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Drawing on theories of behavioral decision making and situational strength, we de-
veloped and tested a multilevel model that explains how the performance outcomes of
personal initiative tendency depend on the extent of alignment between organizational
control mechanisms and proactive individuals’ risk propensities. Results from a sample
of 383 middle managers operating in 34 business units of a large multinational corpora-
tion indicated that risk propensity weakens the positive relationship between personal
initiative tendency and job performance. This negative moderating effect was further
amplified when middle managers receive high job autonomy but was attenuated in
business units with a strong performance management context. We discuss the implica-
tions of these findings for research on proactivity, risk taking, and organizational control.

Within our organization, we want everyone to be in-
novative; we want them to challenge the status quo.
But to do that productively we need to deeply engage
them in our strategy and culture so they understand
how far we want them to go—and how far is too far.

(RobertE.Moritz,ChairmanofPricewaterhouseCoopers)

An important and recurring theme in the organiza-
tional literature has been the design of structures and
processes that increase predictability of employee
behavior (Ouchi, 1980). Yet as today’s business envi-
ronments are becoming ever more dynamic, both
scholars and practitioners have recognized the grow-
ing need for flexible work roles in which employees
must exercise initiative rather than just “do their jobs”
(Frese & Fay, 2001; Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007). This
shift in focus has been guided by the expectation that
high-initiative employees engage in self-starting, pro-
active behaviors that contribute to individual and
organizational effectiveness (Crant, 2000; Grant &
Ashford, 2008). These potential benefits are not al-
ways realized, however, as evidenced by the mixed
findings on the performance outcomes of personal
initiative (Grant, Nurmohamed, Ashford, & Dekas,

2011; Tornau & Frese, 2013). Indeed, because initia-
tive extends beyond formal job descriptions, proactive
employees may often take inappropriate actions that
ultimately fail to create value. Organizations thus face
the dilemma of how to exercise control over proactive
employees without overly constraining them.

Unfortunately, understanding about how this ten-
sion can be resolved remains incomplete. Although
prior research has alluded to the risks of proactivity,
most theoretical and empirical attention has focused
on the factors that promote initiative at work (e.g.,
Frese & Fay, 2001; Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006).
This research has argued that providing freedom and
support is essential for encouraging initiative, which
might suggest that organizational controls are un-
desirable. However, conditions that elicit personal
initiative in the workplace may not be the same con-
ditions that enhance its performance benefits. An im-
portant question therefore is how the risks of personal
initiative can be adequately controlled and at what
level in the organization this is best done. In answering
this question, some have recognized that top manage-
ment may guide employee initiative by designing
appropriate control systems (e.g., Marginson, 2002;
Shimizu, 2012). An assumption in this emerging lit-
erature is that all proactive employees require the same* Both authorsmadeanequal contribution to themanuscript.
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type of control. Yet individuals may actually vary
greatly in their capacity to manage risks related to
undertaking new initiatives (Chan, 2006), implying
that substantial heterogeneity may exist in proactive
employees’ idiosyncratic needs for control. It follows
that researchers must better understand these indi-
vidual differences in order to determine when par-
ticular control mechanisms strengthen or weaken the
performance benefits of personal initiative.

One purpose of this study is to advance knowledge
of the individual differences that influence employees’
abilities to manage the risks of proactivity and ob-
tain higher job performance from personal initiative.
Scholars have argued that individuals often try to as-
sess the potential risks before taking initiative but few
have examined the determinants and performance
outcomes of such expectancies. Drawing on behav-
ioral decision theory (March&Shapira, 1987; Sitkin&
Pablo, 1992), we propose that risk propensity consti-
tutes an important individual trait thatcanclarifywhy
some employees obtain better job performance from
personal initiative than others. In contrast to prior
assertions that proactive individuals must be willing
to take risk (e.g., Fay & Frese, 2000), we suggest that
individuals with higher risk propensities in fact are
less effective in controlling the risks associated with
initiative. Accordingly, our study not only highlights
the significance of risk propensity for understanding
the contingent performance benefits of personal ini-
tiative, but also provides a theoretical explanation for
why proactive employees may have different needs
for organizational control.

Another purpose of this study is to elucidatewhat
forms of control enable employeeswith varying risk

propensities to translatepersonal initiative intohigher
job performance. To date, the control literature has
predominantly focused on formal control strategies
that evaluate behavior or outcomes by means of
rules and procedures (Cardinal, 2001; O’Reilly &
Chatman, 1996). But given that uncertainty makes it
difficult to specify appropriate initiative behaviors ex
ante, there is a need for research that considers the
effectiveness of a wider range of controls. We develop
and test a multilevel model that explains how the re-
lationship between personal initiative and job per-
formancedepends on the extent of alignment between
employees’ risk propensities and organizational con-
trolmechanisms. At the job level, we examine the role
of autonomy, which is a core facet of formal control
that has been shown to influence proactivity (Parker
et al., 2006). At the business unit level, we consider
performance management context as a form of in-
formal control that captures whether employees are
bounded by a shared ambition and collective orien-
tation toward discipline (Gibson &Birkinshaw, 2004).
Drawing on situational strength theory (Mischel, 1977),
wepropose that thenegativemoderating effect of risk
propensity on the initiative–performance link is am-
plified by autonomy but attenuated by performance
management context. Our study thus improves the-
oretical understandings of when particular control
mechanisms enhance the performance benefits of per-
sonal initiative, delineatinghow formal and informal
controls distinctly influence the job performance of
proactive individuals with low and high risk pro-
pensities. Figure 1 depicts our multilevel model.

We tested this model using a sample of middle
managers in a large multinational corporation. This

FIGURE 1
Multilevel Research Framework
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research context was compelling because initiative
is a key part of middle managers’ job description.
Given their unique position as organizational linking
pins, personal initiative may help middle managers
to successfully reconcile top management’s strategic
directions with implementation issues surfacing at
lower levels (Kanter, 1982; Wooldridge, Schmid, &
Floyd, 2008). However, it is also at the middle man-
agement level where the risks of initiative are most
salient. Compared to top- or operating-levelmanagers,
middlemanagersmust navigate amore complex set of
interactions by resolving divergent expectations from
a larger number of stakeholders (Floyd & Lane, 2000).
Middle managers’ initiatives are therefore highly in-
terdependent with, and visible throughout, the rest of
the organization, rendering their future impact highly
unpredictable. Thus, our study extends pastwork that
has mostly examined initiative in low-level jobs by
examining a research setting where initiative is not
only essential for job performance but also a risky
endeavor that needs careful management.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
HYPOTHESES

The burgeoning literature on proactivity has in-
troduced multiple constructs that all aim to capture
“anticipatory action that employees take to impact
themselves and/or their environments” (Grant &
Ashford, 2008: 8). Here, we focus on the concept of
personal initiative tendency, defined as an indi-
vidual’s propensity to engage in work behaviors that
are self-starting, proactive, and persistent in over-
coming barriers (Frese & Fay, 2001). Consistent with
the idea that these three facets often reinforce one
another (Frese, Fay, Hilburger, Leng, & Tag, 1997),
we view personal initiative tendency as a unidimen-
sional construct capturing one’s overall disposi-
tion to be self-starting, proactive, and persistent. The
concept is similar to other constructs that capture
one’s propensity to show initiative such as proactive
personality (Bateman & Crant, 1993), but is broader
in scope than various context-specific concepts like
feedback seeking, issue selling, or individual in-
novation (Crant, 2000; Parker & Collins, 2010). Per-
sonal initiative tendency thus signifies whether
individuals are generally inclined to pursue self-set
goals instead of assigned ones, proactively respond
to threats or opportunities rather thanwait for others
to follow, and try to overcome resistance to change
instead of giving up easily.

We acknowledge that conceptualizing personal
initiative as a relatively stable individual attribute is

certainly not uncontroversial. Proponents of the
dispositional perspective argue that enduring in-
dividual differences in personal initiative do exist
and explain considerable variance in proactive be-
haviors beyond other personality traits (Bateman &
Crant, 1993; Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999). Yet
critics have noted that an individual’s initiative may
not necessarily be consistent across situations, such
that a focus on actual behavior may be more appro-
priate (Parker & Collins, 2010). In this study, we as-
sume a middle ground between these opposing
views by proposing that a person’s general tendency
to show initiative may not always activate the same
pattern of behaviors, but rather influences the general
likelihood thatan individualbehavesproactively.Our
model thus recognizes that both individual differ-
ences and situational influences regulate the specific
behavioral manifestations and associated perfor-
mance outcomes of an individual’s personal initiative
tendency.

