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We utilized self-determination theory to understand employees’
proactive behavior. Assuming that organization-based self-esteem
(OBSE) is a key variable influencing employees’ satisfaction status, we
proposed that leader–member exchange (LMX) and team–member
exchange (TMX) would affect employees’ proactive behavior through
their OBSE, and that LMX and TMX would interact, whereby TMX
would increase proactive behavior through affecting OBSE when
individuals experience low-quality LMX. Data were collected from 315
employees in a Chinese company. The results show that workplace
relationships positively affected OBSE and employees’ proactive
behavior, and OBSE played a mediating role in these relationships.
TMX increased employees’ OBSE and proactive behavior under the
condition of low-quality LMX. Our results highlight the consequences
of workplace interpersonal interactions on OBSE and proactive
behavior. Practical solutions for enhancing employee motivation are
recommended.
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Article Highlights

Leader–member exchange and team–member exchange were found to promote employees’
proactive behavior through their organization-based self-esteem.
Team–member exchange increased employees’ organization-based self-esteem and proactive
behavior under the condition of low-quality leader–member exchange.
Future studies could incorporate work autonomy and self-efficacy into the research
framework.

Employees’ proactive behavior refers to spontaneous or conscious behaviors performed by employees in
order to better complete their work or change the workplace environment (Crant, 2000). These behaviors
enable employees to adapt to changes in the organizational environment, enhances work potential, and
improves the performance of the organization (Crant, 2000; Zhang et al., 2019).

Given the benefits of employees’ proactive behavior for improving their motivation, researchers have made
considerable efforts to explore its antecedents, proposing that working relationships are an important factor
affecting employee proactive behavior, as these relationships are diverse and involve daily, continual
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interaction (Methot et al., 2017). One of the two most common workplace relationships is leader–member
exchange (LMX), referring to the vertical exchange relationship between leaders and subordinates based on
trust, respect, and responsibility, which allows employees to access organizational resources (Dulebohn et
al., 2012). The second of the most common relationship types is team–member exchange (TMX), which
refers to the horizontal exchange of opinions and support among individuals and coworkers that is valuable
for creating a harmonious team atmosphere (Kipkosgei et al., 2020).

Although LMX and TMX have both been recognized as driving forces for proactive behavior, in previous
studies the separate influences of these types of exchange on employees’ proactive behavior have been
investigated (Blanc & González-Romá, 2012; Kipkosgei et al., 2020). Examining the joint influence of LMX
and TMX on employees’ proactive behavior is essential, as these interaction types do not occur in isolation
(Methot et al., 2017). Therefore, this study examined whether and how supervisors and coworkers jointly
affect employees’ proactive behavior.

To achieve this objective, we employed self-determination theory (Harter, 1978) as an overarching
framework. According to this theory, proactive behavior depends on three basic psychological needs being
met: autonomy, relationships, and competence (Huyghebaert-Zouaghi et al., 2021). First, autonomy need
refers to individuals perceiving their behavior as both voluntary and controllable. Second, relationships
need refers to the individual establishing safe and reliable interpersonal relationships with others. Finally,
competence need represents individuals having opportunities to express their abilities in a social
environment. Organization-based self-esteem (OBSE) is a key variable of employees’ satisfaction status
(Bowling, 2011), representing employees’ self-perceptions regarding their importance, value, and ability
within the organization. Researchers have observed that employees’ relationships with their leaders and
coworkers affect employees’ recognition of self-worth (Cai et al., 2019; Heck et al., 2005), thus influencing
their proactive behavior. In accordance with this insight, we predicted that LMX and TMX would jointly
influence employees’ proactive behavior through affecting their OBSE.

This study explored the mediating effect of OBSE in the relationship between employees’ working
relationships and their proactive behavior from the perspective of self-determination theory, and examined
the interaction effects of LMX and TMX on OBSE and employee proactive behavior.

