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Abstract 
Proactivity refers to the tendency of individuals to proactively promote the 
meaning of others and/or the environment, such as employees proactively 
proposing solutions, actively seeking job feedback, and actively innovating. 
Proactivity is very important for the development of employees and organiza-
tions. Since the domestic scholars Liu Mi and others and Hu Qing and others 
have reviewed the relevant research on employee’s proactive personality and 
proactive behavior in 2007 and 2011 respectively, other domestic scholars 
have published relevant employees in well-known journals at home and 
abroad. Dozens of proactive research are based on different theoretical pers-
pectives. This paper firstly reviews the development of proactivity’s construc-
tion, measurement and research methods, then analyzes the formation and 
mechanism of proactivity based on two perspectives of personal characteris-
tics and behavior process, and further proposes the direction and prospect of 
future research. 
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1. Introduction 

Proactivity refers to the tendency of an individual to take an active role in pro-
moting others and/or the environment (Bateman & Crant, 1993; Grant & Ash-
ford, 2008). For example, employees spontaneously solve problems, proactively 
propose ideas to improve the status quo of the organization, proactively seek in-
formation about work and the organization, proactively solicit feedback on work 
and performance, proactively engage in social activities, proactively propose in-
novative ideas, etc. (Grant & Ashford, 2008; Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006; 
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Morrison, 1993a, 1993b; Ashford, 1986; Ashford & Black, 1996; Van Dyne & Le-
Pine, 1998). Proactivity is not only conducive to the personal development of 
employees, such as improving employee performance, promoting career success, 
obtaining clear role positioning, better job satisfaction, and enhancing employee 
creativity (Parker & Collins, 2010; Saks, Gruman, & Cooper-Thomas, 2011; Kim, 
Hon, & Crant, 2009; Kim, Hon, & Lee, 2010) and also key factors that determine 
the success of an organization and its competitive advantage (Crant, 2000; Grif-
fin, Neal, & Parker, 2007, Frese, Kring, Soose, & Zempel, 1996; Parker, 2000). 
Therefore, it has been paid more and more attention by researchers and managers. 

Since Crant published a literature review on active behavior in 2000 (Crant, 
2000), the proactivity of employees has become a hot topic in the field of orga-
nizational behavior. From the domestic point of view, Liu Mi and Hu Qing and 
other domestic scholars combed the two key concepts of employee proactivity in 
2007 and 2011 respectively, i.e. proactive personality and proactive behavior. 
These reviews are helpful for scholars to further understand the research status 
of employee initiative, find the shortcomings in the research, and continue to 
promote the theoretical development in this field (Liu, Long, & Zu, 2007; Hu, 
Wang, Zhang, Cheng, & Sun, 2011; Mao & Sun, 2013). Since then, domestic 
scholars have published dozens of papers based on different theoretical perspec-
tives on employee proactivity research in well-known journals at home and 
abroad. However, the development of these researches based on different pers-
pectives and the lack of connection between them are not conducive to the 
comparison and integration of research results in this field. Therefore, it is ne-
cessary for us to further sort out, especially to discuss the theoretical perspectives 
of existing researches and the shortcomings of the current theoretical basis, 
which will help scholars to systematically understand the theoretical research in 
this field so as to adjust the research direction and focus in the future. 

So, what are the new developments of these researches in the related construc-
tion and measurement in recent years? What are the main theoretical perspec-
tives to solve the new problems? What other important issues have not been ful-
ly explored? What are the new trends of future research? In order to answer 
these key questions, so as to help researchers promote the further development 
of employee initiative research, we try to systematically comb the current re-
search results of employee initiative from three aspects: construction, measure-
ment and research methods, research perspective and related theories, and point 
out the future development direction for researchers on this basis. 

2. The Development of Construct, Measurement  
and Research Methods 

2.1. The Development of Research Constructs 

The characteristics and behaviors of proactivity reflect the complementary ten-
dencies and actions taken by individuals to shape themselves and their environ-
ment (for example, Bateman & Crant, 1993; Grant & Ashford, 2008). Research-
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ers mainly focus on proactive personality and proactive behavior. Proactivity 
personality refers to a stable behavioral tendency that individuals actively influ-
ence the surrounding environment (Bateman & Crant, 1993). Individuals with 
proactive personality spontaneously create favorable environmental conditions 
to improve work performance rather than passively respond to the environment 
(Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999). For a long time, scholars believe that proac-
tive personality is a stable personality, which is not easily changed by the envi-
ronment (Fugate, Prussia, & Kinicki, 2012; Luthans, Avolio, Walumbwa, & Li, 
2005). However, some scholars have realized that personality has plasticity 
(Baltes, 1997; Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005; Scollon & Diener, 2006). 

