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Abstract

Our study focused on the role of inclusive environ-

ments characterized by the support that supervisors

provide to individuals with intellectual disability work-

ing in sheltered workshops. We propose that autonomy

support is positively related to the satisfaction of indi-

viduals with intellectual disability with their autonomy

in this organizational context. Satisfaction, in turn, is

expected to be positively related to well-being. A total

of 394 individuals with intellectual disability working

in 59 sheltered workshops located in Spain participated

in the study. The research team used a pictorial ques-

tionnaire designed in cooperation with experts on mea-

sures for individuals with intellectual disability and

tested in a pilot study. Using a cross-lagged design, par-

ticipants answered the questionnaire by reporting how

much support they received from non-disabled supervi-

sors, their satisfaction with their level of autonomy,

and their general well-being (T1). Four weeks after T1,

they reported their satisfaction (T2), and 8 weeks after

T1, they reported their well-being (T3). Using structural

equation modeling methods with robust maximum

likelihood estimation via Mplus, our results confirmed
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the mediation of satisfaction, not only in T1 but also

over time. This study contributes to the knowledge

about how supportive organizational environments

help individuals with intellectual disability.

KEYWORD S
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being

INTRODUCTION

Meta-analyses (Maulik et al., 2011; McKenzie et al., 2016) reported that 1% of the world popula-
tion has an intellectual disability (about 78 million people). The intellectual disability originates
during the developmental period (before the age of 22) and “is characterized by significant limi-
tations in intellectual functioning and adaptive behavior as expressed in conceptual, social, and
practical adaptive skills” (Schalock et al., 2021, p. 439). Under the umbrella of intellectual dis-
ability, there are different types of limitations and groups (e.g., Down's syndrome) that vary
according to their greater or lesser need for support. Understanding and responding to the
hopes and concerns of persons with intellectual disability has become a challenge for policy
makers, practitioners, and scholars. The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(United Nations, 2006) is an illustrative example. This initiative defends dignity as something
inherent to persons with disabilities (including those with intellectual disability), and it empha-
sizes their inalienable rights as human beings. According to this convention, one of the crucial
areas where these rights are fulfilled is in their independence, autonomy, and freedom to make
decisions. Therefore, autonomy—defined as the degree to which persons with intellectual dis-
ability govern their own lives (Björnsd�ottir et al., 2015)—is a key element, describing a univer-
sal human need. Although there may be individuals and groups that do not think it is
necessary for people with intellectual disabilities to have autonomy in their lives, empirical
findings indicate that it is possible to facilitate autonomy and produce important benefits. In
fact, previous research showed that the facilitation of autonomous and self-determined behav-
iors in persons with intellectual disability is positively related to their quality of life (Lachapelle
et al., 2005), employability (Shogren et al., 2015), independent living (Palmer &
Wehmeyer, 2003), and academic progress (Webster et al., 2017).

Most of these investigations were related to experiences in academic contexts. However, the
interest in supportive environments for persons with disability goes further and includes other
relevant contexts such as the workplace. Organizational psychologists are increasingly interested
in the investigation (and practice) of relevant factors and mechanisms that facilitate or hinder
the adequate participation of persons with disability in the labor market, as well as how to
enhance their contributions in the workplace. Examples are the barriers and enablers of employ-
ment (Vornholt et al., 2018), inclusive climate and behavior (Nelissen et al., 2017), labor integra-
tion (Medina & Gamero, 2017; Munduate et al., 2014), redesigning work for inclusive
organizations (Zijlstra et al., 2017), selection and accommodation (Colella & Bruyère, 2011), and
work teams oriented toward social inclusion (Bruyère & Martínez-Tur, 2019), among others.

Despite these efforts and their meaningful contributions to knowledge and practice, there is
still a lack of empirical research that examines the workplace autonomy—defined as the degree
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to which workers can structure and control how and when they do their job tasks (Hackman &
Oldham, 1976; Spector, 1986)—of persons with intellectual disability. With this in mind, the
objective of this study is to analyze the extent to which autonomy support from non-
intellectually disabled supervisors promotes the well-being at work of workers with intellectual
disabilities through the satisfaction of their autonomy needs. These relationships were tested by
measuring the constructs with a time lag of 4 weeks (T1, autonomy support; T2, autonomy sat-
isfaction; and T3, well-being), given that we expect the magnitude of the associations to be
meaningful and maintain their statistical significance despite the temporal distance. This cross-
lagged design also provides an indication of causality (Lang et al., 2011; Zablah et al., 2016). We
focused on the support from supervisors, perceived by persons with intellectual disability,
because it is a resource that has great importance for the well-being of the workers
(e.g., McIlroy et al., 2021). Drawing on self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), we pro-
pose and test a model where satisfaction of persons with intellectual disability with their auton-
omy in the workplace mediates the relationship between autonomy support from non-disabled
supervisors and well-being. Self-determination theory is meaningful in our study because it
establishes autonomy as a universal basic human need. Support professionals and policy
makers often face the dilemma of promoting autonomy, on the one hand, and dealing with the
risks that this entails for persons with intellectual disabilities (e.g., accidents), on the other
(Wilson et al., 2008). Providing evidence about autonomy and its positive effects would allow a
better approach to this dilemma. Previous research efforts, also based on self-determination the-
ory, demonstrated that autonomy at work produces positive effects in workers without disabil-
ities (Battaglio et al., 2022) and confirmed that satisfaction with autonomy is a mediator that
leads to these positive results at work (Vansteenkiste et al., 2007). In addition, it is also assumed
that persons with disabilities have the same needs in the workplace as their co-workers without
disabilities (Akkerman et al., 2018; Melchiori & Church, 1997). However, the investigation of
autonomy in the workplace in persons with intellectual disability is still limited (see Akkerman
et al., 2018).