Personal Initiative and Job Performance of Middle
Managers

Although prior research has mostly examined the
performanceconsequencesof initiative in lower-level
jobs, personal initiative is particularly important at
the middle management level. Middle managers
serve as organizational linking pins who are often
expected to proactively identify new opportuni-
ties emerging at lower levels and overcome obsta-
cles by mobilizing support for initiatives from top
managers (Kanter, 1982; Wooldridge et al., 2008).
Juggling multiple roles creates substantial uncer-
tainty for middle managers about how to satisfy
conflicting demands from different stakeholders
(Floyd & Lane, 2000). To successfully navigate such
ambiguous situations, middle managers may bene-
fit from taking initiative by engaging in proactive
behaviors, such as seeking feedback and building
networks, which help to reduce uncertainty and
increase control at work (Frese, Garst, & Fay, 2007;
Seibert et al., 1999).

The foregoing suggests that middle managers with
high personal initiative tendencies will be more ef-
fective in executing their boundary-spanning role
and thus achieve better job performance. However,
prior findings on the performance benefits of per-
sonal initiative remain inconclusive. Crant (1995)
found a positive link between proactive personality
and job performance of real estate managers. Seibert
et al. (1999) and Thompson (2005), using samples
of college graduates, also discovered that proactive
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personality was positively related to career success
and supervisor-rated job performance, respectively.
In contrast, Chan (2006) and Erdogan and Bauer
(2005) found that proactive personality was un-
related to either subjective or objective measures of
job performance. Studies byGrant et al. (2011) reveal
that personal initiative behavior improved the pro-
ductivity of call center employees, whereas self-
reported personal initiative tendency was unrelated
to the job search success of students. A recent meta-
analysis by Tornau and Frese (2013) confirmed that
prior research results have been inconsistent. A key
insight from their meta-analysis is that effect sizes
of personality measures of personal initiative on
supervisor-rated job performance are, on average,
moderately positive (rwc 5 .15 to .17), but exhibit
substantial heterogeneity. It thus appears that per-
sonal initiative tendency does not always improve
job performance and that moderators likely exist in
influencing this relationship.

One interpretation of these mixed findings is that
taking initiative is a risky endeavor that often has
unpredictable consequences. Personal initiative en-
tails risk because initiating change without being
told implies that proactive individuals may take
actions that are poorly timed, use inappropriate
methods, or encounter resistance from coworkers
(Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit, & Dutton, 1998; Grant,
Parker, & Collins, 2009). These risks are particularly
acute in the middle management context because
initiatives developedat this intermediate levelmight
easily trigger a “ripple effect” of unexpected re-
sponses across the organization. Top managers in-
deed often struggle to evaluate how new initiatives
will advance the organization’s goals (Burgelman,
1983), creating the risk that middle managers’ ini-
tiatives are either rejected or create little value. These
risks are exacerbated in large organizations where it
is difficult to closely monitor the numerous dis-
persed initiatives emerging at the middle manage-
ment level (Shimizu, 2012).

In this study, we seek to clarify the role of organi-
zational control in enabling proactive middle man-
agers with varying risk propensities to translate
personal initiative into higher job performance. De-
fined as an individual’s tendency to take or avoid
risk, risk propensity has been shown to regulate
whether an individual’s attention is primarily fo-
cused on information related to opportunities or
threats (Lopes, 1987; Sitkin & Pablo, 1992). Based on
this insight, we argue that middle managers with
higher risk propensities perceive fewer risks associ-
ated with proactivity, expend less effort to carefully

evaluate and mitigate these risks, and thus obtain
fewer performance benefits from personal initiative.

The proposedmoderating role of risk propensity is
based on three assumptions that need to be clarified.
First, we view personal initiative tendency and risk
propensity as theoretically distinct constructs that
are not causally related. This view is consistent with
findings in the entrepreneurship literature indicat-
ing that proactiveness and risk taking represent
two key dimensions of the entrepreneurial orien-
tation construct that vary independently of one
another (Covin & Lumpkin, 2011). Second, our ar-
guments emphasize that risk propensity modifies
thebehavioral expressionof an individual’spersonal
initiative tendency rather than that it influences these
behaviors directly. Although risk propensity might
also directly promote proactive behavior, Ashford
et al. (1998) and Grant and Rothbard (2013) found no
support for such a link. We suggest it is useful to dis-
tinguish between the likelihood that one behaves
proactively and the quality of the behavior in terms of
specific actions that areundertaken. Inour theorizing,
we assert that the former is predicted by managers’
personal initiative tendency, whereas the latter is
influenced by their risk propensity.1 Third, we treat
risk propensity as a relatively stable personality trait,
which is consistent with findings showing that in-
dividuals have fairly consistent risk preferences (Das
& Teng, 2001). Yet we do acknowledge that managers
can be risk-seeking in one situation, but risk-averse in
another situation by focusing on their risk propensity
within the job domain, excluding risk preferences
related to personal decisions (cf. MacCrimmon &
Wehrung, 1990). Furthermore, we explicitly consider
how the outcomes of risk propensity depend on con-
text by examining the cross-level moderating influ-
ences of situational strength. Situational strength
invokes the notion that features of the context in
which individuals operate can limit the behavioral
expression of personality (Meyer, Dalal, & Hermida,

1 Our theoretical arguments and hypotheses are con-
sistent with an alternative model focusing on actual ini-
tiative behaviors instead of one’s generalized tendency
to take initiative. In both cases, we expect that risk pro-
pensity influences the precise nature of the proactive
behavior in terms of its form, intended impact, timing,
and tactics instead of just the frequency of the behavior
(Grant & Ashford, 2008). This means that, unless these
dimensions are explicitly captured in an empirical study,
risk propensity can be expected to also moderate the link
between traditional measures of personal initiative be-
havior (which typically capture its frequency) and job
performance.
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2010). Strong situations generate uniform expecta-
tions of suitable behaviors, whereas weak situations
lack clear and consistent cues on appropriate actions
(Mischel, 1977). Grounded in the interactionist per-
spective, our model recognizes that while risk pro-
pensity tends to focus middle managers’ attention on
potential gains or losses associated with personal ini-
tiative, situational strength can either correct or exac-
erbate these biases in risk perception.

Risk Propensity as a Moderator

Middle managers with proactive tendencies may
frequently expose themselves to substantial risks
that can harm their job performance. Behavioral de-
cision theory indicates that the way people perceive
and handle these risks is governed by their risk pro-
pensity (Das & Teng, 2001; Sitkin & Pablo, 1992).
Individuals with high risk propensities dispropor-
tionately focus their attention on potential opportu-
nities and therefore tend to regulate their behaviors
through eagerness strategies that emphasize gains
and advancement. Conversely, individuals with low
risk propensities focus primarily on potential threats
and regulate their behaviors through vigilance strat-
egies aimed at preventingnegative outcomes (Crowe
& Higgins, 1997). In support of these distinctions,
Grant andAshford (2008) argued that proactivity can
either be promotion-focused or prevention-focused
and proposed that the two forms may produce dis-
tinct performance outcomes.

Research findings indicate that the behavioral
manifestations of risk propensity occur through its
impact on risk perception. Risk-seekers often per-
ceive the same objective situation as less risky than
risk-averters, which induces greater risk taking than
their willingness to bear risk would predict (Sitkin &
Weingart, 1995). Middle managers with high risk
propensities mainly focus on information about
potential opportunities, leading to a reduced aware-
ness of downside risks (March & Shapira, 1987). Dis-
counting negative outcomes may create a false sense
of optimism that limits amanager’s capacity tohandle
risky situations (Hmieleski & Baron, 2009). Accord-
ingly, we argue that proactive middle managers with
higher risk propensities are less likely to carefully
evaluate and mitigate relevant risks and thus obtain
fewer performance benefits from personal initiative.
Several mechanisms account for this hypothesized
moderating effect.