Proactive behavior refers to employees’ initiative to improve the current en-
vironment or create a new environment, actively challenge the current situation, 
rather than passively adapt to the current environment (Crant, 2000). The spe-
cific proactive behavior in work is that employees actively ask for feedback on 
work and performance, take the initiative to help others, and actively innovate 
(Ashford, 1986; Spitzmuller & Van Dyne, 2013; Vashdi, Bamberger, & Erez, 
2013; Parker et al., 2006). However, in different cultural background, the specific 
performance of employees’ proactive behavior is different. For example, em-
ployees in a high power distance culture are more sensitive to authority, and 
they are more likely to be influenced by authority (for example, excluded by 
leaders and colleagues) than people in an individualistic culture. In this cultural 
context, employees’ proactive behaviors are limited, and even do not involve the 
challenge status quo in the above definition (Gong, Cheung, Wang, & Huang, 
2012). In addition, employees in different career may be more inclined to dif-
ferent proactive behaviors due to individual differences in life cycle (Kanfer & 
Ackerman, 2004). For example, the initiative of junior employees is more in-
clined to optimize performance, while senior employees are more concerned 
about how to minimize the loss (Freund, 2006). Therefore, some scholars sug-
gest that we should grasp its essential characteristics in the research, instead of 
focusing on various specific manifestations (Grant & Ashford, 2008). In addi-
tion, most scholars study the initiative behavior from the individual level. How-
ever, since 1999, some scholars have been exploring the initiative behavior at the 
team level (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Tesluk & Mathieu, 1999). Some scholars de-
fine team level proactivity as actions initiated by the team and focused on the 
future to change the external environment or internal state of the team (Erkutlu 
& Chafra, 2012). The team’s initiative behavior includes: the team actively in-
troduces new working methods, actively prevents problems, not only passively 
responds to existing problems (Williams, Parker, & Turner, 2010). Some indi-
vidual proactive behaviors (such as employee voice behavior) can also occur at 
the team level (Li, Liao, Tangirala, & Firth, 2017). However, because the main 
body of team initiative behavior is team or organization, it is difficult to imple-
ment such behavior by virtue of personal strength, so most of team proactive 
behavior cannot be completed at the individual level. 
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2.2. Development of Measurement and Research Methods 

In recent years, most scholars use questionnaire survey to measure the proactiv-
ity of employees, and most of them use self-report to collect data. 

In terms of measurement tools, researchers mainly measure the degree of em-
ployees’ proactivity from two aspects of personal characteristics and behavior 
process, that is, measuring the degree of employees’ proactive personality and 
measuring the frequency of proactive behavior to collect data. In terms of per-
sonal characteristics, Bateman and Crant (1993) developed a one-dimensional 
initiative personality scale with 17 items, such as “I’m always looking for better 
working methods”. Later scholars mostly used various simple versions of the 
scale. For example, Seibert et al. (1999) simplified the original scale with ten 
items in 1999. For example, “if I believe something, I will overcome difficulties 
and obstacles to achieve it”. Other scholars adopted the simplified version of six 
items in 2005 by Claes et al. (2005), the sample items include: “this employee is 
always looking for a better way to complete the work”, etc. These scales all reflect 
the degree of employees’ initiative by asking the subjects’ preference degree in 
the initiative events. 

In the aspect of behavior process, scholars mostly use the proactive behavior 
scale developed by Griffin et al. (2007). The scale includes 9 items at three levels: 
individual, department and organization (Strauss, Parker, & O’Shea, 2017; Yang 
et al., 2016). Examples of individual level initiatives such as “using better me-
thods to complete core tasks”; examples of department level initiatives such as 
“developing new methods or improving original methods to help your team to 
complete tasks efficiently”; examples of department level initiatives such as 
“proposing to make internal work of the organization more efficient” The way of 
completion, etc. Some scholars selected eight items of specific proactive beha-
viors such as information seeking, such as “how often do you communicate with 
colleagues and supervisors on work-related topics in a week” (Major, Turner, & 
Fletcher, 2006; Saks et al., 2011); three items of problem prevention, such as 
“subordinates’ thoughts” Test the frequency of how to prevent the same problem 
from happening again; take charge of the three item scale of behavior, such as 
“subordinates try to propose solutions to urgent problems in the organization”. 
In general, these scales show the degree of employees’ initiative by measuring the 
frequency of the proactivity. 

