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Abstract

This paper proposes and then tests a cross-level model
pertaining to the intrapersonal and collective anteced-
ents of work-related proactive behaviors. The model
posits individual-level positive relational experiences
and unit-level relational coordination as social contex-
tual antecedents of individual-level proactive behav-
iors. The effects of these mechanisms are hypothesized
to be mediated respectively by individual-level role
breadth self-efficacy and unit-level psychological safety
climate. To test the proposed model, multi-source data
were collected from a representative sample of 246 staff
nurses and their respective unit managers, based in
four privately owned hospitals. Supporting evidence for
the model enriches understanding of the role of social
context in variously enabling and undermining the
expression of proactive behaviors on the part of individ-
uals, suitably aligned with the wider needs of key orga-
nizational units, in safety-critical work environments.
We discuss the implications of our findings for foster-
ing such behavioral alignment and outline directions
for future research.
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INTRODUCTION

Proactive behaviors comprise the self-directed actions individuals take to anticipate or initiate
changes in their work roles and/or their wider work environments (Carpini et al., 2017; Griffin
et al., 2007). Such actions are linked to a range of important outcomes including increased job
performance, enhanced job satisfaction, and career success (e.g., Thomas et al., 2010; Tornau &
Frese, 2013). Given the benefits of proactivity for individuals and organizations, researchers
have explored its antecedents (e.g., Batisti¢ et al., 2016; Beltran-Martin et al., 2017; Grant &
Parker, 2009). This research indicates that the wider organizational context has an important
bearing on the likelihood of individuals taking the initiatives required to improve work perfor-
mance (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2017; Ohly & Schmitt, 2017).

Almost all jobs in contemporary workplaces entail interdependent work processes with a rela-
tional component (Claggett & Karahanna, 2018; Heaphy et al., 2018). Proactivity is a relational
process that requires ongoing interaction with colleagues, customers, and supervisors, rather than
a series of individualized acts played out in isolation (Vough et al., 2017). Therefore, the quality
and content of relationships can fundamentally influence individuals' proactive behaviors.

Despite a body of work demonstrating that social and relational contexts are important
drivers of proactive behaviors, there is a lack of clarity concerning the precise underlying mech-
anisms that trigger such behaviors and in particular how these mechanisms, operating in isola-
tion or in unison, might variously enable and undermine the development and expression of
proactivity in the workplace (Cai et al., 2019). Instead, the literature has been dominated by
studies concerning leadership (Cai et al., 2019) and job design (Parker et al., 2006), with com-
paratively less research on the role of social contextual factors as enablers and inhibitors of
work-related proactive behaviors.

In highly regulated contexts, such as emergency services, process control, military, and
health care settings, although proactive behaviors on the part of individuals are highly desir-
able, it is crucial that they are aligned with the collective requirements of key organizational
units, thereby constituting functional behaviors as opposed to dysfunctional behaviors that may
ultimately harm the effectiveness and wellbeing of those units and, indeed, organizations as a
whole (cf. Lai et al., 2024; Lai & Frimpong, 2025; Parker et al., 2010, 2019; Srulovici
et al., 2023). We maintain that social and relational factors are likely to be particularly impor-
tant in these settings because they serve as vital mechanisms of cohesion, ensuring that the
development and expression of proactive behaviors on the part of individuals is indeed aligned
with the functional requirements of the wider organization (see also Parker et al., 2019).

To advance this important agenda, in the present paper, we build on social cognitive theory
(Bandura, 2001) to develop and then test the cross-level mediation model outlined in Figure 1.
Our model predicts that high-quality relationships manifested in the form of positive relational
experiences at the individual-level and relational coordination at the unit-level positively influ-
ence proactive behaviors among individuals via role breadth self-efficacy at the individual-level
and psychological safety climate at the unit-level.
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FIGURE 1 Conceptual Model of the variables examined in the present study.

We reason that self-efficacy related to one's role, especially when developed in a discerning
and supportive social and relational context, is likely to lead to the expression of suitably reflex-
ive proactive behaviors. In such contexts, interactions with coworkers are more likely to be con-
structive (manifest as positive relational experiences). Accordingly, employees are more likely
to want to collect information, exchange resources, and adjust their behavior in response to the
feedback they receive in their day-to-day encounters (Cai et al., 2019).

In a similar vein, we reason that relational coordination constitutes a second, equally impor-
tant mechanism that ensures that the agentic behavior of individuals, when fostered within a
psychologically safe climate, is aligned better with the collective requirements of key organiza-
tional units. By definition, employees who are located in organizational units characterized by
greater levels of relational coordination are more likely to enjoy higher quality communication,
shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Gittell, 2002). In
consequence, the members of such units are more likely to be cognizant of the social context
in which they are operating and mindful of how their proactive behaviors will affect their
immediate colleagues and the wider organization; indeed, in order to succeed, the members of
such units typically require substantive inputs and approval from their fellow unit members
(Parker et al., 2019).