Our study was carried out in sheltered workshops where persons with intellectual disability
work alongside non-disabled supervisors. It contributes to the existing knowledge in three main
ways. First, this study puts into practice, in the relevant context of the workplace, aspects that
have been recommended from a normative or ethical perspective but require confirmation from
empirical data (see Scerri, 2006). This normative perspective is represented by initiatives such
as the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006). This docu-
ment establishes the criteria that should be considered in defense of the rights of people with
disabilities, including the necessary support to enhance their autonomy in any relevant context.
Our study examines, from an empirical perspective, the degree to which a supportive environ-
ment in the workplace helps to satisfy autonomy as a basic need, thus leading to well-being.
Second, we address calls for research on the role of co-workers in a relevant interpersonal con-
text for persons with disability who work (Vornholt et al., 2018). Vornholt et al. (2018) argued
that the definition of disability should go beyond its consideration as a human trait to incorpo-
rate the environment as an enabler or a barrier to proper employment. Accommodations in
organizations are a relevant part of the environment for individuals with disability (Villotti
et al., 2012), but there is a need to examine the specific role of other workers in the social con-
text (Vornholt et al., 2018). Our study concentrates on the degree to which persons with intel-
lectual disability perceive the non-disabled supervisor as a proximal source of interpersonal
support that can enhance their autonomy satisfaction. In fact, as mentioned above, supervisor
support is a highly relevant resource for workers. Finally, we consider the voice of persons with
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intellectual disability. Research has paid more attention to the view of other actors, especially
family members (e.g., Maniezki et al., 2021). However, an increasing number of scholars have
suggested that the perspective of persons with intellectual disability is also needed. They argue
that persons with intellectual disability are in a good position to provide their own perceptions,
attitudes, and experiences (Alveirinho et al., 2017; Irvine, 2010). In addition, there might still be
attitudes in our societies and organizations that deny that certain working conditions and expe-
riences, such as those related to autonomy, are also positive or even possible for people with
intellectual disabilities, and including their views in empirical studies that could contribute to
changing these attitudes. In sum, our main contribution is to place the person with intellectual
disabilities at the center of the study, collecting data on their perceptions and experiences,
rather than using third parties (non-disabled workers, family members, etc.), and examining
whether their autonomy satisfaction explains why autonomy support translates into greater
well-being.

AUTONOMY SATISFACTION AS UNDERLYING MECHANISM

Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) helps to describe the mechanism that links
autonomy support—defined as workers' initiative promoted by others (i.e., non-disabled super-
visors)—to well-being. According to this theory, autonomy is an innate psychological need that
should be satisfied in order to achieve optimal functioning and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Nelson et al., 2015). To do so, the existence of an interpersonal context characterized by auton-
omy support is especially relevant (Ratelle et al., 2013). In general, individuals are sensitive to
interpersonal contexts. That is, people navigate in environments where significant others can
provide autonomy support or inhibit it (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In sheltered workshops, non-
disabled supervisors (as part of the interpersonal context) are very significant for the worker
with intellectual disability, because one of their most important functions is to facilitate learn-
ing and autonomy. Support from non-disabled supervisors in sheltered workshops increases the
possibility that persons with disability will be satisfied with their autonomy and will feel good.
Although one of the main objectives of non-disabled supervisors in sheltered workshops is to
facilitate the autonomy and competence of persons with intellectual disability in their work-
places, it is reasonable to expect differences in the degree to which this service and support are
provided. Some non-disabled supervisors may be more supportive than others. It is reasonable
to argue that when workers with intellectual disabilities perceive autonomy support from their
supervisors, they feel satisfied with their autonomy at work. Conversely, when they do not per-
ceive this support, their satisfaction with autonomy is likely to suffer.

Previous studies have reported positive direct links from autonomy support to well-being
(e.g., Slemp et al., 2015) and health (e.g., Moreau & Mageau, 2012). These studies guided our
proposal in two ways. First, they proposed and found that a contextual factor (autonomy sup-
port) is a precursor of well-being and health in the workplace. Second, autonomy support, as a
facet of the work context, has an independent and direct relationship with well-being, beyond
individual factors. However, despite the importance of autonomy support, several scholars have
proposed autonomy satisfaction as an underlying mechanism that plays a mediator role (Deci
et al., 2001; Nelson et al., 2015). Receiving support is different from fulfilling a basic need.
Autonomy support refers to the external context, whereas satisfying a basic need “involves
acquiring a psychological nutriment that promotes an overall sense of well-being” (Nelson
et al., 2015). This rationale also applies to the experiences of persons with intellectual disability
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working in sheltered workshops. They perceive the existence (or lack) of support provided by
non-disabled supervisors, which increases (or decreases) autonomy satisfaction (degree to
which this need is fulfilled). The referent/object is different for these two constructs: support
versus satisfaction. Autonomy support refers to a facet of the external environment that is per-
ceived by the person with intellectual disability. By contrast, autonomy satisfaction refers to an
internal experience of the person. The perception of the external environment (support) is
translated into an experience (satisfaction). Autonomy satisfaction, in turn, is positively related
to their overall well-being. In sum, we propose that autonomy support by non-disabled supervi-
sors makes persons with intellectual disability feel good through the satisfaction of their auton-
omy needs.

