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Abstract 
In the era of knowledge economy, more and more organizations rely on em-
ployees’ proactive behavior to promote creativity, innovation and change and 
gain the competitive advantage of the organization. As for the proactive be-
havior, a large number of scholars have studied proactive behavior with the 
conceptual connotation, antecedent variables and action mechanism in dif-
ferent situations. This paper summarizes the main points of previous studies, 
on this basis, puts forward the way to improve employees’ proactive behavior 
and proposes some suggestions. 
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1. Introduction 

With the emergence of super-competitive environment, the requirements of en-
terprises for employees are not limited to passive acceptance of orders and 
commands, but more employees need to give play to their own internal initiative 
consciousness and use their own initiative to create more value for the enter-
prise, such as proactive prediction of the organizational environment, proactive 
search for opportunities to solve problems, proactive promotion of organiza-
tional reform and innovation. The essence of proactive behavior is the individual 
behavior driven by positive work motivation. Existing research shows that proactive 
behavior has a significant positive effect on organizational performance improve-
ment. Since it is the initiative behavior of employees, driven by their internal 
motivation, it can obtain better work outcomes, such as work performance, job 
satisfaction, role innovation (Ashforth et al., 2007). Based on the review of the 
literature, this paper summarizes the conceptual connotation and antecedent va-
riables of proactive behaviors, and on this basis, proposes methods to improve 
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proactive behaviors, and points out the deficiencies of existing researches and 
future research directions. 

2. Concept of Proactive Behavior 

According to the social cognition theory, human beings are not only the prod-
ucts of the environment, but also reflect, self-regulate and actively transform the 
environment. When an individual has a long-term goal, he/she will take into 
account what will happen in the future and then take action before it happens 
(Frese & Fay, 2001). So, proactive behavior is future-focused and mindful which 
emphasizes spontaneity, change orientation and future orientation. Some scho-
lars regard it as the process of socialization driven by individual themselves. 

At present, the definition of integration of the connotation and type of proac-
tive behavior is inconsistent. An integrated concept of proactive behavior based 
on individual behavior pattern. They believed that individual proactive behavior 
combines the following 3 types of behaviors: 1) Aimed at changing the internal 
environment of the organization, including individual innovation, problem pre-
vention, control behavior; 2) Aimed at changing employee themselves or making 
themselves more fit to the organization. Including feedback observation, feedback 
seeking, career initiative, etc.; 3) Aimed at changing organization’s strategy or 
alignment with the external environment. Including strategic scanning, issue 
selling credibility, etc. (Parker & Collins, 2010). Proactive behavior is a dynamic 
process, including anticipation, planning and action directed toward future im-
pact. And divide it into five dimensions: 1) Form, contains feedback-seeking and 
social network-building; 2) Intended target of impact, there are mainly three as-
pects of influence, the influence on oneself, on others and on the organization; 3) 
Frequency, which is more about the frequency of what happens; 4) Timing, the 
extent to which an action takes place in a particular situation, stage, or moment; 
5) Tactics; there are different strategies for different behaviors. For example, 
feedback-seeking will utility both inquiry and monitor strategies (Grant & Ash-
ford, 2008). From the perspective of performance output, the performance of 
employees’ job roles divided into three types: Adaptivity, Proficiency and Proac-
tivity. Proactive behavior is individual spontaneity to make changes to the 
working system or work role or itself (Griffin et al., 2007). 

The first characteristic of proactive behavior is acting in advance, in which 
employees think, plan and act on the future results before the event, select, mod-
ify and even create the desired results. The second characteristic of proactive 
behavior is the intended impact. When an employee chooses proactive behavior, 
he or she chooses to change the environment purposefully. In general, proactive 
behavior emphasizes the spontaneity, change orientation and focus on the future 
of individual behavior. 

3. Antecedent Variables 

The antecedent variables of proactive behavior can be roughly divided into indi-
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vidual and organizational factors. Individuals such as individual characteristics, 
individual motivation, ability knowledge, etc. Organizational factors include ac-
countability, ambiguity, autonomy, leadership, organizational context, etc. 

Individual factors The individual’s own factor is an important factor affect-
ing the employee’s proactive behavior, including 3 aspects: individual trait, indi-
vidual motivation, knowledge and ability. Proactive behavior is closely related to 
individual characteristics. Existing researches have found that individual cha-
racteristics mainly include proactive personality, sense of responsibility, neuro-
ticism, goal orientation and other factors that affect proactive behavior. Proac-
tive personality, individual initiative and taking the initiative to assume respon-
sibility all have strong predictive effects on proactive behaviors (Crant, 2000). As 
the theory of work motivation is one of the theoretical bases for the study of 
proactive behavior, a large number of scholars have studied the impact of work 
motivation on proactive behavior. Individual role width self-efficacy and flexible 
role positioning have positive effects on taking responsibility (Fay & Frese, 2006). 
Job search self-efficacy can also affect individual’s proactive behavior. High le-
vels of knowledge, skills, and abilities are often associated with higher levels of 
personal motivation. If employees want to show more proactive behavior, they 
need to have knowledge, skills and corresponding abilities related to the job 
(Brown et al., 2006). 

