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Sommario
Questo articolo mira a fornire una panoramica della ricerca attuale sulla teoria dell’empowerment psicologico 
nell’ambito della Psicologia del Lavoro e delle Organizzazioni. Nello specifico, viene presentata una rassegna 
della letteratura sulla teoria dell’empowerment di Spreitzer (1995), discutendo i diversi risultati ottenuti nelle 
più recenti meta-analisi sull’empowerment ed esplorando i fattori di moderazione che intervengono nella 
relazione tra l’empowerment psicologico e i suoi antecedenti e outcome. Vengono identificate anche possibili 
future prospettive di ricerca sull’empowerment e sui fattori correlati. La review della letteratura rivela che 
l’empowerment psicologico è un importante fattore motivazionale che funge da predittore di fattori legati 
agli atteggiamenti e risultati organizzativi. Studi recenti hanno evidenziato che alcuni fattori individuali, sociali 
e organizzativi precedono una maggiore empowerment dei lavoratori; a sua volta, la percezione soggettiva 
dell’empowerment psicologico porta a un miglioramento sia dei risultati che dei fattori affettivi e relativi agli 
atteggiamenti nei membri dell’organizzazione. Inoltre, è stato riscontrato che altri fattori, come la professione 
o l’origine culturale dei partecipanti, influiscono sui punteggi dell’empowerment psicologico. Di conseguenza, 
i manager nelle organizzazioni devono considerare tutte le variabili coinvolte nel processo di empowering dei 
lavoratori, poiché ciascuna può influire sul modo in cui un lavoratore può essere reso empowered.
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Abstract
This paper aims to provide an overview of current research into Psychological Empowerment Theory with-
in the field of Work and Organizational Psychology. Specifically, we present here a review of literature on 
Spreitzer’s empowerment theory (1995), discussing the different results obtained in the most recent meta-
analyses on empowerment and exploring the moderating factors that intervene in the relationship between 
psychological empowerment and its antecedents and consequents. We also identify possible future avenues 
of research into empowerment and its related factors. The literature review reveals that psychological em-
powerment is an important motivational factor that acts as a predictor of attitudinal factors and organiza-
tional outcomes. Recent studies have found that certain individual, social and organizational factors precede 
greater worker empowerment; and in turn, the subjective perception of psychological empowerment leads 
to an improvement in both outcomes and affective and attitudinal factors among members of the organi-
zation. Moreover, other factors, such as the profession or cultural origin of the participants in the studies, 
have been found to affect psychological empowerment scores. Consequently, organizational managers must 
consider all the variables involved in the process of empowering workers, since each may impact the way in 
which a worker can be empowered.
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Introduction

Over the last thirty years, the term «empowerment» has been used in dif-
ferent disciplines, including counseling (McWhirter, 1991). Indeed, it has often 
been used «to describe the goal of counseling or the end result of other helping 
relationships» (McWhirter, 1998, p. 12). According to McWhirter (1991), the use 
of this concept in counseling Psychology is related to its own meaning, which 
implies processes of growth and change. In this sense, empowerment is defined 
as the process by which people, organizations or groups that are powerless or 
marginalized: a) become aware of the power dynamics that operate in their life 
context; b) develop the skills and ability to obtain some control over their lives; 
c) exercise said control; d) without infringing the rights of others; e) coinciding 
with support for the empowerment of others in their community.

In the field of work and organizational psychology, the term «empowerment» 
was coined by Kanter in 1977. Kanter believed that socio-structural empowerment 
improved the quality and service of an organization and resulted in increased 
flexibility in worker behaviours. According to this theoretical perspective, em-
powered workers have more information about the organization and more control 
over resources, resulting in better organizational outcomes. According to Kanter, 
these structures and practices are indicators of empowerment, although other 
authors have identified these same elements as antecedents of empowerment, 
rather than components of it (Seibert et al., 2004).