Employees’ proactive behavior has two dimensions: active implementation of ideas, which refers to
employees making suggestions to other members of the organization or implementing them on their own to
change the workplace environment, and active problem solving, whereby employees take the initiative to
solve problems in order to prevent these from recurring (Parker et al., 2006). Both high-quality LMX and
high-quality TMX may increase this proactive behavior by satisfying the autonomy need, competence need,
and relationships need of employees (Liu et al., 2013), as leaders and coworkers who fully understand and
trust each other may be willing to provide as much support as possible to other employees. In this context,
employees are able to gain more resources, have the power to make their own decisions (Cai et al., 2019),
and can then proactively propose suggestions or solve problems. Second, high-quality LMX or TMX may
make employees feel that their work ability has been recognized by their superiors and coworkers (Blanc &
González-Romá, 2012), thus increasing their inclination to try challenging jobs. Finally, high-quality LMX
and TMX can create a good team atmosphere and promote a sense of belonging among employees (Liden et
al., 2000).

On the basis of the research presented above, we anticipated that employees’ proactive behavior would be
inspired when the above three psychological needs were met. Taken together, these findings led us to form
the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1: Leader–member exchange will be positively related to employees’ proactive behavior.
Hypothesis 2: Team–member exchange will be positively related to employees’ proactive behavior.
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Studies have shown that OBSE is affected by the recognition and support of others in the organization
(Pierce & Gardner, 2004). As important external factors, high-quality LMX and TMX may increase levels of
OBSE in employees by satisfying their three basic needs of autonomy, competence, and relationships (Liu et
al., 2013).

First, compared with employees with low-quality LMX or TMX, employees with high-quality LMX or TMX
may have increased access to organizational resources and decision-making rights, thus allowing them to
choose their work content and methods independently (Bowling, 2011) and meeting their need for
autonomy. Second, high-quality LMX or TMX can make employees feel trusted and valued (Madzar, 2001),
thus meeting their relationship needs. Finally, when LMX or TMX are high in quality, employees may feel
that they are recognized by their leaders and colleagues because of their excellent work ability, thus meeting
their competence need (Jia et al., 2020).

Taken together, high-quality LMX or TMX may increase OBSE levels of employees and this may, in turn,
stimulate their proactive behavior (Liu et al., 2013). From the perspective of meeting autonomy needs,
employees with higher OBSE are more likely to make proactive suggestions or solve problems (Madzar,
2001) than are those with lower OBSE. Additionally, from the perspective of higher OBSE meeting
competency needs, these employees may be more willing to participate actively in challenging tasks. Finally,
in terms of meeting relationship needs, employees with higher OBSE may be motivated to repay the trust of
their leaders and coworkers by making more contributions to the organization.

In summary, the above discussion suggests that OBSE levels partially mediate the association between the
two interpersonal factors (i.e., LMX and TMX) and employees’ proactive behavior by satisfying their three
basic needs. Therefore, we proposed the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 3: Organization-based self-esteem will mediate the association between leader–member
exchange and employees’ proactive behavior, such that leader–member exchange will be positively
associated with organization-based self-esteem, which, in turn, will have a positive relationship with
proactive behavior.
Hypothesis 4: Organization-based self-esteem will mediate the association between team–member
exchange and employees’ proactive behavior, such that team–member exchange will be positively associated
with organization-based self-esteem, which, in turn, will have a positive relationship with proactive
behavior.

In addition, LMX and TMX may jointly affect employees’ proactive behavior (Methot et al., 2017). If
employees lack the support of either their supervisors or their coworkers, the support of the respective other
group may be particularly important. In contrast, employees can obtain more organizational resources and
decision-making rights when they have high-quality LMX, meaning their relationships with coworkers may
become less important in this case.

When the quality of employees’ TMX is low, they may improve their OBSE by gaining the trust and
recognition of superiors, provided that they are not experiencing workplace exclusion. In contrast,
employees with high-quality TMX may experience reduced OBSE by becoming less dependent on leadership
and superiors. Therefore, the following hypothesis arises from this discussion and these observations:
Hypothesis 5: Leader–member exchange and team–member exchange will interact to influence
employees’ organization-based self-esteem, such that the association between team–member exchange and
organization-based self-esteem will be weaker when leader–member exchange is high quality, but stronger
when leader–member exchange is low quality.

