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INTRODUCTION

The palm oil industry is a key sector of the global economy, supplying most of the raw
materials needed for the food, chemical, and bioenergy industries (Hidayatno et al., 2025).
By 2025, global palm oil production is expected to reach 80.7 million tons, growing by about
2.5 to 3.5 percent annually (Gapki, 2025). The global production structure shows a high level
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of concentration, with Indonesia being the largest producer, accounting for around 47 million
tonnes or 58% of the world's total production, followed by Malaysia with 25% (Infosawit,
2025). This position provides Indonesia with a strategic advantage, but it also requires the
country to continuously strive to improve the industry's efficiency, productivity, and
sustainability (Azizah et al., 2025).

At the national level, Indonesia's increase in palm oil production by around 3% by 2025
will be influenced not only by technical factors such as weather conditions and the use of
production inputs, but also by the effectiveness of human resource management in
plantation organizations (Infosawit, 2025). South Sumatera is one of the main production
centers, accounting for around 7% of national production, or approximately 3.29 million tons
by 2025 (BPDP, 2025). In the labor-intensive agricultural industry, operational success is
highly dependent on employee behavior, which is influenced by the organization's
management and leadership systems (Achadi, 2019; Effendi et al., 2026).

The organizational behavior perspective holds that employee performance results from
the interaction among leadership style, work motivation, and the organizational environment
(Hilmi & Soelistya, 2024). Leadership plays a key role in connecting organizational goals to
individual behavior by influencing employees' work attitudes, discipline, and motivation
(Kanjanakan et al., 2026; Xue et al., 2022). Empirical observations at PT Sumatera Sawit
Lestari indicate a gap in harvest productivity, with the current achievement of 19.5 tons per
hectare per year still below the company's target of 22 tons per hectare per year. Internal
evaluation shows that differences in leadership styles across work units are one of the
factors affecting performance.

In practice, plantation organizations still exhibit two distinct leadership styles:
hierarchical feudal leadership and participatory egalitarian leadership. Feudal leadership
focuses on compliance, one-way communication, and centralized decision-making to
maintain worker discipline, but, over time, can reduce creativity and job satisfaction (Amalia
et al., 2025; Hilmi & Soelistya, 2024). On the other hand, egalitarian leadership emphasizes
equality, two-way communication, and employee involvement in decision-making, which
helps increase intrinsic motivation and proactive work behaviors (Rosanah, 2019; Usman et
al., 2021).

Previous studies have shown that leadership style influences employee performance,
yet the findings remain inconsistent regarding which leadership approach is most effective in
the plantation sector (Asim et al., 2021; Edilpatriz et al., 2025). Moreover, most prior
research has focused on general leadership concepts, such as transformational and
transactional leadership, without distinguishing culturally relevant leadership characteristics
within plantation organizational settings. In addition, many studies primarily examine the
direct relationship between leadership and performance, providing limited explanation of the
psychological mechanisms underlying this relationship. Therefore, the research gap of this
study lies in the limited empirical research that explicitly compares egalitarian and feudal
leadership styles within the cultural context of plantation organizations, particularly in private
plantation companies, while simultaneously examining the mediating role of work motivation
based on Self-Determination Theory to explain how leadership influences employee
performance.

In theory, Self-Determination Theory explains that work motivation is a key factor that
connects leadership and performance by meeting employees' needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness (Deci et al., 2017). Participatory leadership tends to increase
intrinsic motivation, whereas hierarchical leadership can slow motivation and lower
performance quality (Hilmi & Soelistya, 2024; Kanjanakan et al., 2026; R. Liu, 2018; Xue et
al., 2022). Recent studies have also shown that work motivation acts as a mediator in the
relationship between leadership and employee performance (Dimas et al., 2025; July et al.,
2025).

Based on these considerations, this study specifically compares egalitarian and

feudal leadership styles in the context of plantation organizations, integrates work motivation
as a mediating mechanism based on Self-Determination Theory, and adopts a comparative



approach across work units within a private plantation company. This approach is expected
to provide a deeper understanding of how leadership styles influence employee motivation
and performance in a labor-intensive and hierarchical work environment.