Thus, the first empowerment theory did not focus solely on organizations. 
Indeed, authors such as Rappaport (1984) and Zimmerman (2000) see this con-
cept as a key mechanism of community psychology, the process by which people, 
organizations and communities gain greater control over their own lives (Rap-
paport, 1984). According to Zimmerman (2000), empowerment is a multi-level 
structure that can be analysed in terms of the individual, the organization or the 
community. Moreover, empowerment can be understood as both a process and 
an outcome. From this perspective, psychological empowerment refers to the 
individual level of analysis.

The concept of psychological empowerment was first developed by Conger 
and Kanungo (1988) as a means of differentiating between empowerment based 
on management and social impact literature and that based on psychology. 
According to these authors, empowerment is a relational structure in manage-
ment practice. It characterizes the process by which a leader shares power with 
their subordinates in dynamic relationships. They also suggest understanding 
empowerment as a motivational construct, as a process for intensifying feelings 
of self-efficacy among members of an organization. They therefore distinguish 
between two different meanings of empowerment: in management terms, as 
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an effort to delegate or share power, and in psychological terms, as a means of 
motivating by enhancing personal efficacy.

Thomas and Velthouse (1990) developed a model which viewed empowerment 
as a motivational factor linked to intrinsic task motivation and comprising a set 
of four cognitive components: impact, competence, meaning and choice or self-
determination. Impact refers to the way in which a behaviour can obtain positive 
results, standing out from the rest. It is a way to obtain excellence in a specific 
activity. Competence refers to the degree of skill that an individual exhibits in a 
required task and is consistent with the structure proposed by Bandura (1977), 
called self-efficacy (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). Meaning is the value a worker 
assigns to a goal based on their own standards, and represents the mental energy 
devoted to a task. Finally, self-determination is the perception of having a choice 
regarding one’s actions and involves causal responsibility.

Psychological empowerment was further conceptualized by Spreitzer (1995 
a), who focused on the workplace, building on previously published research by 
Thomas and Velthouse (1990).

Spreitzer developed a questionnaire encompassing the four dimensions out-
lined above, corresponding to the intrapersonal component defined by Zimmer-
man (1995), arguing that psychological empowerment is a motivational construct 
that reflects a person’s positive orientation and self-perception of their ability 
to shape their job role (Spreitzer, 1995b). She also posits that each of the four 
dimensions proposed for assessing psychological empowerment contributes to 
building global empowerment. However, while the lack of any one dimension 
may weaken empowerment, it will not eliminate it entirely.

In light of the above, psychological empowerment may be considered a pow-
erful tool in the field of counseling. All definitions converge in stating that an 
empowered worker takes advantage of the resources provided by the organization 
to achieve control and develop the skills and abilities required to perform tasks 
with high intrinsic motivation. According to McWhirter (1991), the concept of 
empowerment in counseling encompasses individual growth in skills, awareness 
of how power dynamics are performed in the context of one’s life, development 
of a sense of identity with similar others, social and community participation, 
and support for the empowerment of others.

Consequently, in this paper we aim to provide an overview of current re-
search into Psychological Empowerment Theory within the field of Work and 
Organizational Psychology. We review the extant literature on the theory of psy-
chological empowerment, discussing the different results obtained in the most 
recent meta-analyses. We also analyse the moderating factors that intervene 
in the relationship between psychological empowerment and its antecedents 
and consequences.
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Antecedents of Empowerment