First, showing initiative requires that managers
actively develop self-set goals that go beyond formal
job requirements. Since risk-seekers tend to focus on

attaining “hits” and avoiding missed opportunities
(Baron, 2004), they will more easily conclude that
a particular initiative is desirable. In turn, setting
a lower threshold prompts risk-seekers to take action
more quickly (Wally & Baum, 1994) and, as a conse-
quence, develop initiatives that turn out to be poorly
timed or of little value. Mishra and Lalumière (2011)
indeed found that risk-seekers engage in more impul-
sive behaviors and often neglect the long-term impact
of their actions. Ironically, being overly optimistic
helps risk-seekers to get attention from top managers
(Ashford et al., 1998), but also leads to greater dis-
content when initiatives fail to deliver promised re-
sults. In contrast, risk-averse individuals require a
high probability of success to tolerate exposure to po-
tential failure (Brockhaus, 1980) and thus focus pri-
marily on avoiding initiatives that could fail. This
concernwith preventing “false alarms” (Baron, 2004)
makes proactive middle managers with low risk
propensities more likely to only take initiative when
doing so has a high probability of success. Interestingly,
their initial pessimism about the potential impact of
their initiatives helps risk-averters to often exceed top
managers’ expectations, leading to better performance
evaluations.

Second, personal initiative involves anticipating
future developments andproactively taking action to
address them. Doing so often ignites resistance from
others who oppose proposed changes and prevent
initiatives from having impact (Ashford et al., 1998).
Given that threats are less salient to risk-seekers
(Lopes, 1987), they may underestimate opposition
against their initiatives and thus fail to perform
activities that prevent setbacks later on, such as
requesting feedback, developing a plan, and moni-
toring progress. Evidence indicates that risk-seekers
indeed undertake fewer risk adjustment actions
to gain control over outcomes and limit exposure
to possible losses (Wehrung, Lee, Tse, & Vertinsky,
1989). In contrast, proactive middle managers with
low risk propensities focus on cues signaling possi-
ble resistance to their initiative. Increased salience
of threats, in turn, induces risk-averters to more
carefully evaluate the merits and feasibility of their
initiative. Research by Dowling and Staelin (1994)
confirmed that risk-averse individuals engage in
more risk-reduction behaviors (i.e., information
search) to handle risky situations. Brockner,Higgins,
and Low (2004) argue that conducting such due dil-
igence is critical for the success of entrepreneurial
initiatives because it highlights potential problem
areas and helps to identify actions that can miti-
gate these risks. Doing so may align initiatives with
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organizational objectives, suggesting that top man-
agement is more likely to appreciate the per-
sonal initiative of middle managers with lower risk
propensities.

Third, personal initiative demands strong persis-
tence in overcoming barriers that could limit an
initiative’s impact. Yet removing obstacles may be
difficult, if not impossible, suggesting that middle
managers must judge when to give up (Staw, 1981).
In this regard, risk-seeking managers tend to believe
they have greater control over outcomes than they
actually do (March & Shapira, 1987), which makes
them more likely to escalate commitment to failing
initiatives (Keil, Tan, Wei, Saarinen, Tuunainen, &
Wassenaar, 2000). At the same time, the opportunity
costs of such persistence can be substantial because
risk propensity increases an individual’swillingness
to challenge the status quo (Ashford et al., 1998).
Risk-seeking middle managers must therefore ex-
pend relativelymore effort to overcome resistance to
their initiatives, such that the contextual perfor-
mancebenefits of personal initiativemay come at the
expense of lower task performance, resulting in few
benefits for overall job performance.

In sum, the preceding arguments suggest that risk
propensity regulates the behavioral manifestations
of middle managers’ personal initiative tendency.
Compared to risk-averse individuals, risk-seekers
tend to develop expectancies about the benefits of
taking initiative that are biased upward, which re-
duces their efforts to carefully evaluate and mitigate
relevant risks. Failure to perform such risk adjust-
ments increases risk-seekers’ tendencies to escalate
their commitment toward potentially inappropriate
initiatives, resulting in reduced performance bene-
fits associated with personal initiative. Thus, we of-
fer the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. The positive relationship between
personal initiative tendency and job perfor-
mance is weaker for middlemanagers with high
risk propensities than formiddlemanagers with
low risk propensities.

The Amplifying Role of Job Autonomy

Although risk propensity generally reduces the
performance benefits of personal initiative tendency,
we argue that high job autonomy constitutes a key
boundary condition for this moderating effect. Au-
tonomy indicateswhethermiddlemanagers receive
discretion to structure their own work and make
independent decisions (Hackman&Oldham, 1976).

According to theories of situational strength (Mischel,
1977), low autonomy constitutes a strong situation
that directs individuals’ attention to those behaviors
that are deemed appropriate and restricts opportuni-
ties for acting on one’s own dispositions. Conversely,
high autonomy represents a weak situation in which
the attention focus and behavior of managers are
largely guided by individual differences instead of
external forces (Barrick & Mount, 1993). Based on
these insights, we argue that risk propensity only re-
duces the performance benefits of personal initiative
in situations of high autonomy.

At low levels of job autonomy, risk-seekers and
risk-averters will gain few, but comparable, perfor-
mance benefits from personal initiative. Limited
autonomy constitutes a strong situation (Barrick &
Mount, 1993), where the need to follow prescribed
procedures restricts risk-seekers from taking initia-
tive without addressing the associated risks. For ex-
ample, top managers may not give permission to
proceed with undesirable initiatives, or may pro-
vide feedback that can prevent unexpected out-
comes (Campbell, 2000). However, low autonomy
also constrains one’s ability to take actions that
support new initiatives, suggesting that middle
managers with high risk propensities obtain few
performance benefits from initiative when job au-
tonomy is low. Meanwhile, for risk-averse man-
agers, personal initiative tendency is also unlikely to
increase job performance when autonomy is low.
Having little autonomy signals that taking initiative
may not be feasible or rewarded (Den Hartog &
Belschak,2012),which further increases risk-averters’
concern for avoiding mistakes. Thus, in low auton-
omy situations, proactivemiddlemanagerswith low
riskpropensitieswill either fail to take initiativewhen
it is required or spend unnecessary time mitigating
trivial risks, both of which contribute little to job
performance.

In contrast, when autonomy is high, the link be-
tween personal initiative tendency and job perfor-
mance strongly varies as a function of risk propensity
such that it ismore positive for risk-averters than for
risk-seekers. Prior research shows that autonomy
increases employees’ confidence in their ability to
influence work outcomes by taking initiative (Frese
et al., 2007; Parker et al., 2006). Accordingly, in
situations of high autonomy, risk-averse middle
managers are more likely to pursue value-creating
initiatives theywould otherwise have forgone out of
fear of failure. Yet autonomy also comes at the cost
of increased accountability and ambiguity about
appropriate behaviors. Since risk-averse middle
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managers focusmore on avoiding negative outcomes
(Crowe&Higgins, 1997), theywillmake greater effort
to ensure that initiatives are well aligned with top
managers’ expectations. High-autonomy situations
thus motivate and enable proactive middle man-
agers with low risk propensities to perform necessary
risk adjustments, such as acquiring information and
developing plans, which enhance the performance
benefits of personal initiative (Frese & Fay, 2001).

For middle managers with high risk propensity,
autonomy weakens the relationship between per-
sonal initiative and job performance. Individuals
who are risk-seeking primarily consider the gains
associated with initiative and tend to discount the
possibility of failure (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992). Auton-
omous situations further magnify these perceptual
biases by inducing feelings of control and enactive
mastery (Parker et al., 2006). This means that when
risk-seekers are given autonomy, they are evenmore
likely to falsely believe that initiatives will succeed
and be appreciated. Meanwhile, autonomy also en-
ablesmiddlemanagerswith high risk propensities to
act upon these biases because top managers are less
likely to intervene. Autonomous risk-seekers may
thus become isolated from the rest of the organiza-
tion and be free to develop self-serving initiatives
that fail to create value (Shimizu, 2012). Accord-
ingly, proactive middle managers with high risk
propensities are particularly likely to develop ini-
tiatives that contribute little to job performance in
situations of high autonomy.

Taken together, the preceding suggests that risk
propensity only reduces the performance benefits of
personal initiative tendency when middle managers
are given high autonomy. Since low-autonomy sit-
uations counter the overconfidence of risk-seekers
but exacerbate the pessimism of risk-averters, both
will gain few, but comparable, performance benefits
from taking initiative. On the other hand, high-
autonomy situations furthermagnify the tendency of
risk-seekers to overestimate the potential gains of
initiative, while they curb the excessive concern
of risk-averters with potential losses. Risk-seekers
therefore obtain fewer performance benefits from
personal initiative than risk-averters when auton-
omy is high. Hence we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2. Job autonomy moderates the neg-
ative interactive effect of personal initiative ten-
dency and risk propensity on job performance in
suchaway that this interaction only occurswhen
autonomy is high.