THEORITICAL REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
Background Theory

Leadership in an organization is an important factor that determines how effectively the
organization can achieve its goals (Azizah et al.,, 2025). From the perspective of
Organizational Leadership Theory, leadership is the ability to influence and guide the
behavior of organizational members through communication patterns, decision-making
processes, and the creation of a work environment (Opez et al., 2022; Zulvia et al., 2026).
Leadership style is not just about controlling others, but also about setting work standards
and determining the level of employee involvement. Participatory leadership encourages
open communication and high employee engagement, whereas hierarchical leadership
prioritizes authority, limiting lower-level employee participation (Akadira, 2023; Pizzolitto et
al., 2023; Rosanah, 2019).

The relationship between leadership and employee work behavior can be explained
through Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which emphasizes the fulfilment of three basic
psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci et al., 2017). Autonomy
refers to employees’ sense of freedom in performing their tasks, competence relates to their
ability and confidence in completing work effectively, and relatedness reflects the sense of
connection and support within the work environment. Leadership practices that provide
participation opportunities, constructive feedback, and supportive interactions can
strengthen these psychological needs. When these needs are fulfilled, employees tend to
develop stronger intrinsic motivation, whereas overly controlling leadership can reduce
motivation and limit employee engagement (Kim & Yoon, 2025; Vries et al., 2010). Therefore,
work motivation functions as an important psychological mechanism linking leadership
influence to employee behavior and performance.

In this study, egalitarian and feudal leadership represent two contrasting leadership
approaches. Egalitarian leadership emphasizes equality, participation, and two-way
communication, which can strengthen employees’ sense of autonomy and relatedness and
encourage higher intrinsic motivation. In contrast, feudal leadership emphasizes hierarchy,
authority, and compliance, which may limit employee autonomy and reduce participatory
involvement in the workplace (Hilmi & Soelistya, 2024; Kanjanakan et al., 2026). From the
perspectives of organizational behavior and SDT, work motivation serves as a mediating
variable linking leadership style to employee performance. The level of motivation
determines the quality of an individual's effort and work results (Liu, 2018; Xue et al., 2022).
Hypothesis Development
Egalitarian Leadership Style Towards Work Motivation

Egalitarian leadership allows employees to participate, share opinions freely, and
receive emotional support, helping them feel more valued and engaged in the work (Akadira,
2023). Participatory leadership environments have been shown to strengthen intrinsic
motivation by providing trust and involving people in decision-making (Amundsen &
Martinsen, 2015; Xue et al., 2022). Studies have shown that supportive and participatory
leadership has a major impact on increased employee motivation and commitment, which in
turn supports the development of high-performance work behaviors (Rosanah, 2019;
Rosnawati et al., 2023; Xue et al., 2022). Therefore, the more egalitarian leadership styles
are used, the higher the employees' work motivation.

H1: The egalitarian leadership style has a positive and significant effect on the work
motivation of employees in the oil palm plantation of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari
Feudal Leadership Style Towards Work Motivation

Feudal leadership, which emphasizes strong control, one-way communication, and

strict hierarchies, often limits employee autonomy and reduces self-confidence, thereby
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weakening intrinsic motivation (Asim et al., 2021; Wang et al.,, 2022). Studies on
authoritarian leadership show that dominant, less participatory leadership styles are
associated with lower psychological support and reduced work motivation, especially among
employees who expect more equal working relationships (Amalia et al., 2025; Wang et al.,
2022). In addition, research on paternalistic leadership has found that the authoritarian
dimension often leads to dissatisfaction, fear, and a tendency to leave the organization,
indicating low work motivation (Edilpatriz et al., 2025; Hilmi & Soelistya, 2024). The more
strongly the feudal leadership style is applied, the lower the employees' work motivation.
H2: The feudal leadership style has a negative and insignificant effect on the motivation to
work in the oil palm plantation of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari.
Egalitarian Leadership Style Towards Employee Performance

