independence in the workplace is also
increasingly becoming an important goal (Croson and Minniti, 2012; Douglas and Shepherd,
2002). These studies reveal that independence is an important aspiration for many self-
employed individuals and one reason that the self-employed tend to have higher job
satisfaction than the salary-employed (Hundley, 2001; Lange, 2012; Schneck, 2014).
Although autonomy is not necessarily self-employment as its attainment requires the effort
of the self-employed individual (van Gelderen, 2016), it is an incentive for the self-employed
to remain in the entrepreneurial role (Stam et al, 2010). Moreover, autonomy further
enhances other well-being aspects, particularly competence (Deci and Ryan, 1987).
Autonomy does not only enhance intrinsic motivation for work roles but also, complimented
by competence, facilitates regulation and sustaining actions (Deci and Ryan, 2000). The self-
regulation or freedom of agency aspect of autonomy (Shir ef al,, 2018) is an important value
for the self-employed compared to individuals in salaried positions in organizations (Warr,
2018). Moreover, autonomy is useful resources when entrepreneurs are faced with hardships
as it facilitates entrepreneurs’ help-seeking behavior (Studdard and Munchus, 2009). This
contributes to building resilience that is important for persistence or commitment to
entrepreneurial activities. It is therefore hypothesized that:

H2a. Self-employed report higher levels of need for autonomy than the salary-employed.

H2b. The need for autonomy is positively related to commitment to the current form of
employment.

Competence: An important contributor to commitment in a given task or job is how well an
individual is performing in that task or job. Yet performance is largely a function of
competence (Bartram, 2005; Greguras and Diefendorff, 2009). As stated in the previous
subsection, competence and autonomy are linked to enhancement of intrinsic motivation or
self-determined extrinsic motivation (Deci et al,, 2001; Deci and Moller, 2005; Deci and Ryan,
2000), which are factors for sustained action (Deci and Ryan, 2000). In this direction, extant
literature shows that competence is essential for sustaining a venture (Rauch and Frese, 2007)
and success (Mary et al.,, 2015). Commitment to self-employment is also related to the need for
personal fulfillment (Kerr and Armstrong-Stassen, 2011), which may include a need for
personal growth and competence. However, the differences between salary-employed and
self-employed in regard to satisfaction of the need for competence may depend on several
factors including level of education and nature of work or business. In some professions, the
need for competence can be satisfied through engaging in profession-related self-employment
projects, a feature that is common among freelancers, for example. Self-employment offers
opportunities to engage in different activities involved in the business operation, which can
enhance the gratification of the need for competence. In general terms, the satisfaction of the
need for competence boosts career self-efficacy and job satisfaction (Ko, 2012), which, in turn,
can enhance the chances of commitment to one’s current form of employment.

H3a. Self-employed report a higher level of need for competence than the salary-
employed.

H3b. The need for competence is positively related to commitment to the current form of
employment.

Relatedness: Intrinsic motivation, which is the highest form of autonomous motivation, is
mostly associated with autonomy and competence needs (Deci et al, 2001; Gagné and Deci,
2005). However, the role of the need for relatedness in choice and commitment to career roles
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cannot be ignored. The need for relatedness is the desire to feel connected to others and is
satisfied when people experience close and intimate relations with others (Deci and Ryan, 2000).
The workplace provides individuals with opportunities for social contacts and networks
(Dendinger et al, 2005), hence, relevant to the satisfaction of the need for relatedness. The
contribution of work to satisfying the need for relatedness, however, may depend on the nature
of work; that is one’s job facilitates or limits interactions with others, including co-workers,
clients, friends and family. Regarding self-employment, previous empirical studies have
indicated that social support from family and friends is a factor in enabling some individuals to
2o into self-employment (Allen, 2000; Chay, 1993; Otto et al, 2019). In this direction, the need to
keep family social times or to keep the balance between family and work needs, some
individuals prefer to self-employment and also influences the type of business or company an
individual establishes (Hilbrecht and Lero, 2014; Joona, 2017; Schélin et al., 2016). The benefits
of being able to maintain family ties or work-family balance can be an incentive for some
individuals to remain in self-employment. A previous study has indicated that women, for
example, who run a small business and are part-time in self-employment spend less time at
work (Bogenhold and Klinglmair, 2015), hence are able to attend to their family and other social
needs. It has also been argued that entrepreneurship can provide opportunities for meaningful
relationships, for example, with clients and co-founders, which opportunities may be limited for
individuals in salaried positions (Shir ef al, 2018).