The Attenuating Role of Business Unit Performance
Management Context

So far we have argued that risk propensity reduces
the performance benefits of personal initiative ten-
dency, particularly under conditions of high auton-
omy. It may be difficult, however, to overcome this
situation by curtailing the job autonomy of middle
managers. Doing so requires that top management
specifies desired behaviors ex ante and continuously
monitors performance, which may be impossible in
contextswhere future jobdemands areuncertain and
middle managers value independence (O’Reilly &
Chatman, 1996). Accordingly, some have argued
that to minimize undesirable outcomes of proac-
tivity, top managers may develop an organizational
context that creates shared expectations and com-
mon frameworks (Campbell, 2000). Such work en-
vironments entail a strong situation that offers clear
and consistent cues about what proactive behaviors
are deemed appropriate (Meyer et al., 2010). Thus,
rather than purely restricting individual discretion,
a strong organizational context provides middle
managers with adequate information and incentives
to ensure that their initiative supports organizational
objectives.

In this study, we focus on a business unit’s
performance management context, which captures
whether work environments emphasize both disci-
pline and stretch (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). Dis-
cipline induces individuals to voluntarily strive to
meet all expectations generated by their explicit or
implicit commitments. Establishing clear standards
of performance and behavior, having a system of
candid and fast-cycle feedback, and applying sanc-
tions consistently help to instill discipline (Ghoshal
& Bartlett, 1994). Stretch, on the other hand, refers
to a context in which employees voluntarily strive
for more, rather than less, ambitious objectives. De-
veloping a shared ambition and collective identity,
along with promoting a sense of personal accom-
plishment, contributes to the establishment of stretch
(Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1994). Together, discipline and
stretch define the strength of a business unit’s per-
formancemanagement context (Gibson & Birkinshaw,
2004).

We expect that a high personal initiative tendency
is less rewarding for risk-seekers than for risk-averters
in a weak performance management context. When
discipline is lacking, middle managers experience
ambiguity about what behaviors are appropriate and
may perceive this as either a threat or an opportunity
for taking initiative (Grant&Rothbard, 2013). Because
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threats are more salient to individuals with low risk
propensities, their initiative tendency is likely toelicit
proactive behaviors aimed at reducing ambiguity
resulting from unclear performance standards and
inconsistent feedback (Grant & Ashford, 2008). Thus,
in weak performance management contexts, risk-
averters’ natural concern for avoiding mistakes in-
creases the likelihood that their personal initiative is
appreciated and rewarded. Risk-seekers, on the other
hand, mainly focus on the opportunities afforded by
a lack of discipline such that they tend to overlook the
importance of performing adequate risk adjustments
(Wehrung et al., 1989). Hence, in the absence of ade-
quate information and incentives, proactive middle
managers with high risk propensities are more likely
to develop initiatives that contribute little to their job
performance.

Moreover, weak performance management con-
texts lack a shared ambition such that initiatives that
challenge the status quo are less appreciated. Here,
risk-seeking middle managers are more willing to
tolerate exposure to failure by promoting novel ideas
that deviate from prevailing practices (March &
Shapira, 1987). Doing so will bring few performance
benefits, however, when managers are not bounded
by a shared commitment to strive for excellence. In
units with limited stretch, middle managers with
high risk propensities thus obtain few performance
benefits from personal initiative because top man-
agers resist innovation and risk-taking (Burgelman,
1983). Risk-averters, in contrast, are primarily con-
cerned with avoiding failure such that their initia-
tive tendencies mostly elicit proactive behaviors
that reinforce the organization’s existing activities.
Such initiative may be particularly appreciated and
rewarded in business units with little stretch as it
supports the status quo (Burris, 2012).

Conversely, in strong performance management
contexts, we expect that personal initiative gener-
ates greater performance benefits for middle man-
agerswithhigher riskpropensities.Disciplinecreates
shared expectations about appropriate behaviors
and ensures timely feedback that can prevent mis-
alignment of initiativeswith organizational objectives
(Campbell, 2000). As a result, risk-seeking middle
managers are less likely to escalate their commitment
to inappropriate initiatives. Discipline also implies
that top managers frequently monitor results and
apply consistent sanctions to enforce accountability
(Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1994). Such fast-cycle feedback
motivates and enables risk-seekers to seek input, de-
velop plans, and perform other risk adjustments that
help to align initiativeswithorganizational objectives.

In contrast, risk-averters seek to avoid failure and thus
may become overly cautious in a strong performance
management context. Indeed, when top managers
stress the importance of delivering results and apply
sanctions consistently, risk-averse managers may
only develop incremental initiatives that contribute
little to their job performance.

In addition, in strong performance management
contexts that induce organizationmembers to stretch
their goals, top managers are more supportive of
initiative that challenges the status quo. Shared as-
pirations to strive for excellence render managerial
risk-taking more desirable because top managers
recognize that simply continuing existing activities
is no longer adequate (Burgelman, 1983). As a result,
they may come to favor the initiative of middle
managers with high risk propensities, who typically
promote more novel ideas and solutions than risk-
averters. Initiative is thus more likely to enhance the
job performance of middle managers with high risk
propensities in business units with strong perfor-
mance management contexts.

In sum, we argue that risk propensity becomes less
harmful for the performance benefits of initiative
when middle managers operate in a strong perfor-
mance management context. The shared ambition
and consistent sanctions that prevail in these work
environments make it more likely that risk-seeking
middle managers undertake initiatives that are ap-
preciated by top managers. In contrast, in weak per-
formance management contexts, clear and consistent
cues about acceptable forms of initiative are lacking,
such that middle managers with high risk pro-
pensities are more likely to act on their tendency to
take initiative without performing adequate risk ad-
justments. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3. Business unit performance man-
agement context moderates the negative in-
teractive effect of personal initiative tendency
and risk propensity on job performance in such
a way that this interaction only occurs in weak
performance management contexts.

METHODS

Research Setting

The empirical context of this study is a global
transport and logistics service company with ap-
proximately 160,000 employees worldwide in 2010.
The company had grown considerably in the years
prior to our study with annual revenues of approxi-
mately $17billion in 2010. It serves as an appropriate
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research setting for testing our hypotheses for several
reasons. First, the company faced substantial com-
petitive pressures in its domestic market due to
slowing growth rates and increasing deregulation.
To remain competitive, it consolidated its market
share in the home market but also explored new
opportunities in emerging markets. Hence, middle
managers were increasingly expected to show per-
sonal initiative and support the company’s strategic
changes. Second, the company’s global activities
were organized into 34 business units. These units
were geographically dispersed, had relatively au-
tonomous operations and decision rights, and each
had their own senior management team. Accord-
ingly, we expected to observe sufficient individual-
and unit-level variance in the predictor and criterion
variables in our model.

Research Design and Data Collection

To minimize single-informant bias, we collected
primary and secondary data from multiple data
sources. The dataset was part of a larger research
effort to understand middle managers’ role in stra-
tegic renewal (see Glaser, Fourné, & Elfring, 2015).
Primary data were collected mid-2010 by surveying
both themiddlemanagement and the top executives
of each business unit. At the time of the survey,
human resource representatives provided us with
the contact details of all 687 individuals represent-
ing the senior executives and middle managers of
the company’s 34 business units. We started by
contacting the middle managers who reported di-
rectly to the executive team of each unit, requesting
them to complete several scales capturing their
personal initiative tendency, risk propensity, and
job autonomy. Next, another survey was distributed
to unit top executives that assessed their unit’s per-
formance management context. Out of a total of 687
surveys sent, we received usable responses from383
middle managers (69% response rate) and 72 exec-
utives (56% response rate) across 34 business units.
We tested for nonresponse bias by comparing key
attributes of respondents and non-respondents. Lo-
gistic regression analyses indicated no significant
difference on gender (g 5 .03, p 5 .91), tenure
(g52.04, p5 .46), or job grade (g52.11, p5 .19).