Egalitarian leadership is demonstrated by involving lower-level workers, having two-
way communication, and sharing power more evenly. This makes employees feel valued
and allows them to share ideas during the decision-making process (Toufighia et al., 2024).
Participatory or egalitarian leadership has been shown to improve proactive behavior,
creativity, and work performance by increasing employees' sense of empowerment and their
support from their boss (Kim & Yoon, 2025; Vries et al., 2010). Some recent studies have
also shown that democratic or participatory leadership is associated with better employee
performance across various sectors, especially as it increases engagement, clarifies roles,
and builds work commitment. (Hutagalung et al., 2023; Jejen, 2020).
H3: The egalitarian leadership style has a positive and significant effect on the performance
of employees in the oil palm plantation of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari.
Feudal Leadership Style Towards Employee Performance

Feudal leadership in modern organizations is similar to an authoritarian or paternalistic
style, emphasizing strict hierarchies, obedience from subordinates, and concentrated
decision-making power in the leader (Pizzolitto et al., 2023). Some research suggests that
authoritarian leadership can improve discipline and clarity in job roles, especially in
environments that require strict adherence to procedures. However, this leadership style can
also limit employee creativity and initiative, potentially affecting long-term performance
quality (Edilpatriz et al., 2025; Yukl, 2012). Authoritarian leadership negatively impacts
employee performance (Edilpatriz et al., 2025; Fernando, 2020; Pizzolitto et al., 2023). This
impact is highly dependent on the organization's culture, the nature of the task, and the
extent to which workers rely on their leaders' guidance (Li et al., 2024).
H4: The feudal leadership style has a negative and insignificant effect on the performance of
employees in the oil palm plantation of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari.
Work Motivation for Employee Performance

According to SDT, work motivation is an internal drive influenced by the fulfillment of
employees' basic psychological needs, including autonomy, competence, and social
connections (McCanally & Hagger, 2024). Recent studies show that internalized intrinsic and
extrinsic motivations are positively related to productivity, work quality outcomes, and out-of-
role behaviors across various industry sectors (Hoxha & Ramadani, 2024). In addition,
various studies in the public and private sectors in Indonesia have shown that work
motivation significantly impacts employee performance and productivity (Sanjaya et al.,
2025).
H5: Work motivation has a positive and significant effect on employee performance in oil
palm plantations of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari.
Work Motivation Mediates Egalitarian Leadership Style on Employee Performance

From the perspective of Organizational Behavior Theory, leadership influences
employee performance indirectly by shaping attitudes and work behaviors driven by
psychological factors, especially work motivation (Achadi, 2019; Tamimi & Sopiah, 2022).
According to SDT, participatory leadership and empowerment can meet employees' basic
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and social connection, thereby fostering
sustained work motivation (McCanally & Hagger, 2024). Many real-world studies show that
work motivation acts as a key link between leadership and performance (Dimas et al., 2025;



July et al., 2025). So, using equal leadership that encourages employee participation and
empowerment will increase their motivation, which in turn leads to better performance.
H6: Work motivation mediates the positive influence of egalitarian leadership style on
employee performance in oil palm plantations of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari
Work Motivation Mediates Feudal Leadership Style on Employee Performance

From the perspective of Organizational Behavior Theory, leadership style shapes
employee attitudes, behaviors, and involvement in an organization. Feudal leadership,
characterized by high control and low participation, often creates a work environment that
limits employee autonomy, which can affect how employees respond to job demands and
develop motivation (Saffariz et al., 2025). While it can improve discipline in the short term,
this approach can decrease engagement and performance quality in the long run. According
to SDT, feudal leadership does not support the fulfillment of employees' basic psychological
needs, especially autonomy and social connections, which weakens intrinsic motivation
(Ryan, 2017). Some studies have shown that dominant and non-engaged leadership lowers
employee motivation, which in turn leads to decreased work performance (Asim et al., 2021).
Thus, work motivation acts as a negative mediator in the relationship between feudal
leadership and employee performance (Liu et al., 2024; Zulvia et al., 2026).
H7: Work motivation mediates the positive influence of feudal leadership style on employee
performance in oil palm plantations of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari
Model Development