In testing our proposed model, we contribute to the proactivity literature by advancing
understanding of how relational and social contextual factors shape the expression of proactive
behaviors on the part of individuals in the workplace (Parker et al., 2010, 2019). More specifi-
cally, the present study examines the potentially potent social and relational antecedent mecha-
nisms of positive relational experiences (Carmeli, 2009) and relational coordination
(Gittell, 2002). In particular, it investigates the extent to which, and in what ways, the effects of
these mechanisms are respectively mediated by role breadth self-efficacy (Parker, 1998) and
psychological safety climate (Edmondson, 1999). In so doing, our study responds to the call of
Cai et al. (2019) to broaden the nascent empirical literature addressing the social and relational
contextual predictors of proactive behaviors, which, they argue, has been dominated by studies
that have typically examined these predictors on an isolated basis; i.e., the majority of studies
have each investigated just one factor.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

As noted earlier, to advance our proposed model, we draw on social cognitive theory
(Bandura, 2001), which posits that learning occurs through a combination of observation, model-
ing, and social interaction. In other words, individuals' behaviors are shaped by observing others,
experiencing consequences (both directly and vicariously), and an assortment of internal
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cognitive processes. Viewed from this perspective, social and relational contexts influence the
expression of proactivity on the part of individuals through a wide-ranging assortment of intraper-
sonal, interpersonal, and extra-personal mechanisms. Building on this essential foundation, the
present model offers a potentially fruitful explication of the key social and relational mechanisms
that ensure the development and expression of proactive behaviors in the workplace by those
individuals ultimately meets the requirements of the units to which they belong.

Individual-level mechanisms
Positive relational experiences

As we have seen, social cognitive theory highlights the importance of the social context in fos-
tering learning and shaping behaviors in the workplace and, indeed, beyond it (for a detailed
overview, see Bandura, 2001). A significant manifestation of this context in the workplace is
reflected in the quality of individuals’ relational experiences. Drawing on the work of Dutton
(2003), we maintain that positive relational experiences in the workplace are particularly impor-
tant for fostering proactive behaviors. Relationships are effectively the nervous system of an
organization, which affects how individuals think, feel, and act when they are at work (Kahn &
Heaphy, 2014). When employees enjoy positive relational experiences with their co-workers,
their interpersonal encounters are characterized by vitality, mutual positive regard, and a sense
that both parties are invested equally in their relationships (Cameron et al., 2003; Methot et al.,
2017). Individuals who experience such positive relationships are likely to find the experience
of work to be pleasurable and motivating, thereby resulting in a greater willingness to learn
(Carmeli et al., 2009). They are also more inclined to explore new possibilities and master unfa-
miliar environments, two of the key defining characteristics of proactivity (Parker & Wu, 2014).
In the context of developing and expressing proactive behaviors, positive relationships are
important because they provide a motivational stimulus for exploring fresh ideas and initiatives
(Feeney, 2007) and they have been found to consistently predict idea generation and risk-taking
(Carmeli et al., 2015). Therefore, we predict the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Positive relational experiences at the individual level are positively
related to individual-level proactive behaviors.

Role breath self-efficacy

In line with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), we argue that when employees enjoy posi-
tive relational experiences with their co-workers, they gain an enhanced sense of role breadth
self-efficacy, a second key individual-level antecedent of proactivity (Parker et al., 2010). Role
breadth self-efficacy reflects individuals' perceived ability to engage successfully in proactive
behaviors (Parker, 1998). More specifically, individuals with greater role breadth self-efficacy
have the confidence to engage in “a range of proactive, interpersonal and integrative activities
beyond the prescribed technical core” (Parker & Collins, 2010, p. 641). In this regard, role
breadth self-efficacy essentially gives individual employees the confidence they need to exhibit
proactivity (Beltran-Martin et al., 2017). Prior research has revealed that role breadth self-
efficacy predicts a variety of proactive behaviors including personal initiative (Hong
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et al., 2016), proactive problem solving (Parker et al., 2006), engaging in initiatives to enhance
safety (Curcuruto et al., 2019), and suggesting improvements (Axtell et al., 2000).

In accordance with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), positive relational experiences
create the interpersonal context for learning, modelling, and reinforcement that builds an indi-
vidual's confidence to handle new and challenging tasks. In this regard, positive relational expe-
riences can act as a source of positive social feedback (Leonard et al., 1999), which is a central
mechanism that promotes the development of self-efficacy more generally (Bandura, 2001;
Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2002). When employees enjoy positive relational experiences with
their co-workers, they feel supported and encouraged, thus reinforcing their belief that they can
proactively execute the requisite behaviors for performing tasks beyond their core roles
(cf. Vinarski-Peretz et al., 2011). Hence, such employees are more likely to be willing to initiate
change (Bandura, 2001). Furthermore, when employees experience mutuality in terms of their
relationship with their co-workers, they are more likely to learn from one another and thus
meet their needs for growth and development on a social basis (DeRue & Morgeson, 2007). Pos-
itive relational experiences thus represent a critically important social mechanism for fostering
proactivity via role breadth self-efficacy.

As observed by Parker et al. (2019), role breadth self-efficacy, fostered through positive rela-
tional experiences, enables people to navigate their relational contexts more effectively. When
receiving feedback from colleagues in the course of social interactions, employees are more
likely to detect the social cues that convey the types of proactive behaviors that are acceptable
and beneficial to the wider group and/or their organization as a whole. Moreover, relationships
that are characterized by mutuality and positive regard ensure greater respect and inter-
dependency. In particular, such relationships lessen the likelihood that employees will engage
in proactive behaviors of a sort that will ultimately damage their esteemed coworkers and other
organizational stakeholders. In this way, positive relational experiences serve a vital regulatory
function, helping to ensure that proactivity on the part of individuals is harnessed for the
greater good of the relevant organizational unit (cf. Cai et al., 2019).

In sum, we maintain that positive relational experiences should enable the development
and expression of work-related proactive behaviors, both directly, and indirectly through role
breadth self-efficacy. Supporting this conclusion, Vinarski-Peretz et al. (2011) investigated and
found support for the existence of a positive connection between positive relational experiences
and engagement in innovative behaviors at work, mediated via self-efficacy. Hence, we predict
the following:

Hypothesis 2. Positive relational experiences at the individual level are positively
related to individual-level role breadth self-efficacy.