The secondary dataset was collected through in-
ternal company records at the end of 2010 (seven
months after collecting the primary survey data).We
collected year-end job performance appraisals of
the middle managers including their job grades. We
enhanced the validity of our measures and reduced

common method variance by gathering data from
multiple sources.

Measures and Validation

Surveys were administered in English, which was
theworking language in all businessunits of the focal
organization. Unless otherwise noted, the measures
were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (“strongly dis-
agree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”).

Personal initiative tendency. Middle managers’
tendency to take personal initiative was measured
using a seven-item scale that captures the extent to
which middle managers take an active, self-starting
approach to work and go beyond formal job re-
quirements (Frese et al., 1997). For example, middle
managers responded to the item: “Whenever there is
a chance to get actively involved, I take it.” The
measure has been validated as a unidimensional
construct capturing one’s overall disposition to be
self-starting, proactive, and persistent in prior re-
search (Frese et al., 2007). We factor-analyzed the
items and found that all of them loaded above .70.All
items loaded on a single factor having an eigenvalue
of 3.86 and accounting for 55% of the variance (a 5
.86). For each middle manager, we averaged the
seven items into a single overall personal initiative
tendency score.

Risk propensity. Risk propensity was measured
using a four-item scale based on the work of Gomez-
Mejia and Balkin (1989) and Zhao, Seibert, and Hills
(2005). The measure captures a middle manager’s
generalized tendency to take or avoid risk and has
been validated in prior research on proactivity at
work (e.g., Ashford et al., 1998). A sample item was:
“I often take risks inmy job.”We factor-analyzed the
items and found that all of them loaded above .76.All
items loaded on a single factor having an eigenvalue
of 2.19 and accounting for 72% of the variance (a 5
.81). Consequently, for each middle manager, we
averaged the items into a single overall risk pro-
pensity score.

Job autonomy. Job autonomy was assessed using
a nine-item scale adapted from Hornsby, Kuratko,
and Zahra (2002). For example, middle managers
were asked to indicate the extent towhich they agree
with the following statement: “I have the freedom to
decide what I do on my job.” We factor-analyzed
the items and found that all of them loaded above
.69. All items loaded on a single factor having an
eigenvalue of 5.12 and accounting for 57% of the
variance (a 5 .90). We considered job autonomy as
an individual level variable rather than a unit level
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variable because autonomy was largely individually
negotiated within the units. The ICC1 score for au-
tonomy indeed showed that less than half of the
variance in autonomy is between units, indicating
considerable within-unit variability in job auton-
omy.We averaged all nine items into a single overall
job autonomy score for each middle manager.

Performancemanagement context.Wemeasured
performance management context by adopting a
seven-item scale fromGibson and Birkinshaw (2004).
Top executives were asked to indicate the degree
to which their business unit encouraged stretch and
discipline. For example, executives rated to what
extent their unit encouraged individuals at their level
to “Issue creative challenges to their employees, in-
stead of narrowly defining tasks” and “Hold em-
ployees accountable for their job performance.” All
items loadedonasingle factorhavinganeigenvalueof
3.11 and accounting for 45%of the variance (a5 .78).
For each business unit, we averaged all seven items
into a single performancemanagement context score.

Job performance. The focal organization used
a common job performance appraisal instrument for
all middle managers. Specifically, it had developed
a competency framework that was used to assess
middle managers’ job performance against several
objectives. These objectives were set at the begin-
ning of the year and supervisors evaluated each
subordinate’s performance on these objectives by
the end of the year. The framework focused on
middle managers’ functional, value-based, and lead-
ership competencies. The functional competencies
are those that pertain to a particular job function.
These competencies were defined at the department
level since they often incorporate specific task-related
skills (e.g., “databasemanagement”). The value-based
competencies reflected the type of people and be-
haviors that were valued by the organization. For in-
stance, two values that were considered important
were integrity and social responsibility. The leader-
ship competencies assessed middle managers’ ability
to lead others and be adaptive to changes in the
workplace. For instance, strategic orientation, com-
munication, and change management were part of
middle managers’ leadership competencies. Overall,
the competency framework assessed middle man-
agers’ job performance on 11 competencies: strategic
awareness, people management, communication,
managing results, delighting customers, teamwork,
continuous improvement, integrity, change manage-
ment, business development, and social responsibil-
ity. Each competency was evaluated on a five-point
scale (E 5 “significantly below expectations” to

A5 “significantly above expectations”). Integrating
these ratings, supervisors constructed an overall job
performance appraisal using the same five-point
scale (i.e., E5 “significantly below expectations” to
A 5 “significantly above expectations”) and pro-
vided written comments justifying the appraisal.

The company provided us with the overall job per-
formance appraisal rating for each middle manager at
the end of this evaluation process (i.e., seven months
after measuring the predictor variables). For this
study, we recoded this summative job performance
score (E, D, C, B, A) into numeric scores (i.e., 1 to 5).

Control variables. We controlled for possible al-
ternative explanations by including relevant control
variables. At the individual level, we controlled for
four important variables. First, we controlled for
gender as research findings suggest a mixed picture
with regard to the influence of gender on proactive
behaviors (Kanfer, Wanberg, & Kantrowitz, 2001).
Gender was dummy coded, with 15 female and 05
male. In our sample, 18% of the respondents were
females. Second, we included job grade as a control
variable becausemanagers at higher levels often have
greater responsibility for undertaking initiative and
may experience higher job complexity (Frese et al.,
2007). Job grade was dummy coded as the company
applied two different job grades that reflect the stra-
tegic, hierarchical position of each middle manager.
Third,we includedyears in job asa control variable as
prior work experiences may indicate differences in
knowledge and abilities that influence middle man-
agers’ initiative and job performance (Frese & Fay,
2001). Last, we controlled for functional area of the
job because functions may differ in the extent to
which they demand or reward personal initiative.We
created four dummy-variables for each functional
area: Marketing & Sales; IT & Operations; Finance &
Accounting; and Other (reference category).

At the business unit level, we controlled for three
different variables. First, we controlled for size and
included the natural logarithm of the number of full-
time employees in each business unit as this may
affect resource availability to support new initia-
tives and add complexity when initiatives must be
implemented. Second, we controlled for client focus
because business units may specialize in different
markets.We differentiated betweenunits that served
business clients (coded as 1) and those that served
consumer clients (coded as 0). Third, we controlled
for the geographic location of the business unit to
account for possible geographical differences in
middle managers’motivation or opportunity to take
risk and initiative. Herewe created a dummy variable
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for the main geographic location in which the com-
pany operated (05Western Europe and 15 Outside
Western Europe).

Aggregating Business Unit Data

Since business unit performance management
context represents a “shared unit level construct”
(Kozlowski & Klein, 2000), we conducted several
analyses to ensure that our data exhibited sufficient
within-unit agreement and between-unit variation.
ICC1 and ICC2 were calculated for the performance
management context measure to assess whether it
met the statistical criteria for aggregating individual
responses from each unit’s top executives. ICC1 and
ICC2 for this scale were 0.32 and 0.77, respectively.
Furthermore, we calculated an interrater agreement
score (rwg; LeBreton & Senter, 2008) for the perfor-
mance management context variable. We used the
interrater reliability to assess agreement between two
or more top executives on the assignment of the unit
variable. The interrater reliability is Cohen’s k, which
ranges from 0 to 1 (although negative numbers are
possible), where larger numbers mean better reliabil-
ity.Most researchers prefer k values to be at least 0.60
and most often higher than 0.70 before claiming a
good level of agreement (Glick, 1985). The median
interrater agreement value for performance manage-
ment context was 0.76, suggesting adequate agree-
mentforaggregation.Together, theseanalysessupported
our decision to aggregate performance management
context to the unit level by taking the mean of top
executives’ individual responses for each unit, as
recommended by Kozlowski and Klein (2000).

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analyses

Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) using Lisrel 8.72

(Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2005) to examine the factor struc-
ture of the four study variables. A 4-factor model
(personal initiative tendency, risk propensity, job
autonomy, and performance management context)
reached good fit [x25 461.60, df = 266, p, .00; root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 5
0.05; non-normed fit index (NNFI) 5 0.97; good-
ness of fit index (GFI)5 0.91; comparative fit index
(CFI) 5 0.97]. The fit of the 4-factor model was signif-
icantly better than an alternative 3-factormodel where
personal initiative tendency and risk propensity were
constrained to load on one factor (Δx25 395.22, Δdf5
3, p , .00). Furthermore, we tested discriminant val-
iditybycomparinganunconstrainedwithaconstrained
model. The constrained model sets the correlation be-
tween twoconstructs equal to one.AsTable 1 indicates,
the four multi-item constructs all exhibit satisfactory
discriminant validity.We examined potential common
method variance by testing whether adding a single la-
tent method factor would significantly improve model
fit. Adding the additional method factor did not signif-
icantly improvemodel fit [Δx25 (Δdf5 60, n5 455)5
142.69, n.s.], indicating that common method bias is
unlikely to be severe.