This research model was developed by adapting the conceptual framework of the
Rosnawati et al. (2023) and Hilmi & Soelistya (2024), and then adjusted to suit the
organizational context and work culture in Indonesia. The model of this study is presented in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1.
Research Models

RESEARCH METHODS

This research is a quantitative, descriptive study of operational employees of PT
Sumatera Sawit Lestari who work under egalitarian and feudal leadership styles. This study
used purposive sampling with the following participant criteria: operational employees with at
least 1 year of work experience and working under direct supervision. Sample size is
determined based on recommendations from Hair et al. (2019) for SEM-PLS, which suggests
the use of five to ten times the number of indicators. With 21 statement items, the minimum
sample size is 105 respondents; this study uses 150 respondents to improve the stability of
the analysis.

Data were collected using a closed-ended questionnaire based on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) to measure variables of egalitarian
leadership style, feudal leadership style, work motivation, and employee performance. The



questionnaire was given directly to the respondents, and the collected data were checked for
completeness of answers before analysis.

Table 1.
Research Variables and Indicators
Variables Indicators Statement Sources
Egalitarian Participation in Decision 6 ltems (Usman et al.,
Leadership Style | Making 2021; Vries et al.,
Two Way 2010; Yukl, 2012)
Communication
Feudal Centralized Authority 6 ltems (Edilpatriz et al.,
Leadership Style | One Way 2025; Vries et al.,
Communication 2010; Yukl, 2012)
Work Motivation | Need for Achievement 3 Iltems (Deci et al., 2017)
Employee Quality of Work 6 ltems (Asim et al., 2021;
Performance Work Quantity Liu, 2018)
Punctuality

The research data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares—Structural Equation
Modeling (PLS-SEM) with SmartPLS 3, which enabled testing complex models with medium
sample sizes and handling latent reflective and formative constructs. The analysis includes
evaluating the measurement model (outer model) to assess the validity and reliability of the
construct using factors such as loadings, Average Variance Extracted (AVE), composite
reliability, and Cronbach's alpha. This analysis also involves evaluating structural models
(inner models) to test relationships among variables using values such as R-squared, f-
squared, and t-statistics from bootstrapping (Hair et al., 2023; Harahap et al., 2023). In
addition, mediation was tested to examine the role of work motivation as an intermediate
variable in the relationships between egalitarian and feudal leadership styles and employee
performance.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Demographic Data Analysis

The demographic data table provides information on the distribution of respondents.
Those characteristics are based on four respondents' demographic variables: gender,
education, departments, and length of service. Demographic data are presented in Table 2.

Table 2.
Respondent Demographics
Characteristic | Frequency | Percentage (%)
Genders
Male 133 88,67
Women 17 11,33
Total 150 100
Education
Elementary School 30 20,00
Junior High
School/Equivalent 41 27,33
High School/Equivalent 61 40,67
Diploma 2 1,33
Bachelor 16 10,67
Total 150 100
Departments
Estate Manager 1 0,67
Assistant Head 1 0,67
Division | Assistant 1 0,67




IC Division Assistant 1 0,67
Division Il Assistant 1 0,67
Workshop Assistant 1 0,67
Environment, Health, and 1 0.67
Safety Assistant ’
Geographic Information 1 0.67
System Assistant ’
Foreman | 3 2,00
Harvest Foreman 6 4,00
Fertilizer Foreman 2 1,33
Care Foreman 3 2,00
Spraying Foreman 2 1,33
Foreman Nursery 1 0,67
Castrate Foreman 1 0,67
Foreman Tebas 1 0,67
Foreman (General) 2 1,33
Division Clerk 3 2,00
Harvest Clerk 4 2,67
Nursery Clerk 1 0,67
Administrative Personnel 11 7,33
Tractor Operator 7 4,67
Mechanics 2 1,33
Loader 1 0,67
Harvester 94 62,67
Total 150 100
Length of service