On the other hand, person-environment theory applications to vocational behavior
indicate that social interests are not congruent with entrepreneurial roles (Almeida et al.,
2014; Berings et al., 2004; Holland, 1997). Altruistic tendencies associated with relatedness
may be dangerous for business (Baluku et al., 2018c), hence the high need for relatedness can
harm success, consequently also bad for commitment to stay in self-employment. With
specific regards to satisfaction of need for relatedness, time demands and the nature of
business constrain the work—life/family balance of self-employed (Hagqvist et al., 2018;
Hilbrecht and Lero, 2014). Individuals in solo self-employment particularly tend to have
more time pressure given that they have to run all business errands alone, with no one to
delegate to. Consequently, the self-employed in such situations have limited time for family
and friends grossly impacting on their satisfaction of the need for relatedness.

Although some individuals are attracted to self-employment and remain self-employed
because they are able to satisfy their family and social needs because of the flexibility self-
employment offers, the salary-employed are likely to have higher gratification of the need
for relatedness. Welters ef al (2014) suggest that salaried employment enhances the
satisfaction of the need for relatedness through networking in the workplace. Increasingly,
organizations are emphasizing working in teams (Dulebohn and Hoch, 2017; Kozlowski and
Bell, 2012), which foster friendship, networking and social identity of employees (Fransen
et al, 2015; Venkataramani et al, 2016), contributing to the gratification of need for
relatedness. In this direction, we hypothesize that:

H4a. Self-employed will report lower levels of need for relatedness than the salary-
employed.

H4b. The need for relatedness is positively related to commitment to the current form of
employment.

Country differences and moderation hypotheses
Generally, commitment to one’s current form of employment is expected to be a function of
perceived contribution of present work to psychological functioning and well-being; which



is also dependent on if one’s employee facilitates the satisfaction of BPNs (Deci and Ryan,
2008b; Ryan, 2009). The authors further postulate that career commitment varies between
salary- and self-employed, hence the form of employment is a moderator of the impact of
satisfaction of BPNs on career commitment. This is based on Conen et al. (2016) finding that,
solo self-employment, for example, has a negative effect on the probability of entering
salaried employment, suggesting that they prefer to stay in self-employment.

This study uses a cross-national sample to test the stated hypotheses. Therefore, national
differences, which may be based on the development and cultural contexts, are considered in
the analyzes. Previous research has highlighted the characteristics of entrepreneurial
cultures (Hayton and Cacciotti, 2013; Krueger et al., 2013). Moreover, it is believed that the
benefits of self-employment and failure vary between developed and less developed
countries (Gindling and Newhouse, 2014; Valliere and Peterson, 2009). However, from the
assumptions of SDT, it appears that satisfaction of BPNs is a universal work outcome, that
everyone seeks. Extant research, for example, indicates that the role of autonomy in
motivating individuals into self-employment is similar across countries (Baluku et al., 2018d;
Wang et al., 2012) confirming it is universality as an important need in the workplace (Otto
et al.,, 2013). Therefore, no or marginal differences are expected in the way the BPNs affect
commitment to the current form of employment between more and less developed countries.
However, care should be exercised in generalizing this proposition, given the cross-cultural
differences in emphasis on values such as autonomy and social relations:

Hb5a. The effects of autonomy on commitment are moderated by the form of
employment and country such that the effects are higher among the self-employed
than salary-employed in Germany compared to Uganda and Kenya.

H5b. The effects of competence on commitment are moderated by the form of
employment and country such that the effects are higher among the self-employed
than salary-employed in Germany compared to Uganda and Kenya.

Hbc. The effects of relatedness are moderated by the form of employment and country
such that the effects are higher among the self-employed than salary-employed in
Uganda and Kenya compared to Germany.