Based on the aforementioned arguments, and considering an analytical approach, we pro-
pose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Autonomy support (T1) is positively related to autonomy satisfac-
tion (T2) 4 weeks after T1.

Hypothesis 2. Autonomy satisfaction (T2) is positively related to well-being
(T3) 4 weeks after T2.

In addition, from a more holistic view, a mediation is also proposed:

Hypothesis 3. Autonomy satisfaction (T2) mediates the link from autonomy sup-
port (T1) to well-being (T3).

METHOD

Research context

As mentioned above, our study was carried out in sheltered workshops. Specifically, these
workshops are small centers located in Spain where workers with intellectual disability partici-
pate in the design, production, packaging, and sometimes sale and distribution, of different
types of products. In Spain, persons with disabilities are assigned a place in a sheltered work-
shop through a process involving the public administration. These centers are becoming
increasingly open to their environment, dedicating themselves to the production and direct sale
of various products and/or acting as suppliers to other companies. Persons with intellectual dis-
abilities have work schedule established through center regulations, and they receive financial
compensation for their work. These center regulations also establish the obligations and rights
of the parties (including people with disabilities), similarly to a labor agreement. These organi-
zations are “protected” contexts where non-disabled supervisors train and support workers with
intellectual disability. In fact, an important facet of the role of non-disabled supervisors consists
of delivering a support service oriented toward enhancing the autonomy and learning of per-
sons with intellectual disability. Persons with disabilities can remain in the sheltered workshop
indefinitely, or they can change to a workplace in an ordinary (“non-protected”) organization.
Sheltered workshops were adequate research contexts for the current study because they
allowed us to examine the link from autonomy support to autonomy satisfaction and well-being
of persons with intellectual disability in real organizations.

INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY AND WELL-BEING 5
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Procedure and participants

We contacted 59 small, sheltered workshops located in Spain with the support of “Plena
Inclusion,” a non-governmental organization dedicated to improving the quality of life and
defending the rights of persons with intellectual disability. The data collection was carried
out in 2016–2017. All the centers were affiliated with this NGO, and they participated vol-
untarily in the research study. The research team contacted the director of each sheltered
workshop, and a person in each center was assigned to coordinate the data collection pro-
cess. This coordinator received instructions from the research team to ensure a systematic
and standardized process. Persons with intellectual disability who had the capacity (with
support) to understand and answer pictorial questionnaires were invited to participate. A
total of 555 persons with intellectual disability participated in the first time measurement
(T1) (response rate above 90%). Their average age was approximately 34 years, and 43%
were women. Before answering the questionnaire, they received an explanation of the
meaning of informed consent (ensuring voluntary participation, confidentiality, and the pos-
sibility of leaving the study at any time) and the general objectives of the study. Subse-
quently, they gave their informed consent. Next, the coordinator explained the meaning of
the items on the questionnaire, informed participants about the response instructions, and
clarified any doubts. Finally, participants responded to the questionnaire by reporting how
much support they received from non-disabled supervisors, their satisfaction with their level
of autonomy in the tasks carried out in the sheltered workshop, and their general well-
being in the center (T1). Four weeks after T1, they reported their autonomy satisfaction
again (T2), and 8 weeks after T1, they reported their overall well-being in the center (T3).
The research team contacted all the coordinators by phone (at T2 and T3) to remind them
to provide support to the persons with intellectual disability who were completing the
required questions at that time. The coordinator of each center is a professional who is
familiar with the process of supporting people with intellectual disabilities when filling out
various types of documents, including questionnaires. This is something that is done regu-
larly in the sector. These professionals know that they must explain the meaning of the
questions and ensure that they have been adequately understood. In addition, they make
sure that the persons with intellectual disability answer according to their own opinions or
personal experiences. However, the research team explicitly indicates that these require-
ments must be met when supporting the completion of the questionnaires. The profes-
sionals are also reminded that they must not influence the responses of the person with
intellectual disabilities and that they cannot record or disclose the questionnaire responses.
This procedure received the approval of the Ethical Committee of the University of the
corresponding author.

Although the baseline sample at T1 included 555 participants, 161 (29%) declined to
participate in T2 or T3, whereas 394 (71%) responded at the three measurement times.
Those who declined in T2 and/or T3 were distributed across a wide variety of
participating centers. We compared these two samples (N = 394 vs. N = 161) with regard
to the distribution of women versus men and the age of the participants. The distribution
of men versus women was not statistically different (χ2[1] = .16, p > .05), and the two sam-
ples did not differ on their average age (t = 0.96, p > .05). These results indicate that the
two samples of participants were not statistically different in terms of gender distribution
or age.

6 ESTREDER ET AL.
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MEASURES

Design process

One of the main challenges in this study was to design a questionnaire that would be accessible
and friendly to participants. The design process had two stages. First, the research team orga-
nized a meeting with intellectual disability experts from “Plena inclusion,” the NGO that
supported the data collection. Different options were analyzed. Finally, the decision was made
to use a pictorial questionnaire where each item would contain a simple sentence accompanied
by four colored faces that ranged from a more negative expression (1) to a more positive expres-
sion (4). Pictorial scales are used in research, and one of their important advantages is their
lower cognitive demand (e.g., Desmet et al., 2016). Second, we examined the measures through
a pilot study, with the participation of two persons with intellectual disability who worked in a
sheltered workshop. The pilot study was carried out by two non-disabled supervisors and a
member of the research team. The researcher provided instructions and explained the meaning
of the items to the two persons with intellectual disabilities. Subsequently, the two supervisors
and the research team member asked the individuals with disabilities questions to explore to
what extent they had understood the questions. We confirmed that the questionnaire could be
understood, if accompanied by a previous instruction with an explanation of the meaning of
the items. Instructions for each measure were incorporated.