Whether it is measured from the perspective of personal characteristics or 
behavior process, it is focused on the proactivity of employees. In recent years, 
with the rise of team proactivity research, some scholars began to directly meas-
ure team level proactivity (Wu & Wang, 2015). Using the team level proactivity 
scale developed by Baer and Frese (2003), the team leaders evaluate the whole 
team and directly obtain data on team proactivity. However, most team level da-
ta are still aggregated from individual proactivity to team level, not really meas-
ured from team level. Team proactive behavior is a kind of collective behavior 
tendency, in other words, it is about the behavior of the team as a collective, ra-
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ther than the sum of individual proactivity in the team (Morgeson & Hofmann, 
1999). Accordingly, the aggregation of team proactive behavior and team mem-
ber proactive behavior is essentially different in measurement. From this point 
of view, if scholars study the initiative behavior at the team level, they should di-
rectly focus on the team or organization, rather than simply summing up indi-
vidual proactivity data to represent the proactivity of the whole team. 

From the perspective of measurement methods, due to the subjective bias of 
the general self-report questionnaire survey, the objectivity and inaccuracy of his 
assessment of the questionnaire survey, and the inability of the questionnaire 
survey method and the horizontal test itself to draw the conclusion of the cause 
and effect direction, many scholars have proposed that the future research can 
collect data from multiple sources at the same time (for example, using the su-
pervisor self-report questionnaire survey method at the same time) I report, col-
leagues report and file investigation) to avoid the deviation caused by the inde-
pendent use of self-evaluation or other evaluation, so as to ensure the accuracy 
and objectivity of the data (Ouyang et al., 2015), and optimize the design with 
the vertical experimental research of field experiment and laboratory experiment 
that can draw the causal inference (Sun & Van Emmerik, 2015; Wu & Parker, 
2017). 

3. Research on Active Behavior Based on Different  
Theoretical Perspectives 

Previous studies have focused on the generation and mechanism of proactive 
behavior from the perspectives of personal characteristics and behavior process. 
From the perspective of personal characteristics, it is believed that there are dif-
ferences in the individual’s personal propensity to discover opportunities and 
examine problems, which is called proactive personality, that is, personality 
characteristics that are not limited by the environment and tend to change the 
environment (Bateman & Crant, 1993). If employees have a high degree of 
proactive personality, they prefer to actively create a better environment for 
work, actively find and solve problems rather than passively respond. From the 
perspective of behavioral process, it is believed that the initiative mainly comes 
from the expectation of improving the status quo, that is, subordinates hope to 
bring greater benefits or avoid problems by improving the status quo, and these 
improvements can only be realized by their own active thinking and positive 
change to a large extent (Grant & Ashford, 2008). 

3.1. Research from the Perspective of Personal Characteristics 
(Proactive Personality) 

3.1.1. The Job Demands-Resources Model 
Previous studies have shown that employees are more likely to engage in work in 
a challenging and resource rich work environment and show the best perfor-
mance (Demerouti & Cropanzano, 2010). Therefore, the organization or man-
agement should provide employees with sufficient working resources, including 
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feedback and social support (Nielsen, Randall, Yarker, & Brenner, 2008; Piccolo 
& Colquitt, 2006). However, organizations or managers are not always able to 
give feedback and support to employees in a timely manner. In this case, it is 
particularly important for employees to take the proactivity to optimize their 
work environment. The work demand resource model can explain the influence 
of employees’ proactive personality on work results in this situation. 

According to the theory of work demand resource model, when employees 
leave the organization, on the one hand, it is due to the mismatch between their 
ability and demand, on the other hand, it is due to the mismatch between the 
demand and supply of the organization (Edwards, 2008). People are not “passive 
recipients of environmental stress” (Buss, 1987), on the contrary, they may ac-
tively change their environment. 

Employees who actively change their work environment can actively match 
their work resources with their abilities and needs (Tims & Bakker, 2010). 
Therefore, from this model, some scholars think that employees with initiative 
personality are most likely to reshape their work (such as increasing social work 
resources and increasing their work challenges), actively adjust the work envi-
ronment to maintain work enthusiasm, and then obtain positive in role perfor-
mance evaluation (Bakker, Tims, & Derks, 2012). 