Hypothesis 3. Role breadth self-efficacy at the individual level mediates the individ-
ual-level relationship between positive relational experiences and proactive behaviors.
Unit-level mechanisms
Relational coordination

Relational coordination comprises a mutually reinforcing social psychological process at the
unit level, whereby timely, frequent, and accurate communication, based on shared knowledge,
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shared goals, and mutual respect, enables people to integrate their efforts to accomplish a given
task (cf. Bolton et al., 2021; Flood et al., 2024; Gittell, 2002). As such, relational coordination is
another construct that contributes important theoretical insights into the development and
expression of high-quality relationships in the workplace (Dutton, 2003). However, whereas the
notion of positive relational experiences is a broader, within-person concept, relational coordi-
nation promotes individual proactive behaviors as a result of the shared understanding of what
is required of the focal unit to achieve particular outcomes, based on the coordinated efforts of
its members occupying interdependent roles essential to the task at hand (Carmeli &
Gittell, 2009). Although levels of relational coordination can vary within a particular work unit,
this notion is generally regarded as a collective-level construct that reflects how well
(or otherwise) members of a given unit communicate and collaborate with each other, in their
efforts to achieve common goals and objectives (Gittell, 2016). Accordingly, researchers typi-
cally aggregate individual-level perceptions of relational coordination to the unit level (Chen
et al., 2005; Gittell, 2000).

Shared goals generally benefit work units as a whole because they encourage each unit
member to fulfill their individual task requirements on an adaptive basis that proactively
ensures collective success. Shared knowledge, in contrast, enables focal individuals to assess the
impact of their own particular proactive behaviors on significant others within their immediate
work units. Hence, when a work unit enjoys a combination of shared goals and shared knowl-
edge, a mutual understanding is created, which enables its members to communicate their
ideas more effectively (Myers, 2018), thereby increasing the likelihood that their proactive
efforts will yield mutually beneficial outcomes (Parker et al., 2019). A shared understanding
including knowledge of others' intentions, stakes, and goals, as well as knowing what consti-
tutes appropriate behaviors in a given setting, is particularly important for the successful imple-
mentation of proactive ideas because such understanding enables individuals to “sell” their
ideas effectively to significant others within their networks (Dutton et al., 2001).

The mutual respect aspect of relational coordination reflects the degree to which a given work
unit encourages feelings of confidence in and an appreciation of its members. In units that foster
such respect, employees will be more inclined to explore and experiment (Spreitzer et al., 2005),
proactive behaviors that are vital to productivity and personal and organizational success. We
conjecture that the interpersonal context fosters an environment that is variously more and less
conducive to proactive learning and experimenting, dependent on the degree of positive reinforce-
ment from one's immediate colleagues (Bandura, 1977). Mutual respect promotes such behaviors,
we suggest, by reducing the likelihood of negative interactions, which so often undermine efforts
to improve work processes. By way of illustration, generating mutual respect between individuals
of varying status has been found to encourage behaviors associated with significant quality
improvements (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006). Mutual respect helps to minimize the psycho-
logical distractions that can arise when people worry about how others might react to their sug-
gestions, liberating in turn the psychological resources required for the development and
expression of innovative ideas on a proactive basis (Vinarski-Peretz et al., 2011).

In sum, to the extent that a given work unit is characterized by high relational coordination,
its members tend to enjoy a positive work environment, in which proactive behaviors conducive
to learning and experimentation are modeled and sustained through positive reinforcement by
unit members, on a collective basis. Hence, we predict:

Hypothesis 4. Unit-level relational coordination is positively related to individual-
level proactive behaviors.
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Psychological safety climate

Our model posits that a psychologically safe work climate, defined as “a sense of confidence
that the team will not embarrass, reject or punish someone for speaking up ... [stemming] from
mutual trust and respect among team members” (Edmondson, 1999, p. 354), is an important
mechanism for promoting work-related proactive behaviors. A recent review of the literature
revealed that psychological safety climate serves as a mediator of the effects of a variety of orga-
nizational practices, leadership behaviors, team characteristics, and individual differences on a
wide-ranging assortment of individual, team, and organizational outcomes (Newman
et al., 2017). However, the role of unit-level psychological safety climate as a mediator of the
link between unit-level relational coordination and individual-level proactivity has not been
subjected to empirical testing. Following calls from Newman et al. (2017) to understand better
the predictors and outcomes of the psychological safety climate construct, we conjecture that
unit-level psychological safety climate explains how unit-level relational coordination transmits
its effects on proactive behaviors at the individual level.

Previous empirical research shows that psychological safety is important in reducing per-
ceived risks associated with a range of proactive behaviors (Liang et al., 2012; Siemsen
et al., 2008). In a psychologically safe climate, individuals engaging in proactive behaviors are
not viewed as troublemakers; instead, they are seen positively as team members who are con-
cerned with eliminating errors and improving work situations (Carmeli et al., 2009). In accor-
dance with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), a psychological safety climate enables
learning by removing the fear of hostile, embarrassing, or threatening peer reactions to a variety
of pro-organizational behaviors encompassed within the notion of proactivity (Marlow &
Lacerenza, 2025; Marlow et al., 2024). Hence, employees are not distracted or threatened by
potential or actual negative reactions of their co-workers, thus freeing up valuable cognitive
resources, which, in turn, can enable them to become more fully engaged in taking the initia-
tive to solve work-related problems (Kahn, 2007; Liang et al., 2012). We thus posit that rela-
tional coordination is an important factor that fosters this collective sense of psychological
safety. Relational coordination increases information processing capacity within work units by
connecting individuals who hold differing role responsibilities (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009). In
health care settings, for example, the provision of quality care requires the coordination of work
between colleagues occupying interdependent roles. Previous studies within health care settings
have identified that where division exists between those who carry these different roles and
responsibilities, psychological safety is negatively affected. This is because focusing on function-
specific goals, fragmented knowledge, and disrespect each increase fear of reprisals
(Edmondson et al., 2001). Conversely, in work contexts characterized by shared goals, shared
knowledge, and mutual respect employees are less likely to be fearful of such reprisals from
their co-workers, thus lessening the potential risks associated with exhibiting proactive behav-
iors (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009).