Methods

The sample

The study used a sample of 869 young self-employed and salary-employed individuals from
three countries; Uganda, Kenya and Germany. The sample of self-employed in Uganda and
Kenya was recruited by approaching them at their workplaces in Kampala, Kisii and
Maseno cities. Similarly, the sample of salary-employed individuals was recruited from
various organizations in the three cities with the support of the human resources officers of
those organizations. For Uganda, a total of 409 participants responded fully to the survey
questionnaire. These included 150 self-employed (88 men, 70 women) and 251 salary-
employed (133 men, 118 women). The Kenyan sample comprised 285 individuals who fully
responded to the questionnaire; including 136 self-employed (62 men, 74 women) and 149
salary-employed (74 men, 75 women). To obtain the German self-employed sample, an
invitation for participation was posted on several social network groups for self-employed
people, including freelancers. This process resulted in 87 completed surveys (40 men, 47
women). The salary-employed sample was also obtained through online invitation resulting
in 88 completed surveys (29 men, 59 women).
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Table 1.

Descriptive statistics
and correlations of
variables

The average age of the study sample was 24.96 years (SD = 1.02). On the overall, the
sample was virtually equally distributed between men (49 per cent) and women (51 per cent).
Regarding the education levels, 54.3 per cent had obtained a university degree (bachelor and
diploma/master), 26.9 per cent had completed professional courses at diploma or certificate
level, 11.7 per cent had completed high school and only 7.0 per cent had completed a lower
level or no educational certificates.

Measures

Basic psychological needs

To measure the BPNs, we used the short form of Deci and Ryan BPNs scale (Samman, 2007).
The scale comprises seven items (three for autonomy, three for competence and one for
relatedness). All items are measured on a four-point scale from one (not at all true) to four
(completely true). For the present study, the autonomy and competence aspects were
assessed with two items each. The third item for each was dropped because they loaded
highly on another dimension of eudaemonic well-being, meaning in life (not report in this
paper). Sample items on each aspect read: “I feel like I can pretty much be myself in daily
situations” (autonomy); “most days I feel a sense of accomplishment from what I do”
(competence); and “T get along well with people I come into contact with” (relatedness).
Reliability was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, which ranged from 0.75 to
0.90 (Table I), thus considered adequate (Nunnally, 1978).

Commitment

To measure Commitment to the Current form of Employment, the career commitment scale
(Blau, 1988, 1985) was adopted. The seven-item scale measures an individual’s commitment
to his/her career field or occupation. Four of the items that fit the purpose of the current
study of measuring commitment to one’s current form of employment were used. A sample
item reads “self-employment is the ideal vocation for a life work” (for self-employed sample)
or “A salaried position is ideal for a life work” (for salary-employed sample). Cronbach’s
alpha test revealed a satisfactory coefficient of 0.84.

Analytical approach

To rule out the influence of multicollinearity on the findings, a multicollinearity check was
conducted by assessing the variance inflation factor values. These ranged from 1.08 to 1.75;
which are below the cutoff mark of 10 (Hair et al,, 2006). To test our hypotheses, we used
PROCESS macro version 2.16.3 Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (Hayes, 2013).
Model 3 was applied to test for the moderated moderation effects. A separate regression
model was run for each of the well-being aspects (i.e. each psychological need) including the
form of employment (Moderator 1) and country (Moderator 2). In addition, sample
bootstrapping at 5,000 and 95 per cent confidence interval was used as recommended by

Variables M [min, max] SD a A B C D
Autonomy 3.20(1,4] 0.71 0.75 1.00

Competence 3.21[1, 4] 0.68 0.76 .52 1.00

Relatedness 3.07(1,4] 0.81 - 0.15%%* (.24 1.00
Commitment 3.11[1,5] 1.04 0.84 0.15%#* 0.207%%%* 0.06 1.00

Note: *** p < 0.001




Hayes (2013). Confidence intervals (CIs) were used in the interpretation of the results. It has
been argued that Cis is superior as they promote meta-analytic reasoning, a more efficient
and informative way of describing effect sizes (Altman, 2005; Colegrave and Ruxton, 2003;
Thompson, 2007). However, the p-values have also been reported for purposes or robustness
checks. In regression models, we controlled for the effects of age, sex and level of education.
These are considered important personal characteristics that have been found to influence
work outcomes, especially in self-employment (Atherton ef al., 2018).