Organizational factors Among organizational factors, more and more re-
searches focus on the influence and mechanism of different leadership styles on 
employees’ proactive behaviors. The support of leaders has a positive effect on 
the generation of employees’ proactive behavior. Leadership support can foster a 
higher degree of autonomy among employees and enhance their ability and wil-
lingness to initiate future-oriented changes. Safety based support from leaders 
(In the form of leader availability, encouragement, and non-intervention) posi-
tively predicts positive work behavior by increasing employee role breadth, 
self-efficacy, and autonomous motivation. In particular, individuals high in at-
tachment anxiety rely more on leader secure-base support to foster their role 
breadth self-efficacy, then improve their proactive behavior. Transformational 
leaders care about their subordinates and encourage individuals to think in new 
ways and exceed expectations (Williams, Parker, & Turner, 2010). Through the 
establishment of the atmosphere of mutual trust, let them become innovative 
and more open, which has a positive incentive effect on the individual initiative. 
But existing research also suggests that while leadership support, such as en-
couraging ideas, may increase employees’ motivation to engage in proactive be-
havior, it does not always have a positive effect. Passivity and dependency may 
be fostered by the implementation of employee recommendations (Parker et al., 
2006). Job characteristics are thought to influence individual motivation and 
behavior in an organization. Appropriate job design can promote the individu-
al’s sense of control and efficiency, and can improve the employees’ proactive 
behavior. On this basis, job autonomy, job complexity, task integrity, sense of 
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control and work pressure and so on become the factors that affect employees’ 
proactive behavior. In general, the existing literature focuses more on the posi-
tive performance outcomes of proactive behaviors. Personal work motivation is 
mainly characterized by stress and stress (high control motivation), no intrinsic 
interest in work compensation or identification (low autonomy motivation), and 
proactive behavior can deplete employees’ resources and lead to work stress. In 
other words, when employees feel pressure and obligation at work, but do not 
have any compensatory autonomous motivation, proactive behaviors will gener-
ate work pressure (Strauss et al., 2017). 

4. Three Ways to Improve Proactive Behavior 

Existing research shows that proactive behavior plays an important role in pre-
dicting individual and organizational performance. Therefore, it is necessary to 
discuss how to improve it. What is discussed here is the employees who are al-
ready in the company, so there is no discussion on the improvement approaches 
at the individual level. What is mainly discussed here is how to improve the wil-
lingness and frequency of proactive behaviors at the organizational level such as 
leadership, job characteristics, organization situation. 

1) Leadership Leaders directly change employees’ behavior by influencing 
their motivation. For example, support from the leader for the behavior of em-
ployees; emphasizing the value of subordinates and letting them participate in 
the decision-making process has a significant effect on the occurrence of proac-
tive behavior. 

2) Job characteristics Through job design: job autonomy, job complexity and 
sense of control become the work characteristics that provide employees’ initia-
tive behavior; Moreover, job enrichment can promote individual initiative by 
improving individual self-efficacy and flexible role orientation. 

3) Organization situation When the organization has a high atmosphere of 
procedural fairness, it is easier for employees to take the initiative to assume re-
sponsibility. Three organizational situations that affect the occurrence of indi-
vidual active behavior: accountability, ambiguity and autonomy (Grant & Ash-
ford, 2008). In addition, the creation of a relatively free environment in an or-
ganization leads to employees’ initiative. 

5. Conclusion 

As an important factor affecting the effectiveness of individuals and organiza-
tions, proactive behavior is of great significance to its research. Based on the re-
view of the existing literature, we can find that the research on employee initia-
tive behavior has achieved fruitful results. However, this paper believes that the 
theoretical research on proactive behavior should be strengthened from the fol-
lowing aspects: 

1) Conduct systematic and integrated research. As proactive behaviors are 
phenomenon-driven behaviors, the research on them is too scattered and there 
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is no concise integration to form a unified research framework. 
2) Research on team and organizational Most of the existing researches focus 

on individual employees. However, in an organization, the power of only one 
person is limited. In the future, more consideration can be given to the more 
prominent impact of team and organizational level on organizational perfor-
mance. 
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