As noted earlier, viewed from the standpoint of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001),
relational coordination creates an important context for vicarious experiences involving mutual
respect, shared goals, and shared learning, which, together with high quality communication,
create the enabling conditions for risk-taking and authenticity in team settings (see also
Newman et al., 2017). In work units that share these characteristics, norms are established that
encourage unit members with divergent opinions to speak up, without the fear of being sanc-
tioned for so doing. Instead, such individuals feel safe and confident that their co-workers will
maintain positive views of them, even if failure occurs (Edmondson, 1999).
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While recognizing that relational coordination stimulates psychological safety, more impor-
tantly, our model emphasizes the significance of the former as a mechanism that serves to
ensure that the proactive behaviors displayed by individuals are aligned with the functional
requirements of the units in which they are embedded. As noted earlier, such alignment is criti-
cally important in high-stakes, safety-critical environments such as the military, emergency ser-
vices, process control industries, and health care. Based on the foregoing arguments, we predict
the following:

Hypothesis 5. Unit-level relational coordination is related positively to unit-level
psychological safety climate.

Hypothesis 6. Unit-level psychological safety climate is related positively to
individual-level proactive behaviors.

Hypothesis 7. Unit-level psychological safety climate mediates the cross-level rela-
tionship between relational coordination at the unit level and individual-level proac-
tive behaviors.

METHODS
Study context, sample, and procedures

Our study focuses on nurses based in hospital settings. Although proactive behaviors are impor-
tant in virtually all occupations, they are particularly salient in the health care context, espe-
cially among hospital-based nurses. A multitude of professions are involved in delivering
hospital services. However, nurses play a number of pivotal roles in ensuring patient safety and
the delivery of high-quality patient care, not least by observing patients, identifying near misses,
and refining the processes involved in delivering high-quality care (World Health
Organization, 2020). Inter alia, proactive behaviors in this context are essential in monitoring
patient status, anticipating surgeons’ needs, and helping to reduce waiting lists and improving
the throughput of patients (cf. Galletta et al., 2019). However, despite the obvious importance of
proactivity within the nursing profession, surprisingly few studies, thus far, have investigated
its antecedents in this particular context (Htet et al., 2024).

Nurses are an ideal occupational group for testing our hypotheses because they have the
potential to engage proactively in potentially damaging actions; for example, making errors of
medical judgment, over-treating patients, overlooking the need for vital interventions, and
offering inconsistent standards of care (see, e.g., Srulovici et al., 2023). All-too-often, however,
nurses are disinclined to behave proactively because they fear the consequences of making
these sorts of mistakes (O'Donovan & McAuliffe, 2020). Hence, the hospital-based nursing pro-
fession is a most suitable context in which to advance theoretical understanding of the social
psychological mechanisms that might variously constrain unwanted actions and harness
instead proactive behaviors for organizationally functional purposes (cf. Lai et al., 2024;
Ndirangu-Mugo, 2024).

To ascertain the veracity of our proposed cross-level model, we collected data from a repre-
sentative sample of staff nurses and their managers, based in four separate hospitals in Ireland.
To sample respondents, we compiled a sampling frame comprising all 21 of the privately owned
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hospitals operating in Ireland, based on data within the Irish Medical Directory and the Private
Hospital Association of Ireland membership list. We selected four geographically dispersed hos-
pitals from this population, which were located variously in the western, southern, and eastern
regions of the country. The four hospitals selected were not significantly different from the rest
of the hospital population in terms of their size (t = —.292, p =.774) or age (t = —.242,
p = .807). The University ethics committee of the first author and the medical research ethics
committees of the four participating hospitals granted ethical approval for the study.

All of the staff nurses employed within each hospital were invited to participate in the study,
on an unpaid, voluntary basis, via a letter that accompanied the questionnaire survey instru-
ments, together with a stamped, addressed envelope for returning their responses. The data per-
taining to all of the predictor variables were obtained directly from the staff nurses who opted to
participate in the study. However, in order to minimize the dangers of common method bias and
common method variance, we gathered the data pertaining to our dependent variable—i.e., the
proactive behaviors of the relevant staff nurses—from their respective unit managers (Podsakoff
et al., 2012). All questionnaires were returned directly to the lead author, with a guarantee of ano-
nymity with respect to how the findings would be reported in published outputs.

In total, 620 staff nurses were invited to participate. The final sample comprised N = 246
nurses, nested in K = 35 units (wards), representing a response rate of 39.8%. The mean age of
the nurses who participated in the study was 40.17 years, the majority of whom were female
(97%). The mean organizational tenure of the staff nurses who participated in the study was
8.90 years, drawn from a range of nursing specialties, namely, general ward, theatre, endoscopy,
ICU, and ER. However, the majority of participants were general ward nurses. There was no
significant difference between respondents and non-respondents in terms of gender (y* [1,
n = 620] = .09, p = .75) or nursing discipline (¥*[1, n = 620] = 9.09, p = .06).