We used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM)
(Raudenbush, Byrk, & Congdon, 2004) to test our
hypotheses because HLM is particularly well suited
for nested data. HLM not only estimates model co-
efficients at each level, but also predicts the random
effectsassociatedwitheachsamplingunitatevery level.
We first ran a null model for the dependent variable
with no predictor to ensure that there was sufficient
variance between the business units. The test revealed
that a significant amount of the variance in middle
managers’ job performance resided betweenunits (x25
50.55,p, .05). The ICC1value for jobperformancewas
0.12, indicating that the variability between units was
large and using HLMwas appropriate.

We first tested Hypothesis 1 by regressing the indi-
vidual (level 1) variancecomponenton the individual-
level predictor. We then tested Hypotheses 2 and 3

TABLE 1
Results of Scale Analyses using Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Model x2 df Δx2 Δdf RMSEA NNFI GFI CFI

4-factor 461.60*** 266 Baseline model .05 .97 .91 .97
3-factor 856.82*** 269 395.22*** 3 .08 .91 .85 .92
2-factor 1478.80*** 271 621.98*** 2 .12 .81 .73 .84
1-factor 1905.83*** 272 427.03*** 1 .14 .75 .69 .79

Note: 4-factor: risk propensity, performancemanagement context, autonomy, personal initiative tendency; 3-factor: risk propensity, performance
management context, autonomy; 2-factor: risk propensity, performance management context; 1-factor: all items loading on one factor.

***p , .001
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where the independent variables weremean centered
prior to the formation of interaction terms, as recom-
mended by Aiken andWest (1991). Finally, we tested
cross-level interactions by regressing level 1 slopes
(i.e., relationships between level 1 predictors and
outcomes) onto unit level (level 2) predictors. We
group mean centered the level 1 predictors, as this is
the recommended centering approach when cross-
level interactions are involved (Hofmann, Griffin, &
Gavin, 2000). Finally, although it is difficult to esti-
mate precise effect sizes in cross-level models, we re-
port Snijders and Bosker’s (1999) overall pseudo R2

(;R2), indicating the proportional reduction of level 1
and level 2 errors owing to thepredictors of themodel.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations,
and correlations among the variables under study
where the individual variables are measured at level
1 and performance management context at level 2.
Personal initiative tendency correlated positively
with risk propensity (r 5 .21, p , .01) and job au-
tonomy (r 5 .24, p , .01). Risk propensity and job
autonomy were also positively correlated (r 5 .27,
p , .01). Furthermore, job performance correlated
positively with personal initiative tendency (r5 .09,
p, .05), butwasneither significantly correlatedwith
risk propensity (r 5 .00, n.s.) nor job autonomy (r 5
.02, n.s.). Finally, performance management context
was not significantly correlated with any of the in-
dividual level constructs.

Hypothesis Testing

Table 3 summarizes the results of the HLM ana-
lyses for Hypotheses 123. Control variables (in-
cluding gender, job grade, years in job, functional
area, unit size, unit client focus and unit geographical
location) were included first (Model 1). We then
tested whether middle managers’ personal initiative
tendency was positively related to job performance.
As shown in Model 2a, middle managers’ personal
initiative tendency is significantly related to their job
performance (g 5 .13, p , .01), replicating prior
findings of research on personal initiative (Frese &
Fay, 2001). This step accounted for 4% additional
variance in job performance over the first step with
controls (total pseudo R2 5 .11).

Next, we tested our baseline hypothesis stipulating
that risk propensity has a negative moderating influ-
ence on the relation between middle managers’ ini-
tiative and job performance (Hypothesis 1). As shown

in Model 3a, the individual-level interaction term
between personal initiative tendency and risk pro-
pensitywas significantly negative (g52.16,p, .01),
indicating that the positive relation between personal
initiative tendency and job performance becomes
weaker when risk propensity is high than when it is
low. We performed a simple slope analysis (Aiken &
West, 1991) to examine whether the slope is signifi-
cantly different from zero. Results indicated that the
simple slope was negative but not significant when
risk propensity is high (t52.19, n.s.), whereas it was
positive and statistically significant (t5 4.49, p, .00)
when risk propensity was low. The addition of two-
way interaction terms accounted for 7% additional
variance in job performance (total pseudo R2 5 .18).
These results provide support for our Hypothesis 1.

We then entered the cross-level interaction terms
to test Hypotheses 2 and 3, which took into account
the contingent moderating roles of job autonomy
and performancemanagement context, respectively.
The addition of two, three-way interaction terms
accounted for 6% additional variance in job perfor-
mance (total pseudo R2 5 .24). As shown in Model
4a, the interactive effect of personal initiative ten-
dency, risk propensity, and job autonomy on job
performancewas negative and significant (g52.10,
p , .01). To further probe this result, we plotted the
interaction effect using Aiken and West’s (1991)
procedures. In support of Hypothesis 2, Figure 2
shows that the negative interaction effect of personal
initiative tendency and risk propensity on perfor-
mance mainly occurs when job autonomy is high.
We performed simple slope analyses for each re-
gression line to test whether its slope was signifi-
cantly different from zero (Aiken &West, 1991). The
results show that the relationship between personal
initiative tendency and job performance was signif-
icantly positive when risk propensity was low and
job autonomywas high (t5 3.02, p, .00) but neutral
when risk propensity and job autonomy were both
high (t 5 2.23, n.s.). Under conditions of low au-
tonomy, personal initiative tendency was unrelated
to job performance for both middle managers with
low risk propensities (t 5 1.10, n.s.) and high risk
propensities (t 5 2.23, n.s). Slope difference tests
revealed that the slope ofmiddlemanagerswith high
risk propensities and high job autonomy differed
significantly from the slope ofmiddlemanagerswith
low risk propensities and high job autonomy (t 5
22.66, p , .01). For middle managers with low job
autonomy, the slope differencewas not significant (t5
2.78, n.s.). Combined, these results provide support
for Hypothesis 2.
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In testing Hypothesis 3, Model 4a shows that the
interaction effect of personal initiative tendency, risk
propensity, andperformancemanagement context on
job performancewas positive and significant (g5 .18,
p , .01). We again plotted the interaction to better
understand the contingent relationships. In support
of Hypothesis 3, Figure 3 shows that the negative
interaction effect of personal initiative tendency
and risk propensity on job performance only occurs
in weak performance management contexts. Again,
simple slope analyses were performed, indicating
that in weak performance management contexts, the

relationship between personal initiative tendency
and job performance was significantly positive for
managerswith low riskpropensities (t53.73,p, .00)
but neutral for managers with high risk propensities
(t 5 21.09, n.s.). In strong performance management
contexts, however, personal initiative tendency was
positively related to job performance (t 5 2.09, p ,
.05) among middle managers with low risk pro-
pensities, but unrelated to performance for thosewith
high risk propensities (t5 1.08, n.s.). Slope difference
tests revealed that the slope of middle managers with
high risk propensities differed significantly from the

TABLE 3
Results of HLM Analyses Predicting Middle Managers’ Job Performance

Variables Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b Model 3a Model 3b Model 4a Model 4b

Control variables
Gender .05(.11) –.00(.12) –.02(.13) –.02(.13)
Job grade –.01(.09) –.03(.09) –.01(.09) –.03(.08)
Years in job –.01(.02) –.01(.02) –.01(.02) –.02(.02)
Marketing & sales function –.41(.16)* –.40(.16)* –.42(.15)** –.44(.15)**
IT & operations function –.12(.21) –.11(.19) –.08(.20) –.10(.20)
Finance & accounting function –.08(.15) –.07(.14) –.09(.13) –.09(.13)
BU size –.00(.00) –.00(.00) –.00(.00) –.00(.00)
BU client focus –.52(.17)** –.58(.18)** –.58(.18)** –.58(.18)**
BU geographic location .30(.20) .29(.20) .29(.20) .29(.20)

