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Abstract

Employees’ psychological well-being is an important factor affecting organi-
zational performance. Thus, through empirical study, the present article in-
vestigates the influence of employees’ job autonomy on their psychological
well-being. Specifically, personal initiative will mediate this relationship. To
examine a series of hypotheses we developed, online survey was used to col-
lect data. Finally, 380 respondents were accepted. Empirical data showed that
employees’ job autonomy is positively related to psychological well-being.
Namely, the psychological well-being of employees will gain dramatic im-
provement when they possess high job autonomy. In addition, through the
way of path analysis, we revealed that personal initiative plays a role of inter-
mediary mechanism in the relationship between job autonomy and psycho-
logical well-being. In last part, we discussed the contribution, limitations, and
the directions of future research.
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1. Introduction

Most of the fatigue we feel is caused by psychological factors, which caused by
purely physical factors is actually very rare, said by Carnegie (2010), a famous
American psychologist and human relations scholar [1], which reveals the im-
portance of psychological experience. In addition, a wealth of prior research has
demonstrated that employees’ psychological well-being will bring numerous de-
sirable outcomes, and personal initiative is one of them [2] [3]. Meanwhile, job

autonomy, is not only a consideration of employees when choosing their career,
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but also deeply concerned by scholars [4] [5]. Based on this, we infer that job
autonomy could serve as a determinant of employees’ psychological well-being.

Through reviewing the literature, we are aware that the influence mechanism
of job autonomy to psychological well-being has always been focused by re-
searchers [6] [7] [8]. Further, these literatures can be grouped into two broad
categories; one directly demonstrates the relationship between job autonomy
and psychological well-being, and another indirectly. For example, by analyzing
3504 data with hierarchical regression, Thompson and Prottas (2006) found that
job autonomy is associated with employees” well-being [5], and perceived con-
trol mediated their relationship. In addition, across-ethnic research conducted
by Sheldon, Kasser, Houser-Marko, Jones, and Turban (2005) has shown that
whether it is Americans or Singaporeans, and whether it is older or younger, job
autonomy is always associated with higher psychological well-being [9]. Actual-
ly, over the past decades, broad literature on job autonomy and psychological
well-being draw fairly consistently conclusion, namely, job autonomy is an im-
portant way to obtain high psychological well-being [10] [11].

Undeniably, great knowledge on job autonomy and psychological well-being
has been accumulated [5] [9]. However, several research issues remain further
investigation. For example, compared to most of previous studies which focused
on the mediating role of employees’ perceived control [5], there is almost no
study has examined the role of personal initiative. The research gap is notewor-
thy, because a wealth of empirical evidence showed that employees’ initiatives is
associated with job autonomy [12] [13], which, in turn, will bring positive feel-
ings [14]. Thus, the present study will from a new perspective that is personal
initiative, to shed light on the relationship.

To address such research gaps, we develop a model integrating job autonomy
and personal initiative to predict employees’ psychological well-being. In the
study, we support that employees’ job autonomy in current work is a critical
factor to bring their psychological well-being [9]. However, personal initiative is
both associated with job autonomy and psychological well-being. Thus, we fur-
ther argue the mediating effect of personal initiative on the relationship of job
autonomy and psychological well-being, which refers to employees’ discretio-
nary behaviors with the intent to impact other people or environment [15]. In
the process of reasoning, different theories, such as cognitive evaluation theory,
job design theory, and hierarchy of needs theory are used. To test and verify our
model, first step, we translated all English questionnaire items into Chinese to
simplify respondents reading and understanding. Then, we put the scale on the
website, and after removing unqualified responses, we finally gained 380 res-
ponses. After data analysis, we found that as we propose before, personal initia-
tive plays a intermediary role in effecting the relationship of job autonomy and
psychological well-being. Thus, job autonomy can either directly affect psycho-
logical well-being or indirectly affect through personal initiative.