Employees with low-quality LMX are willing to help coworkers solve problems, especially when the
colleagues value the abilities of those employees. However, when employees have high-quality LMX, they
may work harder to return the trust of superiors. In this latter case, the influence of TMX on employees’
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proactive behavior will be reduced. For employees who have low-quality TMX, LMX contributes to OBSE
and enhances their proactive behavior. When the quality of their TMX is high, the employees’ reliance on
leaders will reduce by the support and trust they gain from coworkers. Thus, the above discussions led us to
form the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 6: Leader–member exchange and team–member exchange will interact to influence
employees’ proactive behavior via organization-based self-esteem, such that the association between
team–member exchange and proactive behavior via organization-based self-esteem will be weaker when
leader–member exchange is high-quality and will be stronger when leader–member exchange is low-
quality.

In summary, we utilized a self-determination theory framework to understand the interpersonal
antecedents of employees’ proactive behavior. The components of proactive behavior are illustrated in
Figure 1.

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Study

Method
Participants

The companies in China from which we recruited our sample were predominantly based in Jiangsu, Anhui,
and Shanghai, with a smaller number in Zhejiang and Jiangxi. We randomly selected participants according
to the employee rosters provided by the human resources department of each company. We indicated the
purpose of investigation and the voluntary and anonymous nature of participation and assured the
employees who took part of the confidentiality of the data, which we used only for academic research
purposes. The survey was completed by employees in every job role, of all ages and lengths of tenure. The
final analysis was based on data obtained from 315 respondents (response rate = 84%). Among the
employees, 126 (40%) were men and 189 (60%) were women. Employees were, on average, 27.0 years old
(SD = 1.22, range = 23–45 years), and their average organizational tenure was 2.84 years (SD = 1.49, range
= 1–10+). As regards educational qualifications, eight had graduated from high school (2.54%), 24 had
studied at a technical school (7.62%), 75 had attended a college (23.81%), and 208 held a degree or higher
qualification (66.03%). They worked in the following job types: management (34.29%), marketing/sales
(14.28%), research and development (15.31%), production (12.38%), and customer service (23.74%).

Procedure

Participants each received a cash incentive of USD 2.75 for taking part. With the assistance of top managers,
we collected data using a two-wave survey method whereby employees evaluated their LMX, TMX, OBSE,
and supplied demographic information (e.g., gender, age) at Time 1. Then, 2 weeks later, the employees
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evaluated their proactive behavior at Time 2. Both paper and electronic versions of the survey were
distributed. For the process of completing the paper survey, the staff of the human resources department of
the company distributed the forms to the employees, who then filled out the survey. For the process of
collecting electronic survey forms, the company managers were contacted in advance, then the electronic
forms were sent to the employees participating through an online crowdsourcing platform in Mainland
China, named Wengjuanxing.

We took several steps to guarantee the validity of the data. First, the control variables were surveyed in two
waves with a week time lag between. We also disrupted the order of the presentation of items in the
measures, to prevent participants from answering in accordance with one set response.

Measures

LMX, TMX, OBSE, and proactive behavior were measured using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). Total scores were measured by calculating the average of all items in
each scale.

Leader–Member Exchange
LMX was measured using seven items from Wang et al. (2005). We translated the items from English into
Chinese through the widely used translation–back-translation procedure. A sample item is “Regardless of
how much power they have built into their position, my supervisor would be personally inclined to use their
power to help me solve problems in my work.” Cronbach’s alpha was .89 in our study.

Team–Member Exchange
To assess TMX, we used a ten-item Chinese version of the scale developed by Seers et al. (1995), which had
been previously validated (Tang et al., 2020). Participants were asked to rate each team member. A sample
item is “I often give my coworkers suggestions for better work.” Cronbach’s alpha in our study was .93.

Organizational-Based Self-Esteem
To assess OBSE, we used an eight-item Chinese version (Shu & Liang, 2015) based on the scale developed by
Pierce et al. (1989). We asked the participants to assess their own OBSE. A sample item is “I am a respected
person in the company.” Cronbach’s alpha was .94 in this study.

Employees’ Proactive Behavior
Proactive behavior was measured using seven items from Frese et al. (1997). This scale was also translated
from English into Chinese using the widely used translation–back-translation procedure. A sample item is
“Whenever I have the opportunity to participate in work-related activities, I will seize the opportunity.”
Cronbach’s alpha was .94 in our study.