Previous studies have shown that employees with a proactive personality are 
good at discovering opportunities and taking action (Crant, 1995). Compared 
with previous studies, the theoretical perspective further shows that people with 
active personality are more inclined to change their working environment in a 
positive and active way by mobilizing working resources and demands. In addi-
tion, the theoretical perspective explains why and how employees proactively 
optimize their working environment when the general situation that organiza-
tions or leaders can’t support employees in time occurs. According to this theo-
retical principle, the results of this perspective suggest that human resource 
managers should regularly carry out employee surveys, provide personalized 
feedback according to employees’ views on current work needs and resources, 
and then improve the working environment in a targeted way so that they can 
work more efficiently with the support of the organization (Bakker et al., 2012). 

3.2.2. The Interactionist Model 
Previous studies focused on the positive environmental change of proactive per-
sonality in the workplace. However, this is only one aspect of the reciprocal rela-
tionship between proactive personality and environment. Many scholars believe 
that individual personality is “stable” (for example, Fugate et al., 2012), “not easy 
to develop and change” (for example, Luthans et al., 2005). However, personality 
psychologists increasingly recognize that personality is malleable over time 
(Baltes, 1997; Caspi et al., 2005; Scollon & Diener, 2006). Exploring the influence 
mechanism of environment on proactive personality is helpful to further under-
stand how to improve environmental factors to shape or attract more employees 
with proactive personality. Therefore, it is necessary to study the influence of 
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work environment on proactive personality. The interaction model theory can 
respond to this research problem. 

Interaction model theory emphasizes the interaction between human and en-
vironment. Although this theoretical perspective regards personality as a rela-
tively permanent and stable behavior, thought or emotion pattern (Johnson, 
1997), it also believes that personality characteristics are easily influenced by life 
and work experience in the whole life cycle (Baltes, 1997). Specifically, the theory 
assumes that over time, when individuals with certain personality characteristics 
choose a specific work environment, they gain the opportunity to express and 
further develop related skills and motivation, which in turn further strengthen 
their personality characteristics (Ackerman & Heggestad, 1997; Roberts, Caspi, 
& Moffitt, 2003). Although this theory has been a relatively mature system 
theory in personality psychology (Scollon & Diener, 2006; Sutin & Costa Jr., 
2010), it has only recently begun to appear in the study of organizational beha-
vior (such as Wu & Griffin, 2012), especially suitable for the study of the reci-
procal relationship between proactive personality and work attributes. 

According to the interactionist model theory, people will be affected by their 
surroundings as well as their surroundings (Bandura, 1978, 2001). People with 
proactive personality are good at controlling their environment. They take the 
initiative to look for opportunities and take actions to achieve satisfactory 
changes (Bateman & Crant, 1993). This change-oriented behavior tendency may 
increase their work autonomy, that is, the freedom of employees to make deci-
sions at work (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). People with active personality con-
stantly change their environment. Whether these changes are successful or not, 
with the passage of time, repeated proactive behaviors are often consolidated, 
generalized and habitual, thus enhancing their active tendency (Caspi et al., 
2005; Kohn & Schooler, 1973). Therefore, according to the interaction theoreti-
cal model, some scholars propose that there is a dynamic relationship between 
active personality and work autonomy in the workplace, that is, active personal-
ity can improve the work autonomy of employees, and the improved work au-
tonomy can further enhance the proactive personality of employees (Li, Fay, 
Frese, Harms, & Gao, 2014). 

It is necessary to explore the plasticity of proactive personality, because per-
sonality characteristics can affect people’s work behavior. However, in the past, 
most studies considered that personality is a stable tendency. The plasticity of 
personality means that there is a way to influence the development of personality 
through intervention, so as to achieve the purpose of shaping ideal work beha-
vior. By studying the dynamic reciprocal relationship between the specific va-
riables of workplace environment and proactive personality, this theoretical 
perspective can help the scholars in the field of organizational behavior to fur-
ther understand the dynamic change process of proactive personality, and fur-
ther bring more enlightenment on how to improve the environmental factors of 
workplace to attract employees with proactive personality. 
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3.2. Research from the Perspective of Behavior Process  
(Proactive Behavior) 

3.2.1. Social Identity Theory 
Scholars generally believe that the proactivity of employees is largely affected by 
the behavior of their superiors, especially the psychological process of subordi-
nates after being abused by their superiors, so as to affect their proactive beha-
vior? How to explain these psychological mechanisms reasonably is an impor-
tant issue in this field (Belschak, Den Hartog, & Fay, 2010). The theory of social 
identity helps to explain this kind of research problem. 

Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) holds that in order to define 
self-identity, people always classify themselves into specific groups similar to 
their beliefs and values, because groups are the source of self-identity informa-
tion. People will compare their own group (inner group) with other groups 
(outer group). In the process of social comparison, they will form a sense of so-
cial identity for their group, and take positive actions to protect the interests of 
their group. Among all the members of the group, leaders are more typical indi-
viduals who can reflect the group norms, while other members will pay more at-
tention to such people and be affected by them. 

Proactive behavior requires a high degree of motivation (Parker, Bindl, & 
Strauss, 2010), and employees’ perceived internal identity may be the key moti-
vation for workplace initiative. When leaders interact with subordinates in a way 
of support and respect, subordinates are likely to gain a high degree of internal 
status perception, while subordinates with a high degree of internal status per-
ception define themselves as members of the organization, identify with their 
values and goals, and act in the way they expect. On the contrary, if they have a 
low sense of their internal status or even think that they are outsiders in the or-
ganization, they may not work actively (Armstrong-Stassen & Schlosser, 2011). 
Therefore, some scholars use the theory of social identity for reference to explore 
the relationship between subordinates’ perceived internal identity and negative 
leadership style and their active behaviors (Ouyang et al., 2015). The research 
finds that negative leadership style (such as abusive Leadership) can reduce sub-
ordinates’ internal identity perception, thus reducing their active behaviors. 

Social identity theory enriches the psychological process of active behavior 
operation by capturing subordinates’ identity to the organization (i.e. perceived 
insider status). At the same time, the theoretical perspective also explores the 
role of the dark side of leadership behavior in active behavior, enriching the un-
derstanding of the role of the bright side of leadership behavior in active beha-
vior in previous studies (Parker et al., 2010; Strauss, Griffin, & Rafferty, 2009). 
From a practical point of view, the results of this study suggest that organiza-
tions should establish high-quality employee organizational relationships 
through promotion, training and other measures, improve employees’ percep-
tion of the internal personnel of the organization, so as to avoid the adverse im-
pact of abusive leadership, and strengthen employees’ work initiative (Ouyang et 
al., 2015). 
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3.2.2. Theory of Planned Behavior 
Although previous studies have explored two antecedents of proactive behavior: 
individual differences (e.g., self-efficacy) and environmental factors (e.g., trust, 
management support) (Crant, 2000; Parker et al., 2006), we know how these an-
tecedents affect proactive behavior and how to explain the relationship between 
them Very few. Active behavior is not a random decision, but a result of a ra-
tional decision due to certain risks. Therefore, it is necessary to clarify the cogni-
tive mechanism of making such behavior decisions (Shin & Kim, 2015). The 
theory of planned behavior can reveal the cognitive process of the relationship 
between specific antecedents and active behavior (Ajzen, 1991). 

According to the theory of planned behavior, the intention (motivation) of an 
individual to a specific behavior directly determines whether or not the behavior 
is implemented, and the intention of an individual is influenced by the attitude, 
subjective norms and perceived behavior control of the individual to the beha-
vior (Ajzen, 1991). Specifically, the more positive the attitude, the stronger the 
subjective norms, and the stronger the perceptual behavior control, the greater 
the behavioral intention, and vice versa (Duan & Jiang, 2008). 

Proactive behavior is a highly voluntary and rational behavior, which often 
involves changing the status quo or challenging the status quo, and has certain 
risks for employees. When the risk of responsibility is greater than the benefit, it 
means that the individual’s attitude becomes negative, and the subjective norms 
and perceptual behavior control become weak, so the individual will reduce the 
willingness to take the initiative to avoid the risk (Morrison & Phelps, 1999). 

Therefore, the decision of employees’ initiative behavior is likely to be affected 
by their intention to avoid risks. In order to explain how proactive behavior is 
driven by behavioral intention, some scholars based on the theoretical frame-
work of planned behavior proposed that the stronger the perceived work sup-
port of employees, the stronger their subjective norms and behavioral intention, 
and thus more likely to produce proactive behavior; similarly, the higher the 
employee’s work autonomy, the easier it is to control and conduct high individ-
uals through perceived high behavior Active behavior for intention (Shin & Kim, 
2015). 