Results

Table I contains the correlation matrix and descriptive statistics. The correlation matrix
shows that BPNs, except the need for relatedness, were correlated to career commitment
(commitment to one’s current form of employment). To establish the differences between the
groups, a multivariate analysis of variance was conducted. Results (Table II) show that
German participants reported significantly higher levels of satisfaction of the need for
autonomy and career commitment than the Ugandan and Kenyan participants. Kenyan
participants reported significantly higher levels of satisfaction with the need for relatedness.
Although Ugandans had a higher mean on the need for competence, the differences were not
significant. In relation to differences between self- and salary-employed; the self-employed
had higher mean scores on career commitment (confirming H1), while the salary-employed
had higher mean scores on the satisfaction of the need for autonomy (H2a is not supported)
and competence (H3a is not supported). The self- and salary-employed did not differ
significantly on the satisfaction of the need for relatedness (H3a is not supported).

The regression models in Table III test for the effects of BPNs on career commitment. A
separate model for each BPN was performed. Additionally, each model also involved a three-
way moderation test for the interactive effects of these constructs with the form of
employment (Moderator 1) and country (Moderator 2) on career commitment. Across the
three models, control variables had differing effects on career commitment. The effects of
sex and level of education were consistently not significant. However, age was significant in
the models for autonomy (B = 0.09, CI = 0.01 to 0.17) and competence (B = 0.09, CI = 0.00 to
0.18). Similarly, our moderators had differing effects on commitment across the models. The
country had positive significant effects in all the models; indicating that the level of
commitment to the current form of employment was thus higher among German
participants when needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness are the independent
variables.

Model 1 tested for the effects of the need for autonomy and its interaction with the form
of employment and country on career commitment. As hypothesized (H2b), the need for
autonomy was positively related to career commitment (B = 0.29, CI = 0.16 to 0.41). There
was a significant effect of the need for autonomy and form of employment (B = —0.48, CI =
—0.74 to —0.22), but the interaction effect of need for autonomy and country, as well as the
three-way interaction effect, was not significant. However, probing of the moderation
revealed that there were significant interactive effects of need for autonomy and form of
employment for all three countries; Uganda (B = —0.42, CI = —0.80 to —0.05), Kenya (B =
—0.48, CI = —0.74 to —0.22) and Germany (B = —0.53, CI = —0.89 to —0.18). These indicate
that career commitment was higher for salary-employed at low levels of satisfaction of the
need for autonomy in all the countries. However, commitment is superior for the self-
employed at a high level of satisfaction of the need for autonomy. The effect is much higher
for the self-employed in German than those in Uganda and Kenya.

Model 2 regards the effects of need for competence and its interaction with the form of
employment and country on career commitment. The results of this model reveal that
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satisfaction of the need for competence was positively related to commitment to the present
form of employment (B = 0.36, CI = 0.23 to 0.31), hence H3b is supported. The interaction of
the need for competence with the form of employment also had a significant effect on career
commitment (B = —0.44, CI = —0.72 to —0.17), however the interaction with the country as
well the three-way interaction had non-significant effects. Probing of the three-way
moderation revealed that interactive effects of need for competence and form of employment
had similar, but significant effects on career commitment for all the countries (B = —0.44 for
Uganda, B = —0.44 for Kenya and B = —0.45 for Germany). Overall, Figure 2 shows that
career commitment is higher for self-employed than salary-employed at a high level of
satisfaction of the need for competence.

In line with H4b, results of Model 3 reveal that satisfaction of the need for relatedness
was positively related to career commitment (B = 0.19, CI = 0.05 to 0.34). The interaction of
the need for relatedness with the form of employment and the country had no significant
effects. Probing of these interactions, as can also be seen in Figure 3, reveal that relatedness
was significantly related to career commitment only for the self-employed in Uganda (B =
0.64, CI = 0.15 to 1.13) and Kenya (B = 0.35, CI = 0.04 to 0.66); but not for self-employed in
Germany and salary-employed in all three countries. However, the three-way interaction of
the need for relatedness, the form of employment and country was significant (B = 0.50, CI =
0.18t0 0.82).