Data Analysis

Hypotheses 1 and 2 were tested using multiple linear regression with SPSS 26.0. Hypotheses 3 and 4
concerned mediation effects, for which we used Model 4 of the SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2015; Hayes
& Preacher, 2010). Hypothesis 5 concerned a moderation effect, and we tested this with Model 1 of
PROCESS. Hypothesis 6 was assessed using PROCESS Model 7.

Results
Discriminant Validity

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was utilized to test whether LMX, TMX, OBSE, and proactive behavior
were distinct factors. We first ran a four-factor CFA model, with all the items loading onto their
hypothesized factors. The result of a maximum likelihood estimation showed that the model had good fit to
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the data. Following this, we ran a series of alternative models by loading different items onto the same
factor. As shown in Table 1, none of the alternative models fit the data better than the four-factor model,
thus providing support for treating the multi-item constructs as distinct.

Table 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results of the Multi-Item Measures

Note. RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual;
CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis fit index. a Three-factor model: Leader–member exchange
+ Team–member exchange, organization-based self-esteem, proactive behavior. b Two-factor model:
Leader–member exchange + Team–member exchange + proactive behavior, organization-based self-esteem.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study variables. Regarding the
correlations, OBSE was positively correlated with LMX and with TMX. Proactive behavior was positively
correlated with LMX, TMX, and OBSE, respectively. The value of correlations between the variables was less
than 1, so multicollinearity should not be a concern when interpreting the statistical results.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of the Study Variables

Note. N = 315.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

Hypothesis Testing

In Hypothesis 1 we predicted that LMX would be positively related to proactive behavior, and in Hypothesis
2 we predicted that TMX would also be positively related to proactive behavior. Model 1 in Table 3 included
control variables only (i.e., gender, age, educational level, organizational tenure, and position), and in Model
2 LMX and TMX were added. Model 2 showed greater explanatory power than did Model 1 in terms of the
change in the proportion of the variance for the dependent variable explained by the independent variable
(R2). Results from Model 2 indicated that LMX and TMX were both positively related to employees’
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In Hypotheses 3 and 4 we predicted that OBSE would mediate the effect of LMX and TMX, respectively, on
employees’ proactive behavior. Models 3 and 5 of Table 3 show the mediation testing results using
PROCESS. Specifically, Model 3 shows that OBSE was positively associated with proactive behavior, and
Model 5 shows that LMX and TMX were both positively related to OBSE. Moreover, a bootstrapping
analysis with 5,000 replications revealed that the indirect effect of LMX on proactive behavior via OBSE was
above zero, indirect effect = 0.22, SE = 0.04, 95% confidence interval (CI) [0.15, 0.30], thereby supporting
Hypothesis 3. In addition, the bootstrapping results demonstrated that the indirect effect of TMX on
proactive behavior via OBSE was also above zero, indirect effect = 0.21, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.14, 0.29],
thereby supporting Hypothesis 4.

Table 3. Results from Hypotheses Testing

Note. N = 315. LMX = leader–member exchange; TMX = team–member exchange; OBSE = organization-
based self-esteem.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

In Hypothesis 5 we predicted that the relationship between TMX and OBSE would be weaker when LMX
was high in quality, and would be enhanced when LMX was low in quality. As shown by the results for
Model 6 in Table 3, LMX interacted with TMX to have a negative impact on OBSE, and inclusion of this
interaction term resulted in an R2 increase in the proportion of the variance for the dependent variable
explained by the independent variable (R2 = .375). In addition, bootstrapping analysis with 5,000
replications revealed that the effect of TMX on OBSE was positive and significant when LMX was at the
mean minus one standard deviation, 0.49, SE = 0.07, 95% CI [0.35, 0.62], at the mean, 0.32, SE = 0.05,
95% CI [0.22, 0.43], and at the mean plus one standard deviation, 0.16, SE = 0.16, 95% CI [0.01, 0.30].
Figure 2 demonstrates that the effect of TMX on OBSE was positive and significant for low-quality LMX.
These results provide support for Hypothesis 5.
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Figure 2. Moderating Effect of Leader–Member Exchange in the Relationship Between
Team–Member Exchange and Employees’ Organization-Based Self-Esteem