Measures
Individual-level constructs

Positive relational experiences (Q = .91) were measured using the nine-item instrument adapted
by Vinarski-Peretz et al. (2011) from Carmeli's (2009) 15-item measure. This scale measures
subjective positive relationships at work, based on Dutton and Heaphy's (2003) conceptualiza-
tion of high-quality relationships. It assesses the extent to which the work relationships experi-
enced by respondents with their co-workers are characterized by positive regard (sample item:
“T feel liked in my workplace”), mutuality (sample item: “My coworkers and I are committed to
one another at work™), and vitality (sample item: “My relationships with my co-workers make
me full of positive energy”). As reported by Vinarski-Peretz et al. (2011), there is ample evidence
demonstrating the psychometric equivalency of the short (adopted for present purposes) and
longer versions of this instrument. Participants rated all items on a five-point Likert scale, rang-
ing from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Role breadth self-efficacy (Q = .82) was assessed with Parker's (1998) six-item instrument
(sample items: “I feel confident analyzing a long-term problem to find a solution” and “I feel
confident helping to set targets/goals in my work area”). Again, participants responded to the
items using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Proactive behaviors ( = .97) were assessed with the nine-item scale developed by Griffin
et al. (2007). This scale captures proactive behaviors pertaining to work tasks, teams, and
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organizations as a whole. Unit managers were asked to indicate the extent to which the relevant
members of their respective units had engaged in proactive behaviors within the past six weeks
(sample items: “Initiated better ways of doing core tasks” and “Suggested ways in which to
make my unit more effective””). Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale, ranging
from 1 = not at all to 5 = a great deal.

Unit-level constructs

Relational coordination (Q = .78) was measured with six items adapted from Gittell et al.'s
(2010) measure of relational coordination (sample items: “In this unit we share with one
another the subject we are working on” and “In this unit we communicate frequently regarding
patient care”). Responses were recorded using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Psychological safety climate (Q = .71) was measured using three items from Edmondson's
(1999) psychological safety climate scale. The items were as follows: “If you make a mistake on
this unit it is often held against you”, “People who work in this unit sometimes reject others for
being different”, and “It is difficult to ask other members of this unit for help”. Once again,
responses were recorded using a five-point Likert scale, which ranged from 1 = strongly disagree
to 5 = strongly agree. The respective items were reverse scored so that higher scores indicated
higher levels of psychological safety climate.

Control variables

Proactive personality (Q = .82) was assessed with Bateman and Crant's (1993) six-item scale.
This construct reflects variations in a dispositional inclination to behave proactively (sample
items: “If I see something I don't like, I fix it” and “No matter what the odds, if I believe in
something I will make it happen”). Responses were recorded using a five-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. We incorporated this measure as an
individual-level control variable, with a view to ascertaining the unique contribution of the rela-
tional factors specified in our substantive model in the prediction of proactive behaviors.'

In addition, we incorporated age, gender, and tenure as individual-level controls, again, with a
view to ascertaining the unique contributions of our substantive predictor variables in explaining
our dependent variable, based on the following rationale. Ng and Feldman (2013) cite previous
research showing that older employees are less inclined to behave proactively. A study by Griffin
et al. (2007) found inconsistent results across varied samples with respect to the relationship
between gender and proactivity. Previous work has also yielded mixed findings regarding the
impact of organizational tenure on work-related proactive behaviors. Some studies have found
that tenure positively influences such behaviors, whereas other studies have observed a negative
relationship between these variables (for an overview, see Bindl & Parker, 2011).>

'Having established that this control variable was not correlated with our dependent variable, based on the guidelines
of Spector and Brannick (2011), and in alignment with previous proactivity research (Tornau & Frese, 2013), we omitted
it from further consideration.

’In the present study, as reported in Table 1, age and tenure shared significant variance with our dependent variable,
proactive behaviors, whereas gender did not. Therefore, age and tenure were retained in our substantive analyses, and
we omitted gender from further consideration.
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Finally, we controlled for potential variations due to the organizational-level factors beyond
the scope of our substantive model. For this purpose, we formed separate dummy variables for
each of the four hospitals from which we recruited our sample of participants.’

Data analysis

In order to justify the aggregation of data collected from individuals to the unit level, inter-rater
agreement and inter-rater reliability were examined (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). The Ry for
both of the unit-level variables was above the conventional .70 cut-off point (LeBreton &
Senter, 2008), indicating that unit members agreed on the level of relational coordination (Rwg
¢ -75) and psychological safety (Rwg¢) -72) in their respective units. The ICC(1) values per-
taining to relational coordination (.14) and psychological safety (.19) were higher than the
threshold median value of .12, the cut-off advocated by James (1982) as evidence of a medium
level of consensus at the unit level. The ICC(2) values pertaining to relational coordination (.60)
and psychological safety (.62) were also satisfactory, respectively being at and above the .60 cut-
off point recommended by Glick (1985) as evidence of sufficient consensus among individuals
to warrant treating their perceptions as a shared team or unit-level climate. Taken together,
these results suggest that there is an acceptable level of reliable variance at the unit level with
respect to our unit-level constructs to justify their aggregation to the unit level.

Because of the nested structure of our data (i.e., individuals nested in units), we used multi-
level path modeling to examine the hypothesized relationships. All models were specified with
the software Mplus 8.5 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017), using maximum likelihood estimation
with robust standard errors (Hox et al., 2010). Missing data were handled through full informa-
tion maximum likelihood estimation (Newman, 2014).