With exception of the need for relatedness (Model 3), the results regression models
testing for effects of satisfaction of the BPNs on the commitment to present form of
employment reveal that the effects of BPNs on career commitment is higher among the self-
employed in all the countries. This implies that the effects of satisfaction of the need for
autonomy (Model 1) and competence (Model 2) on the commitment to self-employment or
salaried-employment were quite similar among three countries. Thus, H5a and H5b are
rejected. On the contrary, Hbc is accepted, confirming that the satisfaction of the need for
relatedness is more related to commitment to self-employment than to salaried employment
in Uganda and Kenya but not in Germany. The regression plots in Figures 1 and 2 show that
in the three countries, the effects of need for autonomy and need for competence,
respectively, are higher among the self-employed than the salary-employed at high levels of
autonomy and competence. Figure 3, on the other hand, shows that the effects of relatedness
on the commitment to self-employment are higher than salary-employed in Germany at all
levels of relatedness. However, the effects of relatedness on the commitment to the current
form of employment are higher among the self-employed in Uganda and Kenya only at high
levels of relatedness.

Discussion

The current study focuses on the impact of satisfaction of the BPNs on career commitment
(commitment to stay in self- or salaried employment). Committing to or persisting in self-
employment is largely lacking in extant literature (Patel and Thatcher, 2014). Yet these are
essential to success in self-employment given that expected outcomes tend to accrue in the
long run than in the short term. However, if employment helps to satisfy the BPNs even in
the short term, then individuals are more likely to commit to their current form of
employment. In line with the SDT (Deci and Ryan, 2015; Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan and
Deci, 2000a, 2000b; Ryan et al., 2013), H2a, H3a and H4a proposed that the self-employed
have higher satisfaction of the BPNs including autonomy, competence and related. However,
individuals in salaried employment reported higher levels of autonomy and competence. In
the direction of these results, previous findings indicate that the level of satisfaction of the
need for autonomy in self-employment is not automatic; there must be deliberate efforts to



4.007 Employment

. Self-employed
~~.Wage-employed

3.00] Germany

2.009
4.007

3.00 Kenya

Commitment
Aiunon

2.007

4.009

3.00] Uganda

2.007
I 1
—1.00 -0.50 0.00 0.0 1.00

Autonomy

achieve it and also dependent on whether one has employees or not (van Gelderen, 2016; Shir
et al, 2018). Country differences must be taken into consideration. Majority of the self-
employed participants were young and nascent business owners from Kenya and Uganda,
who depend on parents and significant others to make entry decisions and to fund the
business startup (Baluku et al.,, 2018d; Otto et al, 2019); which may have a negative impact
on the autonomy of the self-employed.

Regarding H1, the study reveals that self-employed individuals are less committed to
their current form of employment than their counterparts in salaried employment,
particularly for Kenya and Uganda. This is also in line with the finding that the self-
employed reported lower levels of autonomy and can be explained by the nature of
businesses the self-employed operate and the outcomes of these businesses. The study
sample particularly comprised of self-employed who own small businesses. Literature
suggests that such businesses are affected by a number of factors but importantly low
capital and profitability (Bjornlund et al., 2017; Tran et al., 2017). These can eventually lead
to intentions to quit the business, hence lowering commitment to staying in self-
employment. In addition, in the context of unemployment, some individuals go into self-
employment because it is the most available employment alternative. It is noted that
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Figure 2.
Three-way
interaction effect of
competence, the form
of employment and
country on career
commitment
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financial insecurity remains a challenge for such individuals especially if they are in solo
self-employment (Tammelin, 2019). For such individuals, salaried employment may remain
their preferred form of employment whenever there are opportunities, hence a lowered
commitment to self-employment as a career path.