The research structure of present study is as follows. First, we combed and

consolidated the previous literature (ie. search terms includes job autonomy,
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autonomy personal initiative, initiative, and psychological well-being) with
questions. Based on the work done above, we made a series of hypotheses. Next
step, to examine our hypotheses, we introduced a variety of methods to analyze
the data, and results show that most of the hypotheses are supported. In the last
part, we discussed the implications, limitation, and future research directions of

present article through the way of dialogue with existing literature.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Job Autonomy and Psychological Well-Being

Job autonomy reflects the degree of freedom and independence of employees
when handling their regular works [16]. Explicitly, employees, who retain high
job autonomy, will enjoy more opportunities to finish their work in the way they
like (e.g. the timing, method, or procedures) [17].

Through 5-day diary survey of 95 employees, Petrou and colleagues (2012)
found that job autonomy has a positive effect on shaping employees’ psycholog-
ical well-being [11]. In fact, according to Deci and Ryan (1985), cognitive evalu-
ation theory shows that the employees’ intrinsic motivation can be effected by
external forces (e.g. job autonomy) [18]. Yet job autonomy, which is a significant
external force, born with a signal of focal employee. In means that employees,
who enjoy high job autonomy, are trusted by the organization [11] [19]. In turn,
the feeling of being trusted will promote employees’ psychological well-being.

Besides, employees with higher job autonomy will be relatively free to handle
their work. It means that there is unnecessary to report some decisions to their
superiors. As a result, they can cope effectively with job tasks. Less constraints
can enhance employees’ positive emotions at work. Thus, the psychological sa-
tisfaction of those employees will be high [10]. The premise is supported by a
wealth of empirical evidence, offered by Sheldon, Kasser, Houser-Marko, Jones,
and Turban (2005), that job autonomy is associated with higher psychological
well-being [9]. On the basis of these considerations we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: Job autonomy will be positively related to personal well-being.

2.2. Job Autonomy and Personal Initiative

Accompanied by the active roles of employee initiatives play are found, in recent
years, there is a growing number of research on the predictors of personal initia-
tive [17] [20] [21] [22]. In the present study, personal initiative refers to employees’
discretionary behaviors with the intent to impact themselves or their environments.
In general, personal initiative includes suggestive behavior, help behavior, actively
undertake work-related issues,collaborating, and so forth [13] [23].

In a large body of literature on job autonomy and personal initiative, Grant
and Ashford (2008) suggest that job characteristics are important contextual
predictors of employees’ initiatives [13], which aligns with previous findings
showed by Morgeson, Delaney-Klinger, and Hemingway (2005) [24]. And job

autonomy is one of the most important characteristics. Because personal initia-
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tive involves risk, if there is not enough job autonomy for employees, that is,
they may suffer a predicament after taking initiatives [25], which make they
perceive incompetent. Thus, they may stop trying to make things happen [12].
Instead, those employees, who have more job autonomy, will gain psychological
safety to take initiatives.

In addition to high psychological safety, the effect of job autonomy on per-
sonal initiative is twofold. On the one hand, according to the classical job design
theory [16], employees’ psychological states are proximal predictors of their be-
haviors. Specifically, there is a consensus that rights and obligations are equal.
Intangibly, employees will hold that they should take more initiatives behaviors
as they enjoy high job autonomy. Thus, felt responsibility will push employees to
take initiatives [13] [15]. On the hand, according to Tims and Bakker (2010), the
role-breadth self-efficacy of employees have tremendously increased in high job
autonomy [26]. Namely, it’s easier for employees to take on broader roles when
they possesses more job autonomy [27]. As a result, there will generate a lager
number of initiatives. Collectively, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis2: Job autonomy will be positively related to personal initiative.

2.3. Personal Initiative and Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being, which reflects employee’s psychological satisfaction
with their current job, has attracted wide attention of employees and scholars
[28] [29]. Nonetheless, so far, little research has explicitly verified the relation-
ship between personal initiative and psychological well-being.