Spreitzer (1995a) was the first author to develop a comprehensive model of 
intrapersonal empowerment in the workplace. This model posits that empow-
erment mediates the relationship between the socio-structural context and 
behavioural outcomes. The socio-structural context is operationalized as role 
ambiguity, sociopolitical support, access to strategic information and resources, 
and work unit culture. Other personal or characteristic personality factors have 
also been found to influence perceptions of empowerment and may generate 
greater intrinsic motivation (Spreitzer, 1995b). Seibert et al. (2011) conducted a 
meta-analysis encompassing a wide range of theoretical, socio-structural, psy-
chological, and team empowerment perspectives. Antecedents of psychological 
empowerment were divided into contextual antecedents and individual charac-
teristics. Maynard et al. (2012) also conducted a meta-analysis focused specifi-
cally on team empowerment. These authors used the team empowerment model 
proposed by Kirkman and Rosen (1999), which in turn was based on Spreitzer’s 
theory (1995b) and espoused a similar vision of empowerment. Maynard et al. 
(2012) argued that «the psychological state of team empowerment is a product 
of situational and contextual factors, in addition to the required (but not suf-
ficient) condition of structural empowerment». The contextual antecedents 
proposed by Maynard were organizational support, external managerial support, 
team competencies and structural empowerment. Based on the above, we have 
identified two categories of factors associated with the antecedents of psychologi-
cal empowerment: 1) psychosocial and organizational factors, and 2) individual 
worker characteristics.

Psychosocial and organizational factors

Structural empowerment practices

According to Maynard et al. (2012), the most proximal antecedent to team 
psychological empowerment is structural empowerment. These authors (2012) 
argue that structural empowerment should be considered an isolated antecedent 
factor, whereas Seibert et al. (2011) also include high performance management 
practices in this category. Factors included in this group refer to management 
practices designed to provide employees with more resources and information, 
greater access to opportunities and more support in general and for innovation 
and organizational learning. In this category, managers provide workers with op-
portunities in relation to the different variables mentioned. Interventions that 
increase structural empowerment or high-performance managerial practices 
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result in greater worker motivation and psychological empowerment (Seibert 
et al., 2011; Laschinger et al., 2001).

Leadership

Leadership factors include all those practices or forms of leadership that aim 
to motivate workers and empower them psychologically. According to Davies et 
al. (2011), the quality of the relationship between the leader and their followers 
(leader-member exchange) determines how workers respond to their work en-
vironment. Seibert et al. (2011) argue that positive forms of leadership increase 
employees’ perceptions of psychological empowerment. Maynard et al. (2012) 
include leadership in a factor called external managerial support, which also 
encompasses the empowering characteristics of leaders (for example, leader 
consideration, leader team orientation, experience, capability, credibility, crea-
tivity and confidence).

Social support and trust in the organization

This category includes sociopolitical support, support from the organization, 
incentives or income, and trust in the organization. It refers to an individual’s 
perception of actual rewards, trust and support, beyond the opportunity to 
acquire certain elements. According to Spreitzer (1995b), personal incentives 
enhance empowerment by recognizing and strengthening individual capabili-
ties and providing individuals with the motivation to influence the decision-
making process at work. Spreitzer (1996) argues that certain management 
practices that may increase sociopolitical support encourage people to trust 
each other, which in turn increases empowerment. Seibert et al. (2011) called 
this category sociopolitical support, whereas Maynard et al. (2012) refer to it 
as organizational support. 

However, these authors include rewards in different categories: Seibert et al. 
(2011) in high-performance managerial practices, and Maynard et al. (2012) in 
the present category. 

Work role and work content

This category includes variables that explain job characteristics and role clar-
ity. A job role includes a set of tasks that an individual is expected to perform. 
When roles are unclear and tasks are not clearly defined, employees cannot at-
tain psychological empowerment. Moreover, high-stress jobs characterized by 
high demands and low control are associated with lower levels of psychological 
empowerment among workers (Laschinger et al., 2001).
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Individual worker characteristics

Seibert et al. (2011) included two factors in this category: positive self-evalu-
ation traits and human capital and gender, hypothesizing that those with higher 
positive self-evaluations would report feeling more psychologically empowered 
and that other individual characteristics would also correlate positively with 
empowerment since they reflect the individual’s productive capabilities. Maynard 
et al. (2012) created a category called team competencies in which they included 
not only members’ knowledge, skills, and abilities, but also their tenure within the 
organization and within their team. This category therefore includes individual 
characteristics such as organizational rank, organizational tenure, education level 
and personality factors (locus of control, attributional style, self-control, etc.).