1-3 Years 73 48,67
4-6 Years 55 36,67
7-9 Years 17 11,33
10-12 Years 3 2,00
13-15 Years 2 1,33
Total 150 100

Most of the respondents in the study were male (88.67%), and the highest level of
education among them was high school or equivalent (40.67%). Most respondents worked
as harvesters (62.67%), while others held positions such as supervisors, administrative roles,
and technical jobs. Most respondents were employees with 1-3 years (48.67%) or 4—6 years
(36.67%) of experience. In general, the characteristics of respondents reflect workers in
plantation operations with a relatively early to intermediate level of secondary education and
work experience.

Measurement Model Analysis

In this study, the measurement model was evaluated using the Partial Least Squares
(PLS) approach to ensure that each indicator accurately represents the underlying construct
(Razak et al., 2024). The analysis results show that all constructs meet the reliability criteria.
Cronbach's alpha value ranges from 0.872 to 0.969, and the Composite Reliability (CR)
value ranges from 0.969 to 0.977. All of these values are above the minimum threshold of
0.70 as stated by Hair et al. (2014). Convergent validity is also met, as indicated by the high
loadings of the indicators (0.900-0.960) and the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values
(0.839-0.914), all above the threshold of 0.50 (Hair et al., 2017). These findings confirm that
all indicators in the research model are valid and reliable in representing the construct being
measured.

Table 3.
Outer Model Results



Variable | Code | Loadings
Egalitarian Leadership Style (Cronbach's a= 0.962 CR= 0.969 and AVE= 0.839)

Employees are involved in decision-making X111 0.925
My opinion is appreciated in meetings. X1.1.2 0.933
My boss is open to criticism and suggestions from employees | X1.1.3 0.932

Communication between superiors and subordinates is two- X1.2.1 0.900
way and open

| feel comfortable communicating with my boss X1.2.2 0.907
Information from the boss is conveyed clearly and easily X123 0.900
understandable
Feudal Leadership Style (Cronbach's a= 0.969 CR= 0.975 and AVE= 0.867)

Important decisions are only made by superiors X211 0.912
The power is completely in the hands of my superiors X2.1.2 0.935
All activities must be approved by their superiors first X2.1.3 0.936
Communication from superiors is one-way instruction X2.2.1 0.941
Employers rarely ask for opinions from employees X2.2.2 0.925
Superiors prefer to give orders rather than discuss X2.2.3 0.938
Work Motivation (Cronbach's a= 0.953 CR= 0.969 and AVE= 0.914)

| have a strong drive to achieve the work targets set ZA 0.956

| feel that the salary, benefits, and work facilities are enough 2.2

0.960
for my needs
My work accomplishments are appreciated, recognized, and Z3

0.952
rewarded
Employee Performance (Cronbach's a= 0.872 CR= 0.977 and AVE= 0.878)
My work always meets the set quality standards Y. 1.1 0.937
| am always thorough and accurate in getting the job done Y. 1.2 0.946
| was able to achieve the set production target Y.2.1 0.944
My daily work productivity is satisfactory Y.2.2 0.952
| can complete work on deadline Y.3.1 0.931
| am disciplined in obeying working hours Y.3.2 0.912

Using the Fornell-Larcker criterion, validity is considered met when the square root of
the average variance extracted (AVE) of each construct is higher than its correlation with
other constructs (Hair et al., 2014). In accordance with Harahap et al. (2023),, this helps
prevent overlap between variables. The results of the discriminant validity test using the
Fornell-Larcker criterion show that all constructs in the model have a higher AVE than their
correlation with other constructs. These values are: egalitarian leadership (0.916),
feudal leadership (0.931), employee performance (0.937), and work motivation (0.956).
These findings indicate that each construct has a high level of differentiation and explains its
indicators more strongly than other constructs in the model, indicating that discriminant
validity is met.