This theory puts forward and tests the cognitive intermediary mechanism 
between antecedent variables and active behavior, explains the cognitive factors 
and mechanisms that affect active behavior, and shows that active behavior is a 
rational behavior involving individual will and rational decision-making, not 
only driven by individual personality (Crant, 2000). This breakthrough, which 
regards proactive behavior as rational behavior, further inspires future theoreti-
cal and empirical studies to pay attention to the complex decision-making 
process of proactive behavior. In addition, the findings from this theoretical 
perspective remind managers of organizations to help their employees develop 
proactive behavior by establishing perceptual norms and behavioral control 
(Shin & Kim, 2015). 
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3.2.3. Attachment Theory 
Due to the potential uncertainty and high-risk consequences of proactive beha-
vior, scholars initially believed that creating a supportive environment that en-
courages employees to make new attempts without worrying about potential ob-
stacles can guarantee and promote employees’ proactive behavior (Parker et al., 
2010). Leaders play an important role in building such a supporting environ-
ment, for example, supporting and encouraging employees’ efforts and giving 
them more authority (Avolio & Bass, 1995). However, the following studies are 
controversial on whether leadership support can enhance employees’ initiative 
behavior. Some scholars believe that there is a positive relationship between lea-
dership support and various forms of active behavior (Axtell, Holman, Un-
sworth, & Wall, 2000), but some people come to the opposite conclusion 
(Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Parker et al., 2006). These inconsistent findings 
indicate that it is necessary to explore the important issue of whether and how 
leadership support affects employees’ initiative behavior. In order to solve this 
problem, it needs to further explain which types of employees are more likely to 
benefit the most from leadership support. The attachment theory can provide a 
reasonable explanation for this problem. 

According to attachment theory, individuals have the need to obtain a sense of 
security. In the early relationship with the main caregivers, adults with low at-
tachment security tend to seek an effective alternative attachment character to 
obtain a sense of security (Bowlby, 1982). 

In an organizational environment, leaders who provide secure support can be 
seen as effective substitutes for attachment figures (Mayseless & Popper, 2007; 
Popper & Mayseless, 2003). Therefore, based on attachment theory, some scho-
lars believe that obtaining leadership safety support can positively predict em-
ployees’ proactive behavior (Wu & Parker, 2017). 

This theoretical perspective, by distinguishing the types and boundary condi-
tions of leader support, emphasizes the importance of interaction between situa-
tional factors (leader support) and temperament factors (attachment style) (Wu 
& Parker, 2011), reveals the reasons why the previous research results on the in-
fluence of leader support on employees’ proactive behavior are inconsistent, thus 
deepening our research on leaders How to create favorable working environ-
ment for employees’ initiative behavior. From a practical point of view, this 
study suggests that organizations should train leaders to understand how to bet-
ter support employees, encourage leaders to identify employees with different 
attachment styles, so that they can better create an organizational environment 
conducive to employee proactivity. 

3.2.4. Self Determination Theory 
In previous studies, scholars generally hold a positive and optimistic attitude 
towards proactive behavior, which is not conducive to our understanding of the 
possible negative effects of active behavior, nor to our understanding of the in-
consistent results in the research. For example, there are inconsistent explana-
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tions on the impact of active behavior on employee happiness. On the one hand, 
some scholars believe that because proactive behavior needs higher level psy-
chological functions, such as the expenditure of psychological resources such as 
planning, proactive behavior may consume people’s resources and energy, lead-
ing to work pressure (Diamond, 2013; Van der Linden, Frese, & Meijman, 2003; 
Belschak & Den Hartog, 2010). On the other hand, other scholars believe that 
proactive behavior will not bring work pressure to employees (Strauss & Parker, 
2014). In order to solve this problem, some scholars respond to the above dis-
putes from the perspective of self-determination theory. 

According to self-determination theory, control motivation and autonomy mo-
tivation are two kinds of work motivation. Autonomous motivation refers to a kind 
of innate, internal and constructive consciousness tendency of self-improvement 
and integration. External motivation is called control motivation because it is 
driven by external factors and lacks of self-determination. Although controlling 
work motivation will lead to resource consumption, when the autonomous mo-
tivation is high, it will not consume resources or even generate action motivation 
due to the intrinsic recognition of individual value, thus compensating the re-
sources consumed by controlling work motivation (Moller, Deci, & Ryan, 2006). 

Whether or not proactive behavior leads to experience exhaustion depends on 
the individual’s work motivation. When the resource consumption is greater 
than the resource productivity, proactive behavior will lead to resource loss, 
which will lead to work pressure (Strauss et al., 2017). Specifically speaking, the 
controlled motivation in the work consumes the resources involved in the active 
behavior. The autonomous motivation can make the individual experience the 
self-recognition of their own behavior, not only will not lead to the lack of re-
sources, but also enhance the sense of energy (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Moller, Deci, 
& Ryan, 2006). When the autonomous motivation in the work does not com-
pensate the resources consumed by the control motivation, it will lead to the loss 
of resources, which will lead to work pressure, setbacks and failures. Therefore, 
based on the theory of self-determination, some scholars have proposed that 
when the control motivation is high and the autonomy motivation is low, the 
proactive behavior of employees will increase the work pressure of employees 
(Strauss et al., 2017). 