Autonomy support

To assess autonomy support from the perspective of persons with intellectual disability and
facilitate its understanding, we operationalized the contribution of non-disabled supervisors as
providers of a support service that enhances learning in sheltered workshops. This learning pro-
cess is the specific way to contribute to the autonomy of persons with intellectual disability
because it helps them to become more autonomous in the centers. Before answering the ques-
tions, the persons with intellectual disability received the following instruction: “In this center,
you learn to perform some tasks. There are workers who help you. Now you are going to tell
me what you think of them. I will read seven sentences that describe their behaviors. After each
sentence, I will show you four faces. You must mark with an X the face that best reflects the
extent to which these workers support you. If you receive very little support, you should mark
the face that is on the far left and labelled number one. If you receive a lot of support, you
should mark the face that is on the far right and labelled number four. If you are not sure how
much support you receive, you can mark Face two or Face three. In sum, look at the faces and
mark the one that best describes how much support you receive from these workers when you
learn to do your tasks in this center.” The seven items on the service delivery scale used by
Molina et al. (2015) and Martínez-Tur et al. (2020) in organizations for persons with intellectual
disability were adapted. The seven sentences were shown to participants after the instruction
that emphasizes support in learning tasks: “They assist me”; “They make it possible for every-
thing to be fine here”; “They satisfy my needs”; “They are able to do their work well”; “They
have done things to make me feel important”; “They offer me sincere treatment”; and “They
are able to put themselves in my place.” After each sentence, the person with intellectual dis-
ability selected one of the four faces. All the items ranged from 1 (low autonomy support) to
4 (high autonomy support). The alpha coefficient was satisfactory, with a score of .82.

INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY AND WELL-BEING 7
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Autonomy satisfaction

We measured autonomy satisfaction with a single item, ranging from 1 (low autonomy sat-
isfaction) to 4 (high autonomy satisfaction). Previous research has shown that single items
measuring satisfaction in the workplace have good validity (e.g., Nagy, 2002; Wanous
et al., 1997). In addition, this type of measure facilitates answers from individuals with
intellectual disability. Again, before answering the question, they received one instruction.
To aid understanding, we used the words “freedom” and “autonomy” as synonyms. Specifi-
cally, the following instruction was provided: “At the workplace, people may have freedom
or autonomy. That is, they can decide what tasks to carry out and how to do them. Tell us
how satisfied you are with the freedom or autonomy you have at this center. I will show
you four faces. You must mark with an X the face that best reflects your satisfaction with
your freedom or autonomy when performing your tasks at this center. If you are very
unsatisfied with your freedom or autonomy, you should mark the face that is on the far
left and labelled number one. If you are very satisfied, you should mark the face that is on
the far right and labelled number four. If you are not so sure about your satisfaction, you
can mark Face two or Face three. In sum, look at the faces and mark the one that best
describes how satisfied you are with your freedom or autonomy in performing your tasks
at this center.”

Overall well-being

To facilitate the answers, we also measured overall well-being with a single item, ranging from
1 (low well-being) to 4 (high autonomy support). Previous research has confirmed that single-
item measures of well-being at work are valid (Williams, 2012; Williams & Smith, 2016). The
instruction we provided for this measure was as follows: “At the workplace, people may feel
bad or good. I will show you four faces. You must mark with an X the face that best reflects
how you feel in the center. If you feel very bad, you should mark the face that is on the far left
and labelled number one. If you feel very good, you should mark the face that is on the far right
and labelled number four. If you are not so sure about how you feel, you should mark Face two
or Face three. In sum, look at the faces and mark the one that best describes how you feel in
the center.”

STATISTICAL PLAN

We tested the mediation model twice. First, we examined it through a cross-sectional approach
using the full sample (N = 555) at T1. Second, we also considered a cross-lagged design
(N = 394) where autonomy satisfaction was measured at T2 (controlling for autonomy satisfac-
tion at T1) and overall well-being was assessed at T3 (controlling for overall well-being at T1).
This second approach allowed us to confirm the mediation model while avoiding possible
inflated relationships due to common method variance. In both approaches, we computed
structural equation modelling (SEM) methods with robust maximum likelihood (RML) estima-
tion via Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010).

8 ESTREDER ET AL.
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RESULTS

Preliminary results

We compared the sample of participants who answered at the three times (N = 394) with the
sample of participants who declined to participate at T2 and/or T3 (N = 161). The results
showed that there were no significant differences in any of the three variables: autonomy sup-
port (t = 1.94, p > .05), autonomy satisfaction (t = 1.42, p > .05), and overall well-being
(t = 0.03, p > .05). Our results indicated that the two samples of participants do not differ on
the three study variables.

Descriptive results and correlations are shown in Table 1. Pearson's correlation coefficients
were calculated, with the exception of gender. In the case of gender, given that it is a dummy
variable without an order in the categories, we decided to calculate the Spearman rank correla-
tion (Warner, 2013). There were significant positive correlations among the variables, as
expected. Correlations tended to be higher at T1 (cross-sectional) than at Times 2 and
3, although they were still statistically significant.