Table 4.
Fornell-Larcker Criterion Results

(X1) | (X2) | (Y) (2)
Egalitarian Leadership (X1) 0,916

Feudal Leadership (X2) 0,964 | 0,931
Employee Performance (Y) 0,976 | 0,956 | 0,937
Work Motivation (Z) 0,935 | 0,937 | 0,943 | 0,956

Structural Model Analysis
The coefficient of determination, or R-squared, is used to assess how well a model
explains the variation in the dependent variable. The R-Square value shows that the model



has a strong ability to explain the data, with work motivation explained by 89.2% through
leadership variables and employee performance by 96.0% through variables in the research
model. This shows that the model has very high predictive power.
Table 5.
R-Square Test Results (R2)

R- Square R-Square Adjusted
Employee Performance (Y) 0,960 0,960

Work Motivation (Z) 0,892 0,892

In addition, Table 6 shows the model's effect size and predictive relevance. The f-
Square value ranges from 0.019 to 0.704, indicating that the variables' influence varies from
low to high according to Cohen's criteria (Billah, 2022). The effect size (f?) showed that the
egalitarian leadership style (X1) had a large impact on employee performance (2 = 0.704),
the feudal leadership style (X2) had a small impact (> = 0.019), and work motivation (Z) had
a moderate impact (f2 = 0.126).

The acceptance of the hypothesis in this study is determined based on the criteria P-
value < 0.05 as a significant condition (hypothesis accepted/confirmed) and P-Value > 0.05
as a condition of insignificance (hypothesis rejected/not confirmed), as well as the suitability
of the direction of influence with the hypothesis proposed (Hair et al., 2023). The test results
showed that the egalitarian leadership style had a positive and significant effect on work
motivation (T = 4.142; p = 0.000), thereby confirming H1. Feudal leadership style also had a
significant effect on work motivation (T = 4.706; p = 0.000), but it did not match the
hypothesis direction, so H2 was not confirmed.

Furthermore, egalitarian leadership styles had a positive and significant effect on
employee performance (T = 8.107; p = 0.000; f2 = 0.704), thereby confirming H3. The
influence of feudal leadership style on employee performance was not significant (T = 1.381;
p = 0.168; 2 = 0.019), so H4 was confirmed in the model. Work motivation had a positive
and significant effect on employee performance (T = 4.115; p = 0.000; 2 = 0.126), thereby
confirming H5. In the mediation test, work motivation mediated the relationship between
egalitarian leadership style and employee performance (T = 2.715; p = 0.007), thereby
confirming H6. In contrast, the mediation of work motivation in the relationship between
feudal leadership style and employee performance was statistically significant (T = 3.290; p
= 0.001), but in the opposite direction, so H7 was not confirmed.

Table 6.
Structural Equation Model Hypothesis Test Results

Hypothesis | Relationship | Coefficient P- Explanation f2
Value

H1 X1=2>Z 4,142 0,000 | Confirmed

H2 X2=2>Z 4,706 0,000 No

H3 X1=2Y 8,107 0,000 | Confirmed | 0,704
H4 X2=2Y 1,381 0,168 | Confirmed | 0,019
H5 ZY 4,115 0,000 | Confirmed | 0,126
H6 )\;1 2> ZD 2715 0,007 Confirmed
32?22 3200 | 0,001 No

The image shows the results of a structural model that explains the relationships
among egalitarian and feudal leadership styles, their effects on employee motivation, and
their impact on employee performance. The model also shows the path coefficient and
explanatory power of the endogenous variables in the study.
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Figure 2.
Path Model in Research
Discussions

The results of the study show that the egalitarian leadership style has a positive and
significant influence on employee work motivation, thereby supporting Hypothesis 1 (H1).
Open, participatory, and fair leadership makes employees feel valued and involved in the
work process, thereby increasing their motivation and enthusiasm. In the context of
plantation work that requires high coordination and physical effort, two-way communication
and leadership support are important factors in building employee motivation. These findings
align with SDT, which posits that motivation increases when people's needs for autonomy,
competence, and connection are met (Deci et al., 2017). The findings of this study are also
in line with Amundsen & Martinsen (2015), who found that empowering leadership boosts
employee motivation, Xue et al. (2022), which shows that egalitarian leadership reinforces
the meaning that employees find in their work, and Rosnawati et al. (2023), which proves
that participatory leadership has a positive influence on employee motivation in the
organization.