We tested the proposed hypotheses by specifying a mediation model at both the individual and
unit levels. That is, at the unit level, the means of focal variables were aggregated (cf., Preacher
et al., 2010), whereas the individual-level variables were group-mean centered (Ohly et al., 2010).
More specifically, at the individual level, we subtracted the mean score of the focal unit from each
individual-level score so that the scores represented each individual's deviations from their respec-
tive unit-level mean rather than their absolute scores. This two-step computational process
allowed us to disentangle relationships across the two levels of analysis and distinguish between
individual-level and unit-level relationships (Gabriel et al., 2019). At the individual level, we speci-
fied the direct paths between positive relational experiences and role breadth self-efficacy. Further-
more, we specified paths from both positive relational experiences and role breadth self-efficacy to
proactive behaviors. We also included our significant control variables tenure, age, and organiza-
tion (dummy coded variously to reflect the appropriate organization, i.e., organizations 1, 2, 3, and
4, with organization 4 as the reference) to predict each of the endogenous variables.

To test the predictions of our substantive model, at the unit level, we specified that rela-
tional coordination would predict psychological safety climate. Moreover, both relational coor-
dination and psychological safety climate were specified to predict proactive behaviors.*

*As shown in Table 2, significant organizational differences emerged.

“Our initial analyses were confined to the set of relationships outlined in Figure 1, as theorized. However, as reported in
a later subsection of the present results section, at the request of an anonymous reviewer, we subsequently tested a
more comprehensive version of our substantive model to ascertain whether the relationships we theorized a priori at
the individual level might also emerge at the unit level of analysis and whether the unit-level relationships we theorized
a priori may similarly manifest at the individual level of analysis.
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Finally, to examine the degree of homogeneity of the proposed relationships across the two
levels of analysis, we specified all relationships that were hypothesized at the individual level to
also be present at the unit level and vice versa.

Because the conventional bootstrapping method of resampling cannot be applied to multi-
level modelling (Leeden et al., 2008), we utilized a Monte Carlo approach of resampling to esti-
mate the confidence intervals for the 1-1-1 mediations model at both the individual level and
the team level (Preacher & Selig, 2012). Specifically, we computed bias-corrected 95% confi-
dence intervals for the indirect effects based on 20,000 re-samples, using the software developed
by Preacher and Selig (2010) for creating confidence intervals for indirect effects in 1-1-1 multi-
level models. The presence of an indirect effect is indicated if the confidence interval of the indi-
rect effect does not include zero (Preacher & Selig, 2012).

RESULTS
Main Findings

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics pertaining to each of the study variables. We began
our substantive analysis by testing Hypotheses 1-3 concerning the direct and indirect effects of
individual-level positive relational experiences on individual-level proactive behaviors (see
Table 2). The results of our multilevel path model demonstrate that the direct relationship
between positive relational experiences and proactive behaviors was statistically significant
(Est. = .30, SE = .10, p < .01), providing support for Hypothesis 1. Positive relational experi-
ences were also positively related to role breadth self-efficacy (Est. =.37, SE = .08, p < .0I), pro-
viding support for Hypothesis 2. In turn, role breadth self-efficacy was positively associated
with proactive behaviors (Est. = .19, SE = .09, p = .03). Furthermore, the confidence interval

TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics, Intercorrelations, and Reliabilities.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Positive relational experiences 0.91 0.43 0.58 0.64 0.43 0.29 0.32 0.26
2. Role breadth self-efficacy 0.41 0.82 038  0.05 0.10 0.31 0.27 0.13
3. Proactive behaviors 0.25 0.24 0.97 0.39 0.55 0.34 0.32 0.28
4. Relational coordination 0.55 0.29 0.10 0.78 0.57 0.26 0.17 0.27
5. Psychological safety climate 0.27 0.12 0.12 0.34 0.71 0.35 0.22 0.53
6. Tenure 0.11 0.08 0.17 0.06 0.01 = 0.79 0.27
7. Age 0.18 0.07 —0.06 0.14 0.05 0.62 - 0.05
8. Gender® 0.08 0.04 0.09 0.03 0.04 0.03 —0.02 =
M 3.82 3.55 3.17 3.96 3.75 8.90 40.17 1.97
ICC (1) 0.03 0.04 0.34 0.14 0.19 0.27 0.26 0.03
ICC (2) 0.19 0.22 0.79 0.60 0.62 0.72 0.71 0.18
SD-Within 0.61 0.66 0.83 0.55 0.77 6.91 9.02 0.17
SD-Between 0.10 0.14 0.60 0.22 0.37 4.18 5.30 0.00

Notes: Variables in italic are conceptualized as between-person variables in the model. Reliabilities (Omega across levels)
pertaining to the first five variables are presented along the leading diagonal. Correlations in bold are significant at p < 0.05.
#Gender 1 = Male; 2 = Female.
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for the corresponding indirect effect of positive relational experiences on proactive behaviors
through role breadth self-efficacy at the individual level did not contain zero (Est. = .07,
SE = .03, 95% confidence interval [0.008, 0.141]), thus lending support for Hypothesis 3.

The next step in our analysis involved testing Hypotheses 4-7, which propose a mediation
effect of unit-level psychological safety climate on the relationship between unit-level relational
coordination and individual-level proactive behaviors. First, we examined the direct link
between unit-level relational coordination and individual-level proactive behaviors, as specified
by Hypothesis 4. This relationship was not significant Est. = — .23, SE = .38, p = .55). There-
fore, our findings did not lend support for Hypothesis 4.

Next, we examined the link between unit-level relational coordination and unit-level psy-
chological safety climate. Our results indicated that relational coordination is indeed positively
and significantly related to psychological safety climate (Est. = .87, SE = .36, p = .02), thereby
supporting Hypothesis 5. Our results also indicated a positive and significant relationship
between unit-level psychological safety climate and individual-level proactive behaviors (Est. =
.55, SE = .19, p < .01), thereby providing support for Hypothesis 6.