The cross-sectional mediation model

The cross-sectional mediation model (N = 555) showed a good fit to the data (χ2 = 42.445,
df = 42, RMSEA = 0.004, CFI = 1.000, TLI = 0.999). The path coefficient from autonomy sup-
port at Time 1 to autonomy satisfaction at Time 1 was significant (β = .56, p < .01), supporting
H1. Persons with intellectual disabilities who received support from their supervisors were
more satisfied with their autonomy at work. Furthermore, the path coefficient from autonomy
satisfaction at Time 1 to overall well-being at Time 1 was significant (β = .17, p < .01),
supporting H2. When persons with intellectual disabilities had their need for autonomy satis-
fied, they tended to experience greater well-being at work. The direct path from autonomy sup-
port at Time 1 to overall well-being at Time 1 was also statistically significant (β = .38, p < .01)
(see Figure 1). Age and gender were controlled. The BC bootstrap confidence interval (CI) for
the mediated effect (estimate = 0.147, CI 95% = [0.035, 0.259]) did not include zero. Hence, we
concluded that autonomy satisfaction at Time 1 mediated the relationship between autonomy

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations (N = 394).

Range Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Support T1 1–4 3.47 .49 .81

2. Satisfaction T1 1–4 3.41 .81 .51**

3. Well-being T1 1–4 3.54 .70 .42** .38**

4. Age 17–68 34.95 10.13 �.06 �.06 �.09

5. Gender Dummy -- -- .05 �.01 .04 �.03

6. Satisfaction T2 1–4 3.55 .76 .30** .27** .21** .06 .09

7. Well-being T3 1–4 3.57 .70 .30** .14** .37** �.09 .09 .41** --

Note: T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2; T3 = Time 3. Spearman rank correlation was used when the data were dummy. Pearson's
correlation coefficient was computed for interval data. Reliability coefficients appear on the diagonal in brackets.

**p < .01.
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support at Time 1 and overall well-being at Time 1, supporting H3. These results supported a
process. Persons with intellectual disabilities who received support from their supervisors felt
more satisfied with their degree of autonomy. This satisfaction, in turn, led to higher well-being
in the workplace (although the direct link from autonomy support to well-being persisted).

The cross-lagged mediation model

The cross-lagged model showed a good fit to the data (χ2 = 59.597, df = 60, RMSEA = 0.000,
CFI = 1.000, TLI = 1.001). According to H1, the path coefficient from autonomy support at
Time 1 to autonomy satisfaction at Time 2 was significant (β = .28, p < .01), controlling for age,
gender, and autonomy satisfaction at T1. Again, persons with intellectual disabilities who
received support from their supervisors were more satisfied with their autonomy at work. Fur-
thermore, the path coefficient from autonomy satisfaction at Time 2 to overall well-being at
Time 3 was significant (β = .24, p < .01), after controlling for age, gender, and overall well-
being at T1, supporting H2. Persons with intellectual disabilities whose autonomy needs were
satisfied experienced greater well-being. The direct path from autonomy support at Time 1 to
overall well-being at Time 3 was not statistically significant (β = .13, p > .05) (see Figure 2).
Moreover, the BC bootstrap confidence interval (CI) for the mediated effect (estimate = 0.110,
CI 95% = [0.004, 0.216]) did not include zero. Hence, we concluded that autonomy satisfaction
at Time 2 fully mediated the relationship between autonomy support at Time 1 and overall
well-being at Time 3, supporting H3. This supported a full mediation process. That is, persons
with intellectual disabilities who received support from their supervisors felt more satisfied with
their autonomy. This satisfaction, in turn, led to higher well-being.

DISCUSSION

Drawing on the self-determination theory, this research study tested a model based on the
mediation of autonomy satisfaction in the workplace, with the participation of persons with
intellectual disability working in sheltered workshops. Hypotheses were supported with a time
lag of 4 weeks in the measurement of the variables (T1, autonomy support; T2, autonomy satis-
faction; and T3, well-being). First (H1), autonomy support from non-disabled supervisors (T1),
perceived by workers with intellectual disability, was positively related to autonomy satisfaction
4 weeks later (T2). Second (H2), autonomy satisfaction (T2) was positively associated with well-
being 4 weeks later (T3). Finally (H3), autonomy satisfaction (T2) fully mediated the link from
autonomy support (T1) to well-being (T3). Implications of the results are discussed below.

FIGURE 1 Results for the mediation structural equation modelling (SEM) cross-sectional model.

10 ESTREDER ET AL.

 14640597, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://iaap-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/apps.12487 by U

niversidad D
e Z

aragoza, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



Theoretical implications

As mentioned above, we place persons with intellectual disability at the center of our research
study. Based on their perceptions and experiences, our findings indicate that persons with intel-
lectual disabilities who receive support from their supervisors in sheltered workshops have their
needs for autonomy more satisfied. Their satisfaction, in turn, leads them to experience greater
well-being at work.

Our study focused on a specific environment, the labor context, addressing calls for research
on the role of co-workers (supervisors) as a relevant interpersonal context for workers with dis-
ability (Vornholt et al., 2018), based on two assumptions. First, experiences of workers (including
persons with intellectual disability) are largely based on external environments in the workplace
that can be designed and managed to enhance quality of life. Second, non-disabled supervisors
are an essential part of the interpersonal context because they provide the support that persons
with intellectual disabilities need. Without the involvement of non-disabled supervisors, it is very
difficult to create truly supportive environments. Our data support these arguments.