The study's results show that the feudal leadership style has a positive, significant
influence on employee work motivation. However, Hypothesis 2 (H2) is rejected because the
direction of influence is not in accordance with expectations. The hypothesis initially
predicted a negative relationship. In a hierarchical plantation work environment, clear and
centralized leadership can provide clear instructions, a sense of security, and job stability,
thereby increasing employee extrinsic motivation. Nonetheless, SDT explains that feudal
leadership often fails to meet the need for autonomy, leading to short-term motivation (Deci
et al., 2017). These findings differ from those of Asim et al. (2021) and Amalia et al. (2025),
which suggest that authoritarian leadership typically lowers employee motivation.

The results of direct testing indicated that egalitarian leadership had a positive and
significant influence on employee performance, thereby supporting Hypothesis 3 (H3).
These findings show that the more equal leadership is applied, the better employee
performance. At PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari, equal leadership is demonstrated through open
two-way communication, involving employees in the work process, and sharing
responsibilities more evenly, so that employees feel valued and responsible for their work.
Participatory leadership helps strengthen teamwork, increase initiative, and encourage work
commitment in a production goal-based work environment. In theory, these results align with
SDT, which emphasizes the importance of meeting the needs for autonomy, competence,
and interconnectedness in promoting optimal work behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2020). These
findings also align with previous research showing that equitable or participatory leadership
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can improve employee performance by empowering and engaging workers (Hutagalung et
al., 2023; Kim & Yoon, 2025; Toufighia et al., 2024).

Based on the results of the direct influence test, the feudal leadership style had a
negative, but non-significant, impact on employee performance, thereby accepting
Hypothesis 4 (H4). These results show that feudal leadership does not really help improve
employee performance at PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari. Leadership styles that emphasize
strict hierarchy, compliance, and centralized decision-making often limit employee initiative
and creativity, resulting in suboptimal performance even when work discipline is maintained.
In theory, feudal leadership corresponds to an authoritarian style that focuses on control and
obedience, which, in the long run, can slow down the quality of individual performance.
These findings are in line with previous research showing that authoritarian leadership
negatively influences employee performance (Edilpatriz et al., 2025; Pizzolitto et al., 2023),
although the impact can be moderated by organizational culture and the nature of the work
(Wang et al., 2022). These results suggest that a more participatory leadership style is more
effective in improving employee performance over time.

Based on the direct test results, work motivation has a positive and significant
influence on employee performance, thereby supporting Hypothesis 5 (H5). These findings
suggest that higher work motivation is associated with better performance. At PT Sumatera
Sawit Lestari, highly motivated employees tend to be more enthusiastic, persistent, and
responsible in achieving their work targets. In theory, motivation is the driving force that
determines how hard a person works and how long they keep trying (Deci et al., 2017).
These results also align with SDT, which highlights that meeting the needs for autonomy,
competence, and social connection increases internal motivation, which, in turn, leads to
better performance (McCanally & Hagger, 2024). These findings are supported by research
from Hoxha & Ramadani (2024) and Sanjaya et al. (2025), which shows that work motivation
significantly improves employee productivity and quality performance.