Based on the integration of seniors’ academic crystallization, Bindl and Parker
(2010) suggested that positive feelings will follow the initiatives [14]. Explicitly,
in the process of effecting psychological well-being, personal initiatives play two
significant but distinctive roles: reduce the tedium of work and increase em-
ployees’ self-efficacy. On the one hand, by taking initiatives, employees perceive
their jobs more meaningful and significant. Yet through analyzing of 272 data
collected over 18 months, Staw, Sutton, and Pelled (1994) showed that these
positive feelings play a role of promoter in shaping high psychological well-being
[30]. On the other hand, through taking initiative, employees may find a lot of
potential and hidden value of themselves, which, in turn, enhance their
self-efficacy [31]. Namely, employees will convinced that they behaviors will
have an impact on the organization (e.g. people and environment) [17] [21],
[32], and themselves are not trivia. Thus, the combination of both roles will
strengthen the influence of personal initiative on psychological well-being. As
noted earlier in this paper, we predict the following:

Hypothesis 3: Personal initiative will be positively related to psychological
well-being.

2.4. Mediating Role of Personal Initiative

Although prior research has examined the effect of job autonomy on psycholog-

ical well-being, the intermediary mechanism underlying this process has not
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been thoroughly explored. In this article, we introduced personal initiative,
which served as intermediary, to further explore its impact on job autonomy and
psychological well-being. Based on hierarchy of needs theory, offered by Maslow
(1954), that there are five categories of needs existing in human development
[33]. However, for employees, self-actualization is their ultimate goal.

As outlined above, with the addition of job autonomy, the probability of em-
ployees to take initiatives, which in order to influence their surroundings, gain
dramatic improvement. Yet through initiative behaviors, employees will perceive
not only the valuable and significant of themselves roles, but also the interesting
and meaningful of their current jobs [21] [30]. Intangibly, employees will hold a
recognition that their self-value get realized. It is noteworthy that such positive
feeling (e.g. self-value get realized) is an important determinant of high psycho-
logical well-being. However, the situation is completely different as employees’
job autonomy is low. Employees, who just have little job autonomy, may tend to
do their own affairs, rather than play extra-roles [23] [34]. As a result, repeated
work may make employees be difficult to perceive the value of current job,
which will bring them lower psychological satisfaction. Thus, we argue that:

Hypothesis 4: Personal initiative will mediate the relationship of job autono-

my and psychological well-being.

3. Research Methods

3.1. Research Design

In this study, online survey is used to collect data, which is an effective and
widely used method [35]. First of all, we posted the questionnaire on the web-
sites. Simultaneously, in the home page of our questionnaire, we made a com-
mitment that the data is only used for academic research and do not reveal their
personal privacy. All respondents are job incumbents when they are surveyed,
and they are voluntarily involved in the investigation activities. Finally, after ex-
cluding invalid and incomplete data, we gained the samples of 380 respondents.
The original English questionnaire items are shown in the Appendix.

Table 1 reflects the demographic characteristics of the data which we used in
this paper.

3.2. Measurement

To reduce the reading difficulty of respondents, we translated all English ques-
tionnaire items into Chinese. Meanwhile, we abide by the back-translation pro-
cedures [36] strictly to ensure the rigour and accuracy of translations. As a re-
sult, these items were designed in the form of 7-point Likert scales, and respon-
dents are required to rate the Chinese items, rating from 1 = strongly disagree to
7 = strongly agree.

Job autonomy. We adapted Frese, Kring, Soose, and Zempel’s (1996) scale to
measure respondents’ job autonomy [19]. The scale contains four items that de-

scribe the extent to which participants are controlled at work. One sample item
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the analytic sample.

Demographic Characteristics Unweighted n’s Weighted Percentages
Male 254 66.84
Gender

Female 126 33.16

<18 1 0.26

19-29 195 51.32

Age

30 -39 134 35.26
=40 50 13.16

middle school and below 8 2.11

high school 27 7.11
Education associate degree 143 37.63
bachelor’s degree 135 35.53
master’s degree or above 67 17.63
<1 126 33.16

2-3 84 22.11
Tenure 4-5 53 13.95
6-9 41 10.79
=10 78 20.53

was “I can determine how do my work.” The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the
scale was 0.87.