Considering the “voice” of persons with intellectual disability has also extended the knowl-
edge. As mentioned above, participation of other actors (family members, non-disabled
workers) has been more frequent in previous research on intellectual disability. The previous
research specifically examined the extent to which channels of participation and dialog between
non-disabled workers and family members are related to self-determination and autonomy in
persons with intellectual disabilities. The emphasis was mainly on generalizing the self-
determination of persons with intellectual disabilities to other contexts (e.g., family context)
beyond the organization (Blížkovsk�a et al., 2022; Martínez-Tur et al., 2015) and achieving a
shared vision (regarding the autonomy of persons with intellectual disabilities) between non-
disabled workers and family members (Martínez-Tur et al., 2018). Overall, the results suggested
that dialog and participation of family members in organizational life facilitate the generaliza-
tion of self-determination of persons with intellectual disabilities to other contexts, as well as

FIGURE 2 Results for the mediation structural equation modelling (SEM) cross-lagged model.
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attitudinal convergence between family members and non-disabled workers toward self-
determination. Although this research has contributed significantly to the knowledge, accessing
persons with intellectual disabilities has an added value because their experiences are expressed
directly through them (e.g., in terms of satisfaction and well-being) and not through the media-
tion of third parties. In addition, this information can more clearly contribute to changing atti-
tudes that are still present and seem to link intellectual disability to the impossibility of having
positive experiences (such as autonomy) similar to those of non-disabled workers.

In a more concrete way, our study helped to clarify the mechanisms linking autonomy sup-
port to overall well-being. Although we found partial mediation using the cross-sectional
approach, a more solid cross-lagged design supported full mediation. This reinforces autonomy
satisfaction as a relevant underlying mechanism that makes it possible to link autonomy support
to the overall well-being of persons with intellectual disability. Testing this type of mechanism
makes a relevant contribution because it is an indicator of the maturity of science (Hayes, 2012),
allowing processes to be established instead of merely examining the relationship between two
variables. Our findings are congruent with the self-determination theory in two relevant aspects:
content and process. First, we pay attention to the motivation content in terms of innate
psychological needs, with autonomy being one of them (Deci & Ryan, 2000). According to the
self-determination theory, psychological needs are innate and universal because they specify the
necessary conditions for human health and well-being. If these psychological needs are not satis-
fied, optimal development suffers significantly. Therefore, autonomy (as a psychological need
that describes the propensity of humans to self-regulate) is proposed as a necessary nutriment
for well-being. We supported this argument in workers with intellectual disability, confirming
the significant link from autonomy to well-being. Second, our results are also congruent with a
process that places need satisfaction as a mediator between the supportive environment and
well-being (Deci et al., 2001; Nelson et al., 2015). The process begins with the existence of a work
context that promotes the satisfaction of an innate need in people: autonomy. Without a work-
place environment that facilitates this autonomy, it is difficult for people to have their autonomy
needs met. The process continues with the improvement of well-being because people satisfy an
innate need that is a necessary condition for their well-being. Our research supports this process
in people with intellectual disabilities. Unexpectedly, however, the relationship between auton-
omy satisfaction at T1 and T2 was not significant (Figure 2). A positive correlation would be
expected because the same construct was measured with the same instrument. A tentative
explanation could be related to the temporal instability of this construct. Unlike well-being, it is
possible that satisfaction varies over time, making it difficult to find significant correlations
between measures implemented at different times. In fact, autonomy satisfaction tends to vary
more over time than well-being (which remains very stable) (see Table 1). Nevertheless, more
research is needed in the future to confirm this possible cause.

Implications for practice

Workers with intellectual disabilities are not the quantitatively predominant workforce in orga-
nizations. They represent a minority who, despite difficulties, are joining the labor market. Mak-
ing the non-disabled supervisor sensitive to the support that persons with disabilities need is
relevant to their well-being in the workplace. Policy makers and managers should be aware of
this and implement at least two types of actions. First, they could facilitate a set of practices that
encourage non-disabled supervisors to provide autonomy support. These practices could include
information and awareness, but also more specific actions such as training in social skills to
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interact with persons with intellectual disabilities or designing performance evaluation criteria
that include autonomy support. Second, it could be useful to implement practices that avoid cat-
egorizing persons with intellectual disability as an excluded exogroup within the organization,
which reduces support from non-disabled supervisors and co-workers. To do so, it would be use-
ful to design mixed teams (with non-disabled workers, supervisors, and persons with intellectual
disability) where members have to support each other to achieve shared objectives.

Limitations

As is true for all studies, the current one has limitations that provide insights for future efforts.
We would like to emphasize three limitations. First, our study was carried out in organizations
that can be considered “protected” contexts: sheltered workshops. In this type of organization,
an important part of the non-disabled supervisor's role is to provide a service oriented toward
enhancing the autonomy and learning of persons with intellectual disability. Although our find-
ings are congruent with solid research based on self-determination theory, it would be relevant
to examine the model in ordinary organizations where this type of support service provided by
non-disabled supervisors is not expected as much. Second, we focused on persons with intellec-
tual disability who were able to respond to pictorial questionnaires. This required an important
design effort, but we were able to use self-report measures. An important challenge for the future
is to extend this investigation to persons with more severe disability who need intensive support
and other measurement strategies, such as observation. Finally, and regarding this same issue of
self-report, we are aware that giving people with intellectual disabilities the opportunity to
answer questionnaires creates a dilemma. On the one hand, they need support when answering.
On the other hand, this support could have influenced the answers. Through our procedure, we
have tried to minimize this potential influence, given that the coordinators providing support
had to insist that individuals with intellectual disabilities provide their own opinions and experi-
ences. However, future studies should use other measures and instruments (observation of
behavior, nonverbal communication) to corroborate their questionnaire responses.