Based on the results of the indirect influence test, work motivation was found to
mediate the relationship between an egalitarian leadership style and employee performance,
thereby accepting Hypothesis 6 (H6). These findings show that equivalent leadership not
only improves performance directly but also increases employee work motivation.
Participatory and supportive leadership can create a work environment that encourages
employee engagement, responsibility, and motivation, thereby improving performance. In
theory, the Organizational Behavior perspective holds that leadership's influence on
performance operates through psychological factors, such as work motivation (Tamimi &
Sopiah, 2022). These results are also aligned with SDT, which highlights that meeting the
needs for autonomy, competence, and social connection improves employee motivation and
performance (McCanally & Hagger, 2024). These findings are supported by research from
Dimas et al. (2025) and July et al. (2025), which suggests that work motivation acts as an
important mediator in the relationship between participatory leadership and employee
performance.

Based on the results of the indirect influence test, the feudal leadership style was
found to have a positive and significant impact on employee performance through work
motivation. However, Hypothesis 7 (H7) was rejected because the empirical direction of its
influence did not match the initial hypothesis, which predicted negative relationships. These
findings show that, in the context of PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari, feudal leadership can still
improve performance through extrinsic work motivation, especially in a hierarchical work
environment that emphasizes discipline and target achievement. The perspective of
organizational behavior theory holds that leadership with high control can foster a certain
level of compliance and work engagement, thereby helping achieve short-term performance
(Saffariz et al., 2025). However, according to SDT, feudal leadership tends to fail to meet the
needs of autonomy and social connection, resulting in more external and less sustainable
motivation (Deci et al., 2017). These results differ from those of Asim et al. (2021) and Liu et
al. (2024), who found that authoritarian leadership usually lowers motivation and
performance. However, some studies show that the motivation to act as a mediator is
strongly influenced by the organization's cultural context and the job's characteristics.
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From a managerial perspective, the findings of this study provide important
implications for plantation management in improving employee motivation and performance.
Plantation companies are encouraged to gradually adopt more egalitarian leadership
practices at the supervisory and field management levels. In operational environments such
as oil palm plantations, this can be implemented by encouraging two-way communication
between supervisors and field workers, involving employees in operational discussions
related to harvest targets and work planning, and providing opportunities for workers to
express suggestions or feedback during routine briefings. Such practices can help build a
sense of trust, strengthen employee engagement, and increase intrinsic motivation. Over
time, the adoption of more participatory leadership practices can contribute to higher
productivity, stronger teamwork, and more sustainable employee performance in plantation
organizations.

CONCLUSION

Based on the research analysis, egalitarian leadership styles consistently have a
positive and significant impact on employee motivation and performance, both directly and
through their role as a motivational mediator. On the other hand, feudal leadership styles
positively influence employee motivation but do not directly affect employee performance,
and the resulting mediation pathway does not align with the initial hypothesis. Work
motivation is an important factor that improves employee performance and also serves as a
psychological mechanism linking leadership to performance. In general, these findings
suggest that egalitarian leadership is a more effective and sustainable approach to
improving employee performance at PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari. In contrast, feudal
leadership tends to be situational and leads to greater extrinsic motivation.

Theoretically, this study supports the relevance of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) in
explaining the relationship between leadership, work motivation, and employee performance
by meeting basic psychological needs such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness. In
addition, findings on the positive influence of feudal leadership on motivation offer new
insights, showing that leadership effectiveness depends on the organizational context and
work culture. This study also contributes to leadership research by providing empirical
evidence on the comparative roles of egalitarian and feudal leadership styles in a culturally
hierarchical industry, such as the oil palm plantation sector, thereby enriching the literature
on contextual leadership in labor-intensive organizational environments. In practice,
companies are advised to develop more egalitarian leadership by improving two-way
communication, empowering employees, and involving them in decision-making. At the
same time, they must limit feudal leadership practices to prevent them from inhibiting
employee engagement and creativity in the long run.

As a recommendation, PT Sumatera Sawit Lestari should strengthen its strategy to
increase employee motivation by implementing a fair reward system, fostering a supportive
work environment, and conducting ongoing performance evaluations. Feudal leadership can
be used in limited situations where strict discipline is required, but it should be combined
with a participatory approach. Further research is recommended to include additional
variables, such as job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and organizational culture,
and to expand the research subject to achieve broader generalizability.
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