In Hypothesis 6 we predicted that LMX and TMX would interact to influence employees’ proactive behavior
via OBSE. In Models 4 and 6 the PROCESS results are set out, and these indicate that the interaction term
of LMX × TMX was negatively related to OBSE and that employees’ OBSE was positively related to their
proactive behavior. Bootstrapping with 5,000 replications revealed that the indirect effect of TMX on
proactive behavior via OBSE was above zero when LMX was at the mean minus one standard deviation,
0.22, SE = .0.05, 95% CI [0.13, 0.32], at the mean, 0.15, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.08, 0.22], and at the mean
plus one standard deviation, 0.07, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.01, 0.14]. Figure 3 provides a graphical
representation of the relationship between TMX and proactive behavior at high and low levels of LMX.
These results provide support for Hypothesis 6.

Figure 3. Relationship Between Team–Member Exchange and Employees’ Proactive Behavior at
High- and Low-Quality Levels of Leader–Member Exchange

Discussion
In this study we built a model based on self-determination theory (Harter, 1978) to explain how workplace
relationships individually and interactively influence employees’ proactive behavior via OBSE.
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Theoretical Implications

Consistent with our prediction that TMX and LMX would both have a positive relationship with employees’
proactive behavior, we found that employees with high-quality LMX or TMX gained more support from
others, and a sense of belonging (Cai et al., 2019). According to this perception, employees’ proactive
behavior would be inspired.

Second, we focused on the mediating role of OBSE and our findings show a comprehensive understanding
of how interpersonal factors relate to employees’ proactive behavior. The path analysis results indicate that
OBSE partially mediated the positive effects of LMX and of TMX on participants’ proactive behavior. In
addition, the mediating effect of OBSE implies the usefulness of satisfying employees’ psychological needs to
inspire proactive behavior (Chen et al., 2007).

Last, by examining LMX and TMX simultaneously, we have broadened understanding of the joint role of
these factors in influencing employees’ proactive behavior. Researchers had previously explored the impact
of LMX or TMX independently on employees’ proactive behavior, but few had considered the interaction
between the two major workplace relationships (Methot et al., 2017). In our study we explored the
interaction effect of LMX and TMX on employees’ proactive behavior, by applying self-determination
theory. Specifically, we found that TMX increased employees’ OBSE and proactive behavior when
employees had relatively low-quality LMX. This verifies the compensatory effect of TMX (Sherony & Green,
2002). With that pattern, we speculate that a new generation of employees born between 1980 and 1999
(Twenge et al., 2010) has a stronger sense of material security, because this generation has less anxiety
about money, having had a stable income and material help from the family. Thus, they change the concept
of “only listen to those higher up” that applies in traditional Chinese culture (Hou et al., 2014), and pursue
the realization of personal value at work, rather than focusing on gaining the recognition and attention of
superiors (Hou et al., 2014).

Practical Implications

The results of this study provide meaningful practical suggestions for managers regarding effective methods
for encouraging employees’ proactive behavior. First, improving the quality of workplace relationships to
enhance employees’ OBSE can establish a harmonious working atmosphere, thus enhancing the enthusiasm
of employees and promoting proactive behavior. For example, the trust and affirmation given by leaders or
team members can support employees in developing positive self-awareness, thus inspiring their proactive
behaviors at work.

Second, increasing investment in supporting the communication of employees and team members may
promote the proactive behavior of employees when it is difficult to improve the quality of LMX. Indeed,
leaders cannot establish high-quality exchanges with all subordinates as leaders treat their subordinates
differently. In this case, superiors could enhance the collective awareness of employees and allow employees
to gain a sense of accomplishment from colleague interactions in order to promote proactive behavior.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although this research has theoretical significance and provides practical recommendations, some
limitations exist that may be addressed in subsequent research. First, the measures we used were all
completed by employees’ self-reporting, and future studies may consider using a combination of self-report
and other methods. Finally, in addition to OBSE, there may be other variables that are implicated in the
satisfaction of employees’ psychological needs, such as work autonomy and self-efficacy, which could be
incorporated into the research framework in the future.
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