Conclusion

Despite its limitations, the present study makes a meaningful contribution to the study of well-
being in persons with intellectual disability in the workplace, based on their perceptions and
experiences. The important role of non-disabled supervisors is supported. Persons with intellec-
tual disability feel good in the workplace when they receive the support that satisfies their
autonomy needs.
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workers and family members is related to their attitudes towards self-determination of individuals with intel-
lectual disability. Journal of Intellectual & Developmental Disability, 43(3), 370–379. https://doi.org/10.3109/
13668250.2017.1416256

Martínez-Tur, V., Molina, A., Moliner, C., Gracia, E., Andreu, L., Bigne, E., & Luque, O. (2020). Reciprocity of
trust between managers and team members. Personnel Review, 49(2), 653–669. https://doi.org/10.1108/PR-
08-2018-0319

Martínez-Tur, V., Moliner, C., Peñarroja, V., Gracia, E., & Peir�o, J. M. (2015). From service quality in organisa-
tions to self-determination at home. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research, 59(10), 882–890. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jir.12190

Maulik, P. K., Mascarenhas, M. N., Mathers, C. D., Dua, T., & Saxena, S. (2011). Prevalence of intellectual dis-
ability: A meta-analysis of population-based studies. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 32(2), 419–436.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2010.12.018

McIlroy, T. D., Parker, S. L., & McKimmie, B. M. (2021). The effects of unanswered supervisor support on
employees' well-being, performance, and relational outcomes. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology,
26(1), 49–68. https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000270

McKenzie, K., Milton, M., Smith, G., & Ouellette-Kuntz, H. (2016). Systematic review of the prevalence and inci-
dence of intellectual disabilities: Current trends and issues. Current Developmental Disorders Reports, 3(2),
104–115. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40474-016-0085-7

Medina, F. J., & Gamero, N. (2017). The socialization process: Helping organizations integrate people with dis-
abilities into the workplace. In A. Arenas, D. Di Marco, L. Munduate, & M. C. Euwema (Eds.), Shaping
inclusive workplaces through social dialogue (pp. 139–152). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
66393-7_9

Melchiori, L. G., & Church, A. T. (1997). Vocational needs and satisfaction of supported employees: The applica-
bility of the theory of work adjustment. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 50(3), 401–417. https://doi.org/10.
1006/jvbe.1996.1543

Molina, A., Moliner, C., Martínez-Tur, V., Cropanzano, R., & Peir�o, J. M. (2015). Unit-level fairness and quality
within the health care industry: A justice–quality model. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psy-
chology, 24(4), 627–644. https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2014.960401

Moreau, E., & Mageau, G. A. (2012). The importance of perceived autonomy support for the psychological health
and work satisfaction of health professionals: Not only supervisors count, colleagues too! Motivation and
Emotion, 36(3), 268–286. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-011-9250-9

Munduate, L., Marco, D. D., Martínez-Corts, I., Arenas, A., & Gamero, N. (2014). Rebuilding the social dialogue
and promoting inclusive organizations. A tool for social innovation in times of crisis. Papeles del Psic�ologo,
35(2), 122–129.

Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. (1998-2010). Mplus User's Guide (Sixth ed.). Muthén & Muthén.
Nagy, M. S. (2002). Using a single-time approach to measure facet job satisfaction. Journal of Occupational and

Organizational Psychology, 75(1), 77–86. https://doi.org/10.1348/096317902167658
Nelissen, P. T. J. H., Hülsheger, U. R., van Ruitenbeek, G. M. C., & Zijlstra, F. R. H. (2017). Lending a helping

hand at work: A multilevel investigation of prosocial motivation, inclusive climate and inclusive behavior.
Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 27(3), 467–476. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-016-9680-z

Nelson, S. K., Della Porta, M. D., Bao, K. J., Lee, H. C., Choi, I., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2015). ‘It's up to you’: Exper-
imentally manipulated autonomy support for prosocial behavior improves well-being in two cultures over
six weeks. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 10(5), 463–476. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2014.983959

Palmer, S. B., & Wehmeyer, M. L. (2003). Adult outcomes for students with cognitive disabilities three-years after
high school: The impact of self-determination. Education and Training in Developmental Disabilities, 38(2),
131–144.

Ratelle, C. F., Simard, K., & Guay, F. (2013). University students' subjective well-being: The role of autonomy
support from parents, friends, and the romantic partner. Journal of Happiness Studies: An Interdisciplinary
Forum on Subjective Well-Being, 14(3), 893–910. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-012-9360-4

INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY AND WELL-BEING 15

 14640597, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://iaap-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/apps.12487 by U

niversidad D
e Z

aragoza, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1352/1934-9556-59.2.172
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2017.1416256
https://doi.org/10.3109/13668250.2017.1416256
https://doi.org/10.1108/PR-08-2018-0319
https://doi.org/10.1108/PR-08-2018-0319
https://doi.org/10.1111/jir.12190
https://doi.org/10.1111/jir.12190
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2010.12.018
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000270
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40474-016-0085-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-66393-7_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-66393-7_9
https://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.1996.1543
https://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.1996.1543
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2014.960401
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-011-9250-9
https://doi.org/10.1348/096317902167658
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-016-9680-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2014.983959
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-012-9360-4


Scerri, E. R. (2006). Normative and descriptive philosophy of science and the role of chemistry. In D. Baird, E.
Scerri, & L. McIntyre (Eds.), Philosophy of chemistry. Boston studies in the philosophy of science (Vol. 242).
Springer.