Personal initiative. We used the scale, which offered by Frese, Fay, Leng, Hil-
burger, and Tag’s (1997), to assess personal initiative [37]. There are seven items
in the scale, for example “I take initiative immediately even when others don’t”
and “Whenever something goes wrong, I search for a solution immediately”.
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the scale was 0.91.

Psychological well-being. We employed Brunetto and colleagues’ (2011) scale
to measure psychological well-being of participants [28]. The scale, which regu-
larly used to investigate employees’ satisfaction with current job, includes four
items, such as “Overall I think I am reasonably satisfied with my work life” and
“Overall, I get enough time to reflect on what I do at work”. The Cronbach’s al-
pha coefficient of the scale was 0.88.

Control variables. In the present study, we developed four control variables in
order to minimize the interference of exogenous variables, including partici-
pants’ age, gender, education, and organization tenure. Specific measurement

scales can be seen in Table 2.

4. Results
4.1. Factor Analyses

Considering the problem that there are too many items, in the first step, refer to
the process which offered by Kishton and Widaman (1994), we packaged the
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Table 2. Variables and the scale.

Variables Scale Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
Job autonomy Frese, Kring, Soose, and Zempel’s (1996) 0.87

Frese, Fay, Leng,

0.91
Hilburger, and Tag’s (1997)

Personal initiative

Psychological well-being Brunetto and colleagues’ (2011) 0.88

same category items and extracted three mainly indicators [38]. Next, we em-
ployed the method of confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) through the package
“lavaan” [39] in the R environment [40] to evaluate the coefficient of our
three-factor model.

To ensure the rigor of the data analysis, we strictly abide by the procedures
offered by Aguinis, Gottfredson, and Culpepper (2013) [41]. First, we develop a
null model (M,) with not any predictors but psychological well-being, we se-
lected 3-factor model (M,) as baseline due to it is parsimonious, two 2-factor
models (M, and M;), and finally model shows that three constructs represent a
single dimension (M,). Specific measurement results of variance analyses can be
seen in Table 3.

Obviously, as Table 3 shown, compared with other models, the index of
three-factor baseline model, namely M, is more perfect (y’(87) = 375.46, p <
0.001; CFI = 0.92; NNFI = 0.91; RMSEA = 0.09). It means that the three con-

structs can be distinguished well.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

Table 4 reflects the means, standard deviations, as well as correlation coeffi-
cients among independent, dependent, and control variables.

The analysis results showed that high job autonomy, align with our predic-
tions, will generate a positive effect on employee’ psychological well-being (r =
0.65, p < 0.001). In addition, there also exists positive relationship between job
autonomy and personal initiative (r = 0.56, p < 0.001), personal initiative and
psychological well-beings (r = 0.55, p < 0.001). It means that Hypotheses 1, 2,
and 3 are preliminary supported.

To further test and verify the intermediary role of personal initiative, we ap-
plied the boot-strapping approach to examine its significance again. Results (see
Table 5) showed that in 95% confidence intervals, the coefficient between job
autonomy and psychological well-being was significant (S = 0.48, p < 0.001), that
is, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Similarly, we also calculated the coefficients be-
tween both job autonomy and personal initiative (8 = 0.44, p < 0.001) and per-
sonal initiative and psychological well-being (8 = 0.35, p < 0.001), they were all
significant. Therefore, Hypotheses 2 and 3 were also verified. Naturally, Hy-
pothesis 4 was supported. Namely, personal initiative mediates the relationship
between job autonomy and psychological well-being. Considering that the coef-

ficient between job autonomy and psychological well-being was significant
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Table 3. Results of multilevel modeling analyses.

Model Specifications ba df A7 CFI NNFI RMSEA
Null model (M,) 382859 105 - - - -
Baseline 3-factor model (M) 375.46 87 - 0.92 0.91 0.09

Job autonomy and Personal

L . 832.96 89 457.49**  0.80 0.76 0.15
initiative combined (M,)

Personal initiative and Psychological
. . 909.42 85 533.96** 0.78 0.73 0.16
well-being combined (M)

Three constructs represent
. . . 1208.70 90  833.23** 0.70 0.65 0.18
a single dimension (M,)

Data sources: web survey. Notes: N =380. Ax’ is the change in x* compared with the baseline model. **p <
0.01.