Concerning H2b, H3b and H4b, the study findings indicate that satisfaction of the BPNs
is important for individuals’ commitment to their current form of employment. This applies
to both salaried and self-employment. Although individuals in salary-employment reported
higher satisfaction of the need for autonomy and competence, their effects on the
commitment to the current form of employment were higher for the self-employed.
Moreover, no country differences were observed in the effects of satisfaction of the need for
autonomy and the need for competence on the commitment to present form of employment
(interaction effects of autonomy/competence and country in Table III). Basing on SDT, when
the self-employment activities provide avenues for satisfying these needs, the motivation
increases, which, in turn, is a driver for commitment and persistence in self-employment
(Barba-Sanchez and Atienza-Sahuquillo, 2017). Concerning autonomy, it is a goal that both
self- and salary-employed individuals seek to achieve in the workplace (Croson and Minniti,
2012; Douglas and Shepherd, 2002). Achieving this goal motivates persistence in a given
behavior (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b). This link is particularly
emphasized in entrepreneurial activities (Patel and Thatcher, 2014; Stam et al., 2010); hence
satisfaction of the need for autonomy in self-employment facilitates the development of a
commitment to stay in this form of employment.
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The role of need for competence and the need for relatedness should not be neglected. While
gratification of the needs for competence is related to commitment to self-employment, its
effects on the commitment to salaried-employment were marginal. Previous research has
particularly posited that competence enhances motivation and sustained action (Deci et al.,
2001; Deci and Moller, 2005; Deci and Ryan, 2000). In relation to self-employment, it has been
found to be essential for sustaining a venture and achieving success Mary et al., 2015;
Rauch and Frese, 2007). In this direction, the findings of the present study reaffirm that the
self-employed who feel satisfied as regards to need for competence prefer to remain in self-
employment. This seems to be the case in at least the three countries included in our study
(H5D).

Regarding the need for relatedness (H4b), previous research largely suggests that it is not
fitting to entrepreneurial roles (Almeida et al, 2014; Baluku et al, 2016), except for its
relevance to building social capital (Baron and Markman, 2003). Conversely, the present
study demonstrates that satisfaction of this need is particularly important for commitment
to self-employment. It has been argued that the autonomy involved in self-employment or
entrepreneurship allows individuals to the opportunity to organize their social networks and
interactions in a manner they choose to, and hence, more likely to maintain those social
relations (Shir et al., 2018). For example, some individuals go into self-employment seeking
flexibility in work hours to enable them to meet family responsibilities, which translates into
strengthening family social relations. Hence, there are several avenues for satisfying the
need for relatedness and consequently the desire to continue in self-employment.
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Figure 3.
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The cross-country analysis indicates that the effects of BPNs on career commitment are
relatively consistent across the three countries. Thus, the country context seems to have
minimal effects on the relationship between satisfaction of need for autonomy and
commitment to present form of employment (H5a) and the relationship between satisfaction
of the need for competence and commitment to present form of employment (H5b). On the
contrary, significant country differences in the effects of satisfaction of the need for
relatedness on the commitment to the present form of employment (H5¢). The commitment
to the current form of employment among the self-employed seems to be lower at low levels
of relatedness, but higher than for salary-employed at high levels of relatedness. On the
other hand, for Germany, the self-employed reported higher commitment to their current
form of employment than those in salaried positions, regardless of the level of relatedness.

Generally, the level of commitment varied marginally with the level of need for
relatedness. In the authors’ view, this could be the effect of cultural differences. Given the
collectivistic nature of East African countries (Ma and Schoeneman, 1997), relatedness could
be an important need at the workplace, that could determine whether individuals develop
commitment toward their employment or seek for opportunities in another form of
employment. The results show that this is true specifically for individuals in self-
employment, whose commitment to their roles as self-employed were low when their level of
need for relatedness was low. The trend for Germany is quite different as follows: Germany
is more individualistic (Fernandez et al., 1997); whereby interpersonal relations are generally
loose — consequently, relatedness could have a minor effect on the commitment to one’s
current form of employment. In addition, Germany scores high on risk aversion and
ambiguity intolerance. Therefore, many individuals are less willing to trade the security
salaried employment offers to switch to self-employment, which is in cases considered
precarious employment. On the overall, previous research shows that the self-employed
experience less relatedness than those in salaried employment. The fact that the majority of
the sample were from Kenya and Uganda, which are collectivistic in nature where
relatedness is important (Baluku ef al,, 2018a; Baluku ef al., 2018b) explains why we found
that the self-employed were less committed to their current form of employment.

Conclusions

In contrast to salaried employment, the benefits of self-employment to individuals and the
economy occur in the long rather than the short term. Therefore, the willingness to stay in
self-employment is critical. This also represents the readiness to persist in self-employment.
The study extends the application of SDT to explaining commitment to stay in self-
employment in comparison to the commitment of salary-employment individuals to stay in
this form of employment. Based on this theory, the study examined whether the level of
satisfaction of BPNs might increase commitment to one’s present form of employment. In
support of the assumption of this theory, the study findings have demonstrated that BPNs
are important to work outcomes that consequently arouse the willingness to stay in one’s
current form of employment. The effect is particularly higher for the self-employed such that
the higher the level of fulfillment, the higher the intention to remain in self-employment.
Moreover, there seem to be only marginal variations among countries, which demonstrate
the importance and generalizability of these factors across different contexts.