Schalock, R. L., Luckasson, R., & Tassé, M. J. (2021). An overview of intellectual disability: Definition, diagnosis,
classification, and Systems of Supports. American Journal on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities,
126(6), 439–442. https://doi.org/10.1352/1944-7558-126.6.439

Shogren, K. A., Wehmeyer, M. L., Palmer, S. B., Rifenbark, G. G., & Little, T. D. (2015). Relationships between
self-determination and postschool outcomes for youth with disabilities. The Journal of Special Education,
48(4), 256–267. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466913489733

Slemp, G. R., Kern, M. L., & Vella-Brodrick, D. A. (2015). Workplace well-being: The role of job crafting and
autonomy support. Psychology of Well-Being, 5(1), 7. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13612-015-0034-y

Spector, P. E. (1986). Perceived control by employees: A meta-analysis of studies concerning autonomy and par-
ticipation at work. Human Relations, 39(11), 1005–1016. https://doi.org/10.1177/001872678603901104

United Nations. (2006). Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities. Retrieved from https://www.un.
org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf

Vansteenkiste, M., Neyrinck, B., Niemiec, C., Soenens, B., De Witte, H., & Van den Broeck, A. (2007). Examining
the relations among extrinsic versus intrinsic work value orientations, basic need satisfaction, and job experi-
ence: A self-determination theory approach. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 80,
251–277. https://doi.org/10.1348/096317906X111024

Villotti, P., Corbière, M., Zaniboni, S., & Fraccaroli, F. (2012). Individual and environmental factors related to
job satisfaction in people with severe mental illness employed in social enterprises. Work (Reading, Mass.),
43(1), 33–41. https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-2012-1445

Vornholt, K., Villotti, P., Muschalla, B., Bauer, J., Colella, A., Zijlstra, F., Van Ruitenbeek, G., Uitdewilligen, S., &
Corbière, M. (2018). Disability and employment—Overview and highlights. European Journal of Work and
Organizational Psychology, 27(1), 40–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2017.1387536

Wanous, J. P., Reichers, A. E., & Hudy, M. J. (1997). Overall job satisfaction: How good are single-item mea-
sures? Journal of Applied Psychology, 82(2), 247–252. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.82.2.247

Warner, R. M. (2013). Applied statistics: From bivariate through multivariate techniques (2nd ed.). Sage
Publications.

Webster, A., Cumming, J., & Rowland, S. (2017). Facilitating Self-Determination Through Education Planning.
In Empowering parents of children with autism Spectrum disorder (pp. 135–154). Springer Singapore. https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-2084-1_8

Williams, G. M. (2012). Developing short, practical measures of well-being. In M. Anderson (Ed.), Contemporary
ergonomics and human factors, 2012 (pp. 203–210). Taylor & Francis. https://doi.org/10.1201/b11933-52

Williams, G. M., & Smith, A. P. (2016). Using single-item measures to examine the relationships between work,
personality, and well-being in the workplace. Psychology, 7(06), 753–767. https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.
76078

Wilson, N., Clegg, J., & Hardy, G. (2008). What informs and shapes ethical practice in intellectual disability ser-
vices? Journal of Intellectual Disability Research, 52(7), 608–617. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2788.2008.
01077.x

Zablah, A. R., Carlson, B. D., Donavan, D. T., Maxham, J. G., & Brown, T. J. (2016). A cross-lagged test of the
association between customer satisfaction and employee job satisfaction in a relational context. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 101(5), 743–755. https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000079

Zijlstra, F., van Ruitenbeek, G., Mulders, H., & van Lierop, B. (2017). Designing work for inclusiveness. In A.
Arenas, D. Di Marco, L. Munduate, & M. C. Euwema (Eds.), Shaping inclusive workplaces through social dia-
logue (pp. 121–137). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-66393-7_8

How to cite this article: Estreder, Y., Martínez-Tur, V., Moliner, C., Gracia, E., & Lira,
E. (2023). The voice of persons with intellectual disability: Why does autonomy support
make them feel better? Applied Psychology, 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1111/apps.12487

16 ESTREDER ET AL.

 14640597, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://iaap-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/apps.12487 by U

niversidad D
e Z

aragoza, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1352/1944-7558-126.6.439
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466913489733
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13612-015-0034-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872678603901104
https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf
https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1348/096317906X111024
https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-2012-1445
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2017.1387536
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.82.2.247
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-2084-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-2084-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1201/b11933-52
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.76078
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.76078
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2788.2008.01077.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2788.2008.01077.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000079
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-66393-7_8
https://doi.org/10.1111/apps.12487

	The voice of persons with intellectual disability: Why does autonomy support make them feel better?
	INTRODUCTION
	AUTONOMY SATISFACTION AS UNDERLYING MECHANISM
	METHOD
	Research context
	Procedure and participants

	MEASURES
	Design process
	Autonomy support
	Autonomy satisfaction
	Overall well-being

	STATISTICAL PLAN
	RESULTS
	Preliminary results
	The cross-sectional mediation model
	The cross-lagged mediation model

	DISCUSSION
	Theoretical implications
	Implications for practice
	Limitations
	Conclusion

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	ETHICS STATEMENT
	REFERENCES