In short, the theoretical perspective responds to the contradictory prediction 
of the impact of proactive behavior on employees’ psychological stress. In view 
of the rising cost of psychological stress in the workplace, the theoretical expla-
nation provided by this theoretical perspective is an important breakthrough, 
and it enlightens organizations to take corresponding measures to improve em-
ployees’ autonomous motivation, and then to prevent the work pressure caused 
by the proactive behavior. 

4. Research Prospect 

Personal trait perspective: the interaction between human and environment is 
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influenced by the trait difference, that is, the proactive personality. Different in-
dividuals show different behavioral tendencies. From the perspective of personal 
characteristics, the proactivity is a characteristic of employees themselves. Even 
if they are not forced by the environment, or there is no interest exchange and 
other situations, employees will make initiative behaviors based on their person-
al preferences. For example, based on the work demand resource model, em-
ployees with proactive personality can also actively change the work environ-
ment to get the conclusion that the work demand and resources match their own 
abilities. However, the theoretical perspective is based on the theory of human 
environment interaction, so individuals with proactive personality are only rela-
tively not limited by the power of environment (Bateman & Crant, 1993). For 
example, based on the interactive model theory, this paper explores the dynamic 
reciprocal relationship between active personality and work environment fac-
tors, and empirically tests the important concerns in the field of organizational 
behavior on the impact of work environment on proactive personality plastic-
ity. 

Behavior process perspective: active behavior describes a specific spontaneous 
action process (Crant, 2000). It is the externalization of individual proactivity. 
From this perspective, proactivity can be embodied in the actual behavior of in-
dividuals, and has a substantial impact on the environment. For example, based 
on the theory of social identity, this paper discusses the relationship between the 
perceived internal identity of subordinates, abusive leadership and their proac-
tive behaviors, explains that even in the face of high risk, employees will show 
proactive behaviors out of the perception of their internal identity and the iden-
tification of the organization, enriching the psychological process of the opera-
tion of proactive behaviors, and proposes proactive behaviors based on the 
theory of planned behaviors. Based on attachment theory, this paper analyzes 
the regulatory role of employees with different attachment types in obtaining 
leadership’s safety support and proactive behavior, and reconciles the inconsis-
tent results of previous studies on the impact of leadership support on em-
ployees’ proactive behavior, thus deepening our research on how leaders en-
hance employees’ proactive behavior. Based on the theory of self-determination, 
this paper puts forward that whether the proactive behavior will lead to the ex-
haustion of resources depends on the individual’s work motivation, and re-
sponds to the contradictory explanation about the influence of the initiative be-
havior on the individual’s psychological well-being. 

5. Future Outlook 

Although the research from the perspective of personal characteristics and beha-
vior process enriches our understanding of the formation and mechanism of 
employee proactivity, however, from the above review, we can find that the cur-
rent development trend and research deficiencies in this field, so as to further 
promote the research and development in the following aspects. 
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5.1. New Theoretical Explanation 

Both personal characteristics and behavioral process perspectives ignore an im-
portant consequence of proactive behavior. Employees’ proactive behavior 
means that they need to challenge the status quo and take some risk of failure 
(Grant, Parker, & Collins, 2009). In this case, why are proactive employees will-
ing to take this potential risk and actively change the status quo? Therefore, the 
current research on the mechanism of active behavior is not comprehensive. 

The theory of “benefit seeking and harm avoiding framework” can further ex-
plain this problem. In the process of active behavior, employees with a high de-
gree of active personality mainly focus on two aspects: Mining opportunities and 
avoiding problems. These two aspects are included in the basic human psychol-
ogy and behavior patterns discussed in the theory of “benefit seeking and harm 
avoiding framework”. According to the theory of “benefit seeking and harm 
avoiding framework”, whether it is individual personality, motivation, emotion, 
cognitive tendency, or ultimately behavior, two different mechanisms of benefit 
seeking and harm avoiding can be included according to their responses to posi-
tive and negative stressors (such as events or information) (Elliot & Thrash, 
2002). Because opportunities and problems represent positive and negative 
stressors respectively, it means that proactive behavior can also be studied with 
the theory of “benefit seeking and harm avoiding framework”. In addition, the 
behavioral process discussed in the theory of “benefit seeking and harm avoiding 
framework” emphasizes that since the stress comes from the interaction between 
people, the mechanism of “benefit seeking and harm avoiding” needs to be stu-
died in the interactive context, which means that the theory is applicable to the 
research in the team work context where interaction is needed (Ferris, Yan, Lim, 
Chen, & Fatimah, 2016). Therefore, with the help of this theory, we can deeply 
analyze the essence and connotation of proactive personality and behavior, and 
explore the mechanism of proactive behavior, so as to construct and test a new 
theoretical framework, so as to better grasp the initiative behavior of employees 
in team work as a whole, which may provide new management ideas for pro-
moting the proactive behavior practice of employees. 