Main effects
Personal initiative tendency .13(.05)** .10(.05)* .17(.05)** .17(.05)** .21(.05)** .20(.05)**
Risk propensity –.08(.04)† –.07(.04) –.05(.04) –.06(.03)† –.04(.03) –.05(.03)
Job autonomy .01(.06) .01(.07) –.01(.06) .01(.07) –.00(.07) –.01(.07)
Performance management context .13(.10) .03(.10) .13(.10) .03(.10) .13(.10) .03(.10)

Two-way interaction
Personal initiative tendency x risk

propensity (Hypothesis 1)
–.16(.06)** –.18(.06)** –.17(.06)** –.16(.05)**

Personal initiative tendency x job
autonomy

.14(.04)** .10(.04)** .07(.06)* .07(.05)*

Risk propensity x job autonomy –.05(.03)† –.03(.02)† –.02(.03) –.03(.03)
Performance management context x

personal initiative tendency
.00(.07) .05(.10) .04(.11) .06(.10)

Performancemanagement context x risk
propensity

.12(.04)** .11(.04)** .10(.04)** .09(.04)*

Performance management context x job
autonomy

–.13(.09) –.13(.11) –.11(.11) –.13(.11)

Three-way interaction
Personal initiative tendency x risk

propensity x job autonomy
(Hypothesis 2)

–.10(.04)** –.08(.04)*

Personal initiative tendency x risk propensity x performance
management context (Hypothesis 3)

.18(.07)** .17(.06)**

Pseudo R2 .07 .11 .06 .18 .12 .24 .21

Note: n5 383 middle managers (level 1) in 34 business units (level 2). Coefficients (based on grand centering) are reported with standard
errors in parentheses.

Pseudo R2 values estimate the amount of total variance in the dependent variable captured by predictors in the model.
** p , .01
* p , .05
† p , .10
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slope of middle managers with low risk propensities
(t523.40,p, .01) for unitswith aweakperformance
management context. In contrast, the slope difference
was not statistically significant (t 5 2.58, n.s.) for
unitswitha strongperformancemanagement context.
Hypothesis 3 was thus supported.

Supplementary Analyses

We performed several supplementary analyses to
examine the robustness of the findings. First, we
conducted the same set of analysis without any
controls (as shown in Model 2b, 3b, and 4b in
Table 3). These results are highly comparable to the

ones we found with various controls. Second, we
created interaction terms among middle managers’
prior job performance, personal initiative tendency,
risk propensity, and job autonomy to examine po-
tential reverse causality—i.e., prior job performance
x personal initiative tendency x risk propensity on
autonomy (g 5 2.01, n.s.), prior job performance
x personal initiative tendency x job autonomy on
risk propensity (g 5 .03, n.s.), and prior job perfor-
mance x risk propensity x job autonomy on per-
sonal initiative tendency (g 5 2.03, n.s.) were all
non-significant. Third and related, supplementary
analyses indicated that prior job performance had
no statistically significant main effect on personal

FIGURE 2
Interaction of Personal Initiative Tendency, Risk Propensity, and Job Autonomy
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initiative tendency (g 5 .00, n.s.), risk propensity
(g 5 2.03, n.s.), and job autonomy (g 5 .04, n.s.).
These two results combined indicate that prior
performance is unlikely to be driving our results,
addressing potential reverse causality concerns.
Fourth, we redid our main analyses with middle
managers’ prior job performance included as an
additional control variable. Results from these an-
alyses were largely identical to the results reported
earlier. Of course, controlling for past performance
changes the interpretation of our results because
personal initiative tendency then predicts changes
in job performance instead of absolute performance

levels. Given that our hypotheses focus on the latter,
wedecidednot to control for prior job performance in
our final analyses (results from our supplementary
analyses are available on request).

DISCUSSION

To date, research on proactivity at work has em-
phasized that providing freedom and support is es-
sential for promoting employee initiative. Our study
complements this work by developing a multilevel
model that clarifies the potential enabling role of
organizational control for the job performance of

FIGURE 3
Interaction of Personal Initiative Tendency, Risk Propensity, and Business Unit Performance

Management Context
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proactive individuals with varying levels of risk
propensity. Findings from a sample of middle man-
agers indicated that risk propensity reduces the
performance benefits of personal initiative, but only
when individuals receive high job autonomy or
operate in business units with weak performance
management contexts. We also found that while
autonomy improved the job performance of pro-
active individuals with low risk propensities, per-
formance management context increased the job
performance of proactive individuals with high risk
propensities. Thus, a key insight of this study is that
the performance outcomes of personal initiative
depend on the extent of alignment between indi-
vidual differences in risk propensity and organiza-
tional control mechanisms. Below we discuss the
implications of our findings for research on proac-
tivity, risk-taking, and control.

Theoretical Implications

By revealing that an individual’s risk propensity
reduces the performance benefits of personal initia-
tive, our study advances recent efforts aimed at un-
derstanding when proactivity leads to better job
performance (e.g., Grant et al., 2011; Li, Liang, &
Crant, 2010). This negative moderating influence of
risk propensity is a noteworthy finding because it
calls into question the common assumption that
proactive individuals must be willing to take risks
(Grant & Rothbard, 2013). It also answers calls for
more research on why different employees form
different perceptions of the potential risks associated
with proactivity (Crant, 2000) by demonstrating the
significant role of individual differences in risk
propensity. Our findings suggest that high levels of
risk propensity may bias middle managers’ risk as-
sessments, leading them to overestimate potential
opportunities afforded by initiative and to disregard
the corresponding risks. Ironically, it is exactly those
individuals who are most tolerant of the risks asso-
ciated with proactivity that gain the fewest perfor-
mance benefits from personal initiative.

More broadly, our study attests to the value of in-
tegrating behavioral decision theory with research
on proactivity. Decision theorists have produced
many insights into the determinants and conse-
quences of risk behavior (e.g., Das & Teng, 2001;
Sitkin & Pablo, 1992), but these have not yet been
linked to the proactivity literature. In this study, we
took a first step toward merging these research
streams by proposing that when individuals have
higher risk propensities, their personal initiative

tendencywill elicit fewer risk adjustment efforts and
thus provide fewer performance benefits. Our re-
sults offer indirect support for this logic, but more
research is needed to verify the proposed cognitive
and behavioral mechanisms. For instance, scholars
may directly capture individuals’ risk perceptions
regarding different forms of initiative and examine
the efficacy of different risk reduction strategies (see
Wehrung et al., 1989). Futurework could also extend
our focus on risk propensity to include other indi-
vidual differences that might influence risk behav-
ior, such asdomain familiarity (Sitkin&Pablo, 1992)
and regulatory focus (Crowe &Higgins, 1997). As far
as these individual differences decrease employees’
risk adjustment efforts, we expect them to also re-
duce the performance benefits of personal initiative.

Our study also helps to reconcile competing views
on the performance consequences of risk propensity.
On one hand, risk propensity may increase perfor-
mance by enhancing managers’ alertness to oppor-
tunities, persistence in the face of adversity, andpace
of decisionmaking (Brockhaus, 1980;Wally&Baum,
1994). On the other hand, risk propensity may re-
duce performance by biasing managers’ judgment
and decision making (Hmieleski & Baron, 2009).
Our multilevel framework contributes to resolving
this debate by introducing situational strength as
a key contingency factor. Specifically, we found that
risk propensity only reduces the performance bene-
fits of initiative when middle managers receive high
job autonomy or operate in a weak performance
management context. This finding is insightful be-
cause it clarifies how individual differences in
risk propensity interact with contextual factors to
influence a manager’s performance. Although strat-
egy scholars have recognized that the value of risk-
taking depends on environmental conditions (Palmer
&Wiseman, 1999), this idea has not yet been applied
to the job performance literature where few studies
have examined the career benefits of risk propen-
sity (for an exception, see MacCrimmon & Wehrung,
1990).