Implications for theory, policy and practice

The findings regarding commitment to one’s current form of employment have implications
for research, the self-employed, entrepreneurship intervention initiatives and employers who
seek to retain their entrepreneurial employees. Entrepreneurial research has so far



emphasized factors for entry, success, failure and exit. However, Patel and Thatcher (2014)
observe that there is a limited focus on factors for persistence. This study contributes to
building a body of knowledge on persistence and commitment to entrepreneurial roles. It is
hoped that this contribution can motivate more research in this field.

The study has highlighted that the real benefits of self-employment to individuals and
the economy are less likely to be realized at the initial stages of the venture. Unlike the old
age individuals who enter self-employment after retirement, many young self-employed
individuals, especially in developing countries, may be tempted to seek opportunities in
salaried, regardless of whether their entry into self-employment particularly if they became
self-employed as a result of failing to get job opportunities. Our study highlights that
beyond the economic benefits of self-employment, the satisfaction of BPNs is essential in
sustaining individuals in self-employment. This has implications for the self-employed and
entrepreneurship promotion initiatives. Entrepreneurship promotion and support
interventions for young and nascent entrepreneurs should focus on the mindset and
realization of subjective or psychological outcomes in the short-term to boost the likelihood
of persistence in self-employment.

Concerning employers, Hsu ef al (2017) have already emphasized the need for
organizations to establish structures that are attractive to entrepreneurs that would
motivate them to stay in the organization. This study highlights the importance of
satisfaction of BPNs to career commitment among enterprising individuals. An individual
would have a higher intention to leave the company to start his/her own venture if the job is
not facilitating the satisfaction of BPNs. This knowledge is important to employers who
seek to retain their enterprising employers; to understand what motivates them and how
they can enhance their commitment.

Limitations and directions for future research
There are a number of limitations with respect to this study. First, the study examines
career commitment (commitment to self- or salaried employment) among young people
(average age is approximately 25years) in Germany and East African countries (Uganda
and Kenya). However, it is possible that the differences in economic contexts make
comparisons between the two regions less effective. Germany is among the most developed
countries with low unemployment rates (Hoffmann and Lemieux, 2016); hence, self-
employment among young people is rather voluntary. On the other hand, East Africa has
very high youth unemployment rates (Chigunta, 2017); hence, self-employment in this
context is rather involuntary. Also, there are differences in startup resources and income
from self-employment (Gindling and Newhouse, 2014). Beyond the cultural differences
between these regions, these economic factors could have significant effects on the
commitment to self-employment or the intentions of salary-employed individuals to switch
to self-employment. Future research should investigate the impact of these factors;
particularly the effect of voluntary versus involuntary entry into self-employment on
persistence. Moreover, future research should take into consideration the effects of economic
factors such as company size and earnings on the commitment to stay in self-employment.

The second limitation regards the measurement for the need for relatedness construct. A
single-item measure was adopted. This presents a challenge to the possibility of inadequate
psychometric properties of the measure (Miller ef al., 2009). Future research measuring
relatedness could address this challenge by adopting long versions of measures.

Thirdly, the study is further limited by the use of cross-sectional survey data. While the
data has strengths combining cross-national with multi-group samples, the measurement
was only conducted once. Therefore, we could not measure how satisfaction of BPNs and
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career commitment co-vary with time and changing circumstances. Future research could
benefit from longitudinal or experimental approaches; where the changes in scores on these
constructs can be observed with changes in circumstances. This can also facilitate the
measurement of whether these predictors are related to success in or exit from the current
form of employment.

Finally, future research could consider more factors that might influence commitment to,
especially self-employment. Factors such as size and source of start-up capital, time spent in
self-employment, nature and size of the venture are likely to influence outcomes and
consequently affect persistence. The present study only considered country differences and
forms of employment as possible moderators. The authors believe that this initial effort
provides a good basis for future investigations of more moderating factors.
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