Finally, we examined the indirect effect of relational coordination at the unit level on proac-
tive behaviors at the individual level via psychological safety climate at the unit level. As
predicted, our results demonstrate a significant indirect effect (Est. = .46, SE = .24, 95% confi-
dence interval [.067, .983]), thus supporting Hypothesis 7.

Post-hoc analyses and results

As noted earlier, our initial theorizing and analyses were restricted to the set of relationships
outlined in Figure 1. However, at the request of an anonymous reviewer, we reran our analyses
in such a way that we could determine whether the focal relationships hypothesized in our pro-
posed model, that is, the ones we had theorized a priori at the individual level, might also
emerge at the unit level of analysis, and whether the unit-level relationships we had theorized a
priori might similarly manifest at the individual level of analysis.”

The results of these supplementary analyses reveal a complex pattern of relationships across
both levels of analysis. At both the unit level (Est. = .78, SE = .47, p < .10) and the individual
level (Est. = .30, SE = .10, p < .01), positive relational experiences were positively related to
proactive behaviors. Even though the unit-level relationship is only marginally significant, we
argue that these results suggest that the link between positive relational experiences and proac-
tive behaviors is likely to be isomorphic across both levels of analysis. Similarly, our results
highlight that the relationship between positive relational experiences and role breadth-self effi-
cacy is also isomorphic across levels of analysis as this relationship is significant at both the unit
level (Est. = .87, SE = .34, p = .01) and the individual level (Est. = .37, SE = .08, p < .01). How-
ever, our post-hoc analyses suggest that the relationship between role breadth self-efficacy and
proactive behaviors is likely to be non-isomorphic as it is non-significant at the unit level (Est.
= .23, SE = .21, p = .28) but significant at the individual level (Est. = .19, SE = .09, p = .03).
Thus, in sum, the relationships proposed in Hypothesis 1 and 2 are isomorphic whereas the
relationship proposed in Hypothesis 3 is non-isomorphic across levels of analysis.

Regarding Hypotheses 4-7, the relationship between relational coordination and proactive
behaviors was non-significant across both levels of analysis and therefore isomorphic (unit

>We are grateful to the reviewer concerned for this suggestion.
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level: Est. = — .23, SE = .38, p = .55; individual level: Est. = — .10, SE = .12, p = .41). Simi-
larly, the significant relationship between relational coordination and psychological safety cli-
mate was isomorphic across the two levels (unit level: Est. = .87, SE = .36, p = .02; individual
level: Est. = .38, SE = .11, p < .01). However, the relationship between psychological safety cli-
mate and proactive behaviors was non-isomorphic across levels as this relationship was signifi-
cant at the unit level (Est. = .55, SE = .19, p < .01) but non-significant at the individual level
(Est. = .10, SE = .07, p = .18).

DISCUSSION

Currently, a great deal is still unknown about how and why relational experiences affect the
decisions of individuals and wider collectives to initiate changes to their work situations (Cai
et al., 2019). Our findings demonstrate that a combination of within-person and unit-level
effects arising from the overall quality of interpersonal relationships helps explain what drives
proactive behaviors at the individual level.

Building on social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), our findings demonstrate that one of the
ways in which positive relational experiences motivate proactive behaviors at the individual level
is by fueling role breadth self-efficacy beliefs (cf. Parker et al., 2010). In other words, positive work
relationships are important for encouraging proactivity because they endow individuals, through
affirmation and more general positive reinforcement, with a sense of confidence in their own abil-
ity to engage in a broader range of tasks (Leonard et al., 1999).

Also building on social cognitive theory, our study supports the notion that psychological
safety is an important unit-level mediating mechanism linking unit-level relational coordina-
tion with individual-level proactivity. In this way, a strong psychological safety climate signals
to employees that their work environment supports them to engage in proactive behaviors with-
out feeling personally over-exposed to risk and/or fearing reprisals in the event that things do
not go according to plan.

Theoretical implications

According to Cai et al. (2019), previous studies of social contextual antecedents of proactive
behaviors in the workplace have typically examined the key mechanisms in play on a singular
basis, without considering their joint effects within and/or across varied levels of analysis. The
present study, in contrast, has examined a series of mechanisms in concert and, in so doing,
demonstrated how a combination of unit-level (relational coordination and psychological safety
climate) and individual-level (positive relational experiences and role breadth self-efficacy)
mechanisms ultimately influence individual-level proactive behaviors. Our study has thus
responded to a number of calls to ascertain the predictive efficacy of individual and cross-level
mechanisms of this nature (cf. Cai et al., 2019; Frazier & Bowler, 2015; Raub & Liao, 2012), and
contributed to the growing literature on the importance of aligning proactivity on the part of
individuals with the needs of the wider organizational ecosystem (cf. Wang et al., 2025).

Our choice of social and relational predictors is particularly apposite, given the importance
of understanding better the impact of factors that might help to ensure that the expression of
proactive behaviors on the part of individuals is indeed suitably aligned with the functional
requirements of particular organizational units or, indeed, the wider organizational and inter-
organizational ecosystem as a whole (cf. Parker et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2025). Building on
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social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), we have risen to this challenge through the develop-
ment and validation of a novel cross-level model that has explicated key social and relational
mechanisms that have the potential to promote this much-needed alignment.