5.2. New Development Trend 

Although there are many literatures about active behavior, most of them are iso-
lated from each other. Therefore, some scholars suggest that we should study the 
similarity between proactive behaviors (Grant & Ashford, 2008). We found that 
different active behaviors have both the active approach to positive stimulation 
and the active avoidance of negative stimulation. But both of them emphasize 
the nature of proactive tendency. For example, the behavior of making sugges-
tions is an out of role behavior in which members of an organization offer their 
opinions to the organization (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). Liang et al. (2012) 
further put forward a two-dimensional model of suggestion behavior, in which 
the promotion suggestion mainly emphasizes the behavior of putting forward 
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constructive opinions in order to promote the development of the organization, 
tends to enhance the positive impact on the organization, while the inhibition 
suggestion emphasizes the behavior of putting forward preventive suggestions 
for the problems adverse to the development of the organization, tends to reduce 
the negative impact in the organization Ring. These concrete research on the 
suggestion behavior can be incorporated into the research logic of “ proactive 
behavior”, which is helpful to integrate and expand from the theoretical frame-
work of the system. 

In addition, the perspective of personality characteristics and the perspective 
of behavior process need to be further integrated. Some scholars believe that 
proactive personality is an important antecedent variable of proactive behavior, 
which can lead to active behavior (Frese, 1997). Approaching or staying away 
from stimuli (i.e., seeking benefits or avoiding harm) is the most basic and 
widely used mode of differentiation in human life (Elliot, 2006). In addition, in 
terms of biology, human beings have two independent qualities of seeking ad-
vantages and avoiding disadvantages, whose effects are manifested in personality 
traits, motivation system and behavior results (Elliot & Thrash, 2002). Therefore, 
the distinction model of benefit seeking and harm avoiding (or individual sensi-
tivity to positive and negative stimuli) can be used as a general principle to guide 
individual differences (personality), motivational constructs and the relationship 
between various behavioral outcomes (Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & Thrash, 
2002). Furthermore, according to Elliot’s framework hierarchy model, individu-
als with different personalities cause corresponding behavioral motivation ac-
cording to their sensitivity to positive and negative stressors, and produce cor-
responding behavioral results through guidance of specific behavioral goals 
(Elliot & Thrash, 2002). That is to say, individuals with positive personalities are 
more sensitive to positive information and are more likely to produce positive 
convergence, the motivation of the results, and then produce the corresponding 
behavior of interest. The individual of avoiding harm personality is more sensitive 
to negative information, more likely to produce the motivation of avoiding nega-
tive results, and then produce the corresponding behavior of avoiding harm. 

In view of the basic and extensive application of the pattern differentiation in 
life, it can be assumed that: the mechanism of employees’ proactive behavior and 
active behavior of avoiding harm may also be in line with the above pattern, that 
is, employees with profit-seeking initiative personality are more likely to gener-
ate profit-seeking initiative behavior by approaching success motivation; em-
ployees with harm avoiding proactive personality are more likely to generate 
profit-seeking proactive behavior by approaching success motivation It is possi-
ble that avoiding failure motivation can lead to avoiding harm proactive behavior. 

5.3. New Analysis Level 

From a practical point of view, proactive behavior occurs more in the team work 
of enterprises. Since the organization itself is composed of various formal teams 
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and informal groups, most of the employees’ behaviors or work are carried out 
in the team environment (Moreland, Levine, & McMinn, 2001). Therefore, 
compared with the study of the proactive behavior as a phenomenon of individ-
ual employees in the whole organization, the further focus on the team can bet-
ter meet the needs of management practice. However, the current relevant re-
search does not further refine the proactive behavior to the team level, so there is 
a lack of sufficient understanding of the proactive behavior of employees in the 
team. When enterprises apply these research results, the practical effect may be 
reduced. Therefore, the future research results on team level proactive behavior 
can provide managers with effective management intervention from the team 
level, so as to better enhance the proactive behavior of employees. 
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