Table 4. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1.JA 4.52 1.35 -
2.PI 5.06 1.06 0.56%* -

3.PW 4.53 1.33 0.65**  0.55** -

4.G 1.33 0.47 0.05 0.01 0.03 -

5. T 30.7 7.39 0.16** 0.12* 0.12* 0.02 -

6.E 4.59 0.93 0.16**  0.16**  0.16** -0.13* 0.03 -

7.A 2.62 1.52 0.14** 0.10 0.13* -0.06  0.70**  0.13** -

Data sources: web survey. Nofe: JA = Job autonomy, PI = Personal initiative, PW = Psychological
well-being, G = Gender, T = Tenure, E = Education, A = Age. N= 380. Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female. Age: 1
= under 18 years old, 2 = 19 - 29 years old, 3 = 30 - 39 years old, 4 = more than 40 years old. Education: 1 =
middle school and below, 2 = high school, 3 = associate degree, 4 = bachelor’s degree, 5 = master’s degree
or above. Tenure: 1 = less than 1 year, 2 =2 - 3 years, 3 = 4 - 5 years, 4 = 6 - 9 years, 5 = more than 10 years.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

Table 5. Parameter estimates of the mediation model and 95% confidence intervals.

estimated effect 95% ci*
Direct effects
job autonomy > psychological well-being 0.48%* [0.387, 0.564]
job autonomy > personal initiative 0.44** [0.373, 0.504]
personal initiative > psychological well-being 0.35%* [0.235, 0.456]
Indirect effects
job autonomy - personal initiative > psychological well-being 0.15** [0.098, 0.205]

Data sources: web survey. Notes: N = 380. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

(8 =0.48, p < 0.001). Therefore, personal initiative will partially mediate the ef-
fect of job autonomy on psychological well-being.
As a result, Figure 1 shows the theoretical model of present study and the

various coefficient between three variables.
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Personal Initiative

0.44" / \\0.35“
0.48™

Job Autonomy } | Psychological Well-being

Figure 1. Standardized path coefficients and hypothesized model. Notes: N =
380. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

5. Discussion

In the present study, a theoretical model was established to explore the influence
mechanism of employees’ job autonomy on their psychological well-being. Spe-
cifically, we introduced personal initiative, which act as a mediator, will influ-
ence the relationship between employees’ job autonomy and psychological
well-being. To verify our hypothesis, we launched an online survey in China. As

expected, our hypothesis get supported by empirical results.

5.1. Theoretical and Practical Implications

The contributions of this article are as follows. First, our present study extend
the research on psychological well-being and finds that job autonomy plays a
positive role in the process of effecting psychological well-being [9]. Specifically,
different from the prior studies, which may just reported the directly relation-
ship between job autonomy and psychological well-being [11], our results indi-
cate that job autonomy influences psychological well-being and that personal in-
itiative plays an intermediary role. Although along with the positive sides of
psychological well-being was discovered, a large number of research on how to
enhance employees’ psychological well-being have emerged [42], the relation-
ship between job autonomy and psychological well-being under personal initia-
tive’ intermediary mechanism is unexplored so far. Second, empirical results
show that the mediating role of personal initiative is incomplete. We find that
job autonomy not only can directly affect employees’ psychological well-being
[9], but also can play the role through other channels (e.g., job autonomy),
which points the way for future research. It means that future research can try
other intermediary variables which influence the relationship between job au-
tonomy and psychological well-being. Third, contrary to the previous studies,
which focus on the effect of psychological well-being on personal initiative [2]
[3], the article uses reverse logic to explore another situation, that is, the influ-
ence of personal initiative on psychological well-being. To some extent, the
present study offers a deeper explore to understand the role of both sides.

