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What is SDT? 

Why does anyone do anything? 

Self-Determination Theory is a framework for 
motivation and personality. It postulates that socio-
cultural factors support or destabilize people’s sense 
of volition and initiative, as well as their mental 
health and quality of work1. 

In general, one must experience the following 
“universal needs” to be engaged and 
intrinsically motivated2: 

1. Autonomy – Perception of choice 
2. Competence – Compliments, challenge, etc. 
3. Relatedness – Empathy, feedback, etc. 

A person should feel that the cause of their behavior 
(Locus of Causality) is internal, not external or 
impersonal.  

 Reproduced from Ryan & Deci, Self-Determination Theory 
and the Facilitation of Intrinsic Motivation, Social 
Development, and Well-Being, 2000 

In the workplace. 

Self-Determination Theory can be applied to many 
facets of the workplace, including job design, 
corporate culture, and managerial communication.  

On the reverse of this sheet is a worksheet of 
situations, descriptions/examples for integrating SDT, 
and the need targeted by the discussion point. This 
methodology was developed in the medical field and 
support an improvement in patient compliance with 
directions and perceived outcomes3.  

My research presumes that further implementation of 
SDT strategies in the workplace would improve job 
satisfaction, quality of work, and mental health. 
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Strategy Description/Example Main Basic 
Psychological 

Need(s) Targeted 
Asking:   
Using open-ended questions “Tell me”/“What”/“How” are useful terms when asking questions as they allow the 

employee to elaborate on his or her story. Example: “What kind of things are you doing 
to meet the deadline at the moment?” 

Relatedness 

Using single questions Avoid asking multiple questions at one time. Instead, ask one question and wait for a 
response before asking a second question. 

Relatedness 

Staying silent Allow the employee to complete sentences and finish speaking before following up with 
further questions. 

Relatedness 

Paraphrasing After listening to the employee, summarize your perception of the main points. 
Examples: “So what I am hearing is that.” or “It sounds like .” 

Relatedness 

Empathizing Show the employee that you understood the emotions that went along with the issue 
being discussed. Examples: “I can see this upset you” or “That must be very frustrating.” 

Relatedness 

Gauging employee readiness 
to accept advice 

Ask the employee whether he or she is ready to consider advice regarding activities 
outside the clinic. Example: “There are a number of things you can do that could help. 
Would you like to hear a few suggestions?” 

Autonomy 

Advising:   
Catering to different learning 
preferences 

Use a selection of methods (aural, visual, etc.) to educate the employee (during 
discussion and take-away materials); these methods cater to multiple learning 
preferences. 

Competence 

Closing the loop Ask employees to paraphrase/demonstrate information that had been provided. Provide 
corrective feedback as required, and retest understanding. Example: “To be sure that I 
was clear could you please tell me, in your own words, your understanding of the...” 

Competence 

Providing a rationale Explain to the employee the rationale behind your advice. Example: “As we discussed 
earlier, your project needs support from finance department. So, if you can do these 
invoices you can really provide your team with extra support…” or “Research shows that 
using tasking tools, such as Kanban, is a great way to...” 

Autonomy 

Providing opportunities for 
employee input or choice 

Ask the employee to provide input or make choices when providing advice. Example: 
“Getting some mental clarity like going for a walk, making a list, or meditating is really 
good for your work focus. Is there a type of mentally clarifying exercise that you prefer?” 

Autonomy 

Using autonomy-supportive 
phrases instead of controlling 
language 

Support and encourage the employee to accept personal responsibility for his or her 
work. Avoid coercion or guilt-inducing phrases. Examples: “Here are some things that will 
help you overcome .” or “If you complete these smaller tasks then you’ll clear up your to-
do list and it will be less likely that you feel overwhelmed” instead of “Do this for me” or 
“You have to .” or “You must.” 

Competence & 
Autonomy 

Agreeing:   
Using SMART goal setting  Agreed on goals that are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Recorded, and Time-based 

(SMART). Example: “Earlier you mentioned that you are finding reviewing specs hard for 
long periods. For this week we could set a target of 15 minutes of reviewing per day, 
how many days do you think you could achieve that target in the next week?”  

Competence  

Ensuring active employee 
participation in goal setting  

Ask the employee for his or her opinions/comments during goal setting. Take into 
account employee’s subjective history (e.g., family/work commitments). Example: “What 
time of day would suit you best for these weekly meetings?”  

Autonomy & 
Competence  

Assisting:   
Identifying barriers and 
obstacles 

Discuss at least 1 likely barrier to following treatment advice. Example: “Is there 
anything you can think of that might stop you from accomplishing your sales goal?” 

Competence & 
Autonomy 

Identifying solutions and 
obstacles 

Brainstorm with the employee ways to overcome this barrier (e.g., “identifying enablers” 
and “cognitive restructuring”). Examples: “Multi-disciplinary collaboration can be a fun 
and productive activity that doesn’t seem like hard work. How would you feel about 
ideating with a person from a different department?” and suggest changing thoughts 
from “I am too awkward to ask accounting a question” to “If I take it nice and easy, 
relax, and make it fun, I will be able to problem solve with people I do not know well.” 

Competence & 
Autonomy 

Arranging:   
Providing a development diary Provide the employee with a development diary to help him or her keep track of their 

individual development plan (e.g., meet deadlines, call clients rather than email, etc.). 
Competence & 
Autonomy 

Following-up Suggest a specific follow-up discussion, provide guidance regarding when a discussion 
should be arranged (e.g., no more than 1wk later), or inform the employee that no 
follow-up discussion is needed. 

Relatedness & 
Competence 

Offering contact Invite the employee to contact you in the event of difficulties or questions. Relatedness & 
Competence 
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