Our study demonstrates that risk propensity only
reduces performance when middle managers have
high personal initiative tendencies and operate in
weak situations. Interestingly, this result appears
inconsistent with the person-job fit literature, which
has argued that proactive individuals must be com-
fortable with taking risks because showing initiative
is risky (Fay & Frese, 2000). It also contrasts with
empirical evidence indicating that managerial risk-
taking is particularly beneficial in ambiguous envi-
ronments (Gupta & Govindarajan, 1984). We believe
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this apparent contradiction can be reconciled by
recognizing that risk propensity might increase
managers’willingness to take risk when it is needed,
but decrease their post-decision ability to manage
risk. This contention raises new questions regarding
the particular risk adjustment actions used by risk-
averse individuals to control the risks of personal
initiative. For instance, future studies could examine
the efficacy of various risk-reduction tactics, such
as gathering information, developing new decision
alternatives, hedging exposure to potential losses,
and changing the timing or sequence of actions (see
Wehrung et al., 1989). Scholars may also consider
when these strategies are most effective. For exam-
ple, the success of proactive individuals’ risk miti-
gation efforts might depend on their political skills,
social network ties, and knowledge resources. Risk
reduction may also not always be possible, espe-
cially when individuals face severe time pres-
sures. Further research is needed to examine these
possibilities.

Our study also has implications for research on
organizational control. Based on the assumption that
control undermines personal initiative, past re-
search has mostly focused on the “soft” elements of
an organization context that provide freedom, en-
courage experimentation, and support entrepre-
neurship (e.g., Ashford et al., 1998; Li et al., 2010).
Yet our results demonstrate that high job autonomy
and a weak performance management context—
factors that are often believed to facilitate proac-
tivity (e.g., Parker et al., 2006)—were ineffective in
enhancing the performance benefits of personal
initiative for managers with high risk propensities.
The present study thus complements past research
by suggesting that the “hard” elements of an orga-
nization context, as captured by its control systems,
can actually enhance the effectiveness of employee
initiative and thus deserve more attention in future
research.

Importantly, our study not only indicates that
control can be beneficial for initiative, but also
reveals that the efficacy of certain control mecha-
nisms depends on individual differences in risk
propensity. We found that proactive middle man-
agers with low risk propensities performed better
in high-autonomy situations, while their per-
formance was little influenced by business unit
performance management context. In contrast, the
performance of proactive middle managers with
high risk propensities was hardly affected by au-
tonomy, but was significantly influenced by perfor-
mancemanagement context. These divergent results

clarify that it is not the level of control per se that
affects whether initiative improves performance,
but rather the extent to which control mechanisms
are aligned with employees’ individual needs for
control. This finding is interesting because the
idea that proactive individuals vary in their re-
sponses to organizational control systems remains
largely unexplored. Our study thus makes a con-
tribution by advancing a contingency-based per-
spective on the enabling role of control for proactive
employees, which relates the relative effectiveness
of different control mechanisms to individual dif-
ferences in risk propensity. Clearly, additional
research is needed to clarify how the personal-
ities, motivations, and abilities of proactive in-
dividuals affect their responses to different forms of
control.

A somewhat unexpected finding is that neither of
the two control mechanisms examined in this study
evoked a significant positive link between initiative
and performance for risk-seeking middle managers.
Yet we found that, unlike job autonomy, perfor-
mance management context did significantly im-
prove the job performance of proactive managers
with high risk propensities. Overall, these results
highlight the need for further research on the con-
tingent benefits of different control mechanisms for
employee initiative. One direction for future studies
would be to compare performance evaluation sys-
tems that employ strategic versus financial controls.
Strategic controls might be more effective in guiding
the initiative of risk-seeking individuals because
they emphasize long-term and strategically relevant
performance assessment criteria (Hitt, Hoskisson,
Johnson, & Moesel, 1996). In exploring this possi-
bility, scholars could draw from behavioral agency
theory (Wiseman & Gomez-Mejia, 1998) to examine
how reward and incentive systems interact with
amanager’s risk propensity in shaping the outcomes
of personal initiative. Another research opportunity
would be to more closely examine the potential en-
abling role of informal control. Informal controls
might be more appropriate for guiding employee
behaviors like personal initiative that involve high
task uncertainty (O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996). Our
results on the benefits of performance manage-
ment context for risk-seeking individuals appear to
support this logic, but more work is needed that
examines a wider range of informal controls. Thus,
research examining how peer control by coworkers
and supervisors affects the risks and performance
outcomes of personal initiative would be a fruitful
extension of our study.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has several limitations. First, using
mostly cross-sectional data prevented us from fully
disentangling the causal relationships in our model.
We did implement a seven-month time lag between
measuring the predictor and criterion variables, but
this does not completely rule out the possibility of
reverse causality. Longitudinal studies are thus re-
quired to clarify the interplay between personal
initiative, risk propensity, and job performance over
time. Prospect theory suggests that whether indi-
viduals engage in risk-taking depends on whether
their current performance exceeds or falls behind
their past performance (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979).
Hence an alternative explanation for our findings is
that poorly performing middle managers become
more proactive and risk-seeking. Although our sup-
plementary analyses did not support this possibility,
we invite future research to more closely investigate
the role of aspiration levels in explaining the emer-
gence and outcomes of proactivity at work.

Second, this study did not directly examine the
behavioral mechanisms underlying the hypothe-
sized relationships. By explicitly capturing these
behaviors, future studies may clarify how risk pro-
pensity affects an individual’s engagement in dif-
ferent forms of proactivity. This work could draw
fromregulatory focus theory (Crowe&Higgins, 1997)
by comparing how the eagerness strategies of
risk-seekers and vigilance strategies of risk-averters
shape the performance outcomes of personal ini-
tiative. Moreover, there is reason to believe that a
manager’s risk propensity can be domain-specific
(March & Shapira, 1987). It is therefore critical to
evaluatewhether the findings from this study,which
focused on people’s generalized tendency to take
initiative, are applicable to other, more context-
specific proactive behaviors.

Third, we tested our model using only one overall
job performance measure. It is possible that consid-
ering distinct performance dimensions would lead
to different results. For instance, risk propensity
might reduce the task performance of proactive in-
dividuals, but increase their innovative job per-
formance. Future research could employ multiple
performance measures to more fully capture the
contrasting influences of personal initiative and risk
propensity on managers’ job performance. One in-
teresting possibility that warrants further study is
that risk propensity not only influences the mean
performance benefits of personal initiative, but also
the variance ofmanagers’ job performance over time.

Considering performance variability would enable
future studies to more directly capture the risks as-
sociated with personal initiative.

Fourth, we followed priorwork (e.g., DenHartog &
Belschak, 2012; Parker et al., 2006) by using a self-
reported measure of job autonomy. Our approach
is consistent with evidence attesting the validity
of employees’ perceptions of work characteris-
tics (Frese et al., 2007). Nonetheless, individual
differences in risk propensity might have caused
managers in our sample to consistently underesti-
mate or overestimate their actual autonomy. While
such misperceptions can be costly, they may be
difficult to avoid because managers often encoun-
ter situations of “mixed discretion” (Hambrick &
Finkelstein, 1987) in which they have high auton-
omy in some domains but low autonomy in others.
Research incorporating both perceptual and objec-
tive measures of autonomy is needed to examine
when managers develop biased perceptions of their
discretion and how such biases affect the perfor-
mance outcomes of personal initiative.

Fifth, we only examined middle managers oper-
ating in a single multinational corporation. This ap-
proach helped us to probe the generalizability of
findings from prior research that has mostly exam-
ined proactivity in low-level jobs, while controlling
for context-specific conditions thatmight impact the
outcomes of initiative. Arguably, middle managers
are generally expected tobemoreproactive andoften
have greater latitude in taking initiative than lower-
level employees. Hierarchical level, functional area,
and specific organizational factors may all affect
whether individuals are able and expected to show
personal initiative. Thus, research replicating our
study across awider range of jobs, organizations, and
industries is warranted.

CONCLUSION

Organizations increasingly promote personal ini-
tiative in the workplace, yet doing so creates signifi-
cant risks in that proactive employees may take
inappropriate actions that fail to create value. The
present research improves understanding of how
these risks can be managed in the middle manage-
ment context by combining insights from behavioral
decision theory and situational strength theory into
a multilevel framework. A key insight of this study
is that the organizational control mechanisms that
increase the performance benefits of personal initia-
tive are distinctly different for individuals with low
and high risk propensities. The theory and findings
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presented in this article thus not only refine the com-
monbelief that control isharmful for initiative, but also
underscore the importance of aligning control systems
with proactive individuals’ idiosyncratic needs for
control. Clearly, more research is needed to further
unravel how organizations can manage the risks of
personal initiative while leveraging its benefits.
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