Consequence of Empowerment

Three categories of consequents can be identified: workers’ attitudinal re-
sponses, workers’ affective responses, and actions or behaviours resulting from 
empowerment. Seibert et al. (2011) focused on attitudinal and behavioural 
consequences and Maynard et al. (2012) on performance variables and affective 
reactions.

Workers’ attitudinal responses

Allport (1935) defined attitudes as a state of mental readiness, organized 
through experience, that directly affects one’s behaviour. This tendency to act 
in a certain way is thought to be directly influenced by motivational variables. 
We include organizational commitment and turnover intention in this category, 
with higher levels of psychological empowerment being associated with greater 
organizational commitment (Ahmad & Oranye, 2010), and lower turnover inten-
tion (Islam et al., 2016).

Workers’ affective responses

This category includes variables linked to emotional reactions stemming from 
high psychological empowerment at work, such as low job strain, high intrinsic 
motivation, and high job satisfaction. Laschinger et al. (2001) suggested that 
greater psychological empowerment strongly influenced both the degree of oc-
cupational strain felt by workers and their job satisfaction.

Thomas and Velthouse (1990) argued that the four components of empower-
ment are a proximal cause of intrinsic task motivation and satisfaction.
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Worker actions/behaviours

Three categories of worker actions and behaviours can be identified: inno-
vation behaviour, work performance and organizational citizenship behaviour. 
Empowerment mediates the relationship between socio-structural antecedents 
and innovative behaviour (Spreitzer, 1995a). People who perceive themselves as 
competent are more likely to be innovative because they feel less constrained in 
terms of rules-based work (Amabile, 1988). Furthermore, empowerment encour-
ages team members to contribute to common activities in different ways (Spreitzer 
et al., 1999). Consequently, more empowered individuals are expected to perform 
better and engage in more organizational citizenship behaviour (Spreitzer, 2008).

Moderating Factors involved in employee empowerment and implications 
for counseling

Seibert et al. (2011) found strong positive effects of psychological empower-
ment across different industries, occupations, and culturally distinct geographic 
regions, suggesting that the benefits of empowerment extend across a wide range 
of contexts. For their part, Maynard et al. (2012) studied the type of team, the 
type of measurement or instrument used, and the team size, but with limited 
success. In this regard, more research is required that focuses on the moderat-
ing variables of empowerment, including certain understudied factors, such as 
age and gender. It is important for organizational managers to consider all the 
variables involved in the process of empowering workers, since each may impact 
the way in which a worker can be empowered.

Our review of the literature found few studies linking counseling psychology 
and psychological empowerment. Grützmacher and Schermuly (2021) have sug-
gested that an empowering counseling style may be positively associated with 
psychological empowerment during the job search process, and it is also likely 
that empowering people would help create a motivating workplace. Consequently, 
counseling psychologists must be able to empower workers, using mechanisms 
present in their work context, striving to enhance workers’ individual character-
istics and implementing training programmes designed to reinforce motivation 
and empowerment.

Conclusions

«Empowerment» is often used to describe the objective of counseling 
(McWhirter, 1998). Psychological empowerment is a motivational construct that 
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reflects a person’s positive orientation and self-perception of their ability to shape 
their job role (Spreitzer, 1995b). After reviewing the literature, we have found that 
the subjective perception of psychological empowerment leads to an improve-
ment in both outcomes and affective and attitudinal factors among members of 
the organization. Therefore, psychological empowerment may be considered a 
powerful tool in the field of counseling. Counselors are committed to the growth 
and development of the clients they serve. For this reason, empowering workers 
is associated with positive human growth and change processes (McWhirter, 
1991). An empowered worker takes advantage of the resources provided by the 
organization to achieve control and develop the skills required to perform tasks 
with high intrinsic motivation. Counseling psychologists should focus their 
actions on empowering workers. In addition, organizations should implement 
programmes focused on the education and training of counseling psychologists 
to achieve worker empowerment.
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