Our findings also have many significant implications for practice. First, for
organization, this paper verified that high job autonomy, which makes em-
ployees perceive trust from management [43] and sense of security [23], will
bring high initiative behaviors. The finding is helpful to management. That is,
appropriate authorization is necessary and effective way to improve employee

initiative. In addition, for employees, our empirical results show that personal
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initiative will contribute to the formation of psychological well-being (8= 0.35, p
< 0.001). Namely, employees can improve their work experience through taking

some initiative behaviors.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions

The expecting findings from the present study also have several limitations
which should take into consider. First, the data we used in this study from same
source. Though we adopt both statistical and procedural ways [44] to keep relia-
bility and validity of results, common method variances are difficult to com-
pletely avoid. Future study can try to increase the sources of data collection, such
as using interviews, experiments, and other methods. Because, multiple data
sources can effectively avoid the error caused by common method variances.
Second, in the present study, we only test and verify one intermediary mechan-
ism, that is personal initiative. It means that there may exist other intermediary
mechanism or moderator wait to be explored. Thus, we encourage future study
to explore other possible mediators to further supplement existing theories. Fi-
nally, in the present study, we control some exogenous variables, such as age,
gender, education, and organization tenure. Nonetheless, due to limited energy,
there are many variables which may affect the results are beyond our control.
Thus, in future research, other exogenous variables (e.g., industry) will be taken
into consideration.

Despite existing several limitations, this article makes some important con-
tributions. For example, it investigates how people perceived job autonomy in-
fluence the formation of psychological well-being. Meanwhile, the present study
also supplies an empirical work for future deeper research by testing and verify-
ing the mediating effect of personal initiative. The findings also offer important

implications for the managers and employees.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, we used 380 simple from online survey to examine our hypotheses.
Through confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) and multilevel modeling analyses,
we found that job autonomy will be positively related to personal well-being.
Meanwhile, Personal initiative will mediate the relationship between job au-
tonomy and psychological well-being. These findings are helpful in the choice of
management methods, that is, it is necessary to give employees appropriate au-
tonomy, and it can bring high initiative behaviors. In the future, we encourage a

further exploration about the topic.
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Appendix

The Original English Questionnaire Items

For each of the following statements and/or questions, please circle the point
on the scale that you feel is most appropriate in describing you.

1) What is your gender?

O Male

O Female

2) What is your highest education?

O Middle school and below

O High school

O Associate degree

O Bachelor’s degree

O Master’s degree or above

3) How long have you been working in current company?

O Less than 1 year

O 2-3years

O 4-5years

O 6-9years

O More than 10 years

4) How old are you?

O Under 18 years old

O 19 - 29 years old

O 30 - 39 yearsold

O More than 40 years old

1 3 5 7
. 4 . 6
Items St}‘ongly Disacree Sl.1ghtly Undecided Slightly Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree Agree
I actively attack problems. O O O O o @) @)

Whenever something goes
wrong, I search for a O O O O ©) ®) ©)

solution immediately.

Whenever there is a chance to

o . O @) @) ©) ©) ©) ©)
get actively involved, I take it.
I take initiative immedia’tely o o o o o o o
even when others don’t.
.I use opportun%ties quickly o o o o o o o
in order to attain my goals.
Usually I do more than o o o o o o o
I am asked to do.
I ticularl
am partiediarly o o o o o o o
good at realizing ideas.
If you look at your job as
a whole: How many o o o o o o o

own decisions does it
allow you to make?
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Continued

Can you determine
how you do your work?

Can you plan and arrange
your work on your own
(e.g., calculate, which
material/tools you need)?

How much can you
participate in decisions of
your superior (e.g., the
superior asks you for
your opinion and
asks for suggestions)?

Opverall, I think being a
nurse fulfills an important
purpose in my work life.

Opverall, I get enough
time in nursing to

reflect on what I do at work.

Overall I think I am
reasonably satisfied
with my work life.

Overall, most days I feel
a sense of accomplishment
in what I do in nursing.

(@) @) @) o
(@) @) @) @)
@) ©) ©) ©)
(@) ©) ©) ©)
(@) @) @) @)
@) @) @) @)
(@) ©) ©) ©)
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