The health care settings in which we undertook our empirical work represented an ideal
context for doing so because, as noted earlier, hospital nurses have considerable latitude to act
proactively in ways that might variously result in improvements to patient care and safety and
promote organizational efficiency and effectiveness or, conversely, lead to damaging outcomes
(cf. Srulovici et al., 2023). Frequently, however, nurses shy away from behaving proactively,
fearful of the potentially negative repercussions of making high-profile mistakes (O'Donovan &
McAuliffe, 2020). The results of our study have helped to illuminate key social psychological
mechanisms that can explain this wide variety of outcomes (cf. Lai et al., 2024).

As we have seen, individual-level role breadth self-efficacy mediates the effects of
individual-level positive relational experiences on proactive behaviors, suggesting that individ-
uals who feel that they enjoy high-quality relationships within their immediate work units also
feel a sense of enhanced self-efficacy, which in turn drives them to engage in proactive behav-
iors. These individual-level mechanisms thus play complementary roles. While role breadth
self-efficacy is the immediate individual-level driver of proactivity on the part of individuals, its
effects are harnessed by the enjoyment of positive relational experiences, which help ensure
that such behaviors meet the needs of the immediate organizational unit to which they are
attached, if not the wider organization and inter-organizational ecosystem (cf. Parker
et al., 2019). Prior research has only investigated positive relational experiences with respect to
a limited range of proactive outcomes, such as innovative behaviors (Vinarski-Peretz
et al., 2011) and strategic issue selling (Ashford et al., 1998), and has not fully addressed the
underlying theoretical mechanisms involved (Cai et al., 2019). Contributing to this endeavor,
our model offers a more comprehensive understanding of how individual-level positive rela-
tional experiences ultimately drive proactive outcomes on the part of individuals, i.e., by
enhancing and harnessing self-efficacy.

With respect to our unit-level predictor of relational coordination, in line with our theoriz-
ing we found that this variable is an important enabler of psychological safety climate, which in
turn elicits proactive behaviors at the individual level. These findings highlight the importance
of coordination in teams as a means of affording individuals access to the relevant information
they need to be able to gauge the impact of their personal initiatives on their fellow unit mem-
bers (Dutton et al., 2001; Howell & Boies, 2004). Having shared goals and knowledge (which
jointly create a shared understanding), together with mutual respect, positions individuals to
communicate effectively with one another and learn about any future-focused changes that
might be required in order to achieve their collective ambitions (cf. Healey et al., 2015). There-
fore, while psychological safety at the unit level is fostered through unit-level relational coordi-
nation, thereby influencing proactivity at the individual level, relational coordination also
ensures that the agentic behavior of proactive individuals is aligned better with the functional
requirements of the constituent work units of the organization in which employees at all levels
are embedded (Parker et al., 2019).

Limitations and future directions

The present study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, despite the careful
theoretical reasoning behind the temporal sequence of connections postulated within the
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overall model tested, the cross-sectional research design limits our ability to draw strong causal
inferences. Future work, therefore, requires a longitudinal approach, to enable researchers to
explore more directly the dynamic interplay of the relational/social contextual variables and
psychological states incorporated in the present study, in terms of their impact on proactivity at
work, and investigate potential gain spirals driven by the various mechanisms shaping these
dynamics (cf. Newman et al., 2017; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009).

Secondly, as our study was restricted to organizations in the health care sector, we need
to acknowledge that the present findings may be context-specific, thus precluding broader
generalization. To address this concern, future research should extend the present line of
inquiry to a wider array of sectors; i.e., ones facing a diversity of strategic and operational
challenges.

Thirdly, our study is limited by our choice of variables in our attempt to uncover the fac-
tors that drive proactive behaviors. In the present work, we chose to focus on positive rela-
tional experiences and relational coordination because these specific mechanisms are known
to be particularly potent proximal precursors to a positive team climate (Carmeli et al., 2015;
Vinarski-Peretz et al., 2011). Furthermore, as noted earlier, these particular mechanisms are
potentially powerful as a means of ensuring that agentic behaviors activated in safety critical
contexts like emergency services, military, health care, and process control settings is socially
regulated, with a view to averting potentially unintended consequences (cf. Lai et al., 2024;
Lai & Frimpong, 2025; Parker et al., 2010, 2019; Srulovici et al.,, 2023). Nevertheless, in
future studies it would be useful to incorporate additional contextual factors that might have
a bearing on high-quality relationships, not least, leadership, organizational culture, and
organizational routines (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009), with a view to ascertaining their relative
importance.

Practical implications

The present study has several important implications for practice. To the extent that health care
organizations are looking to boost the proactivity of their workforces, our findings highlight the
need to explore strategies by which they can develop and improve interpersonal workplace
experiences among staff members. In the first instance, organizations can boost their intake of
managers and employees skilled in forming and fostering respectful and meaningful relation-
ships by refining their personnel selection processes. Relational skills such as empathetic com-
petence (the ability to understand others' experiences and perspectives) and emotional
intelligence (the ability to understand emotional cues) could be included in the selection criteria
for appointing new recruits (Baker & Dutton, 2006). Where unit members work inter-
dependently, organizations should also select for cross-functional teamwork, a process that has
been found to be particularly important in strengthening mutual respect across functional
boundaries (Gittell et al., 2010).

Given that nurturing meaningful work relationships is critical for fostering a range of out-
comes, including but going well beyond proactivity per se, organizations should consider
designing HR practices with relational outcomes in mind (Beltran-Martin et al., 2017). For
example, organizations that reward co-operation over competitiveness are more likely to har-
ness the potential benefits of positive relationships in the workplace. Achieving this important
goal requires leaders and managers to engage in skills-based training and coaching in
relationship-building and collaboration (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003).
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In the immediate context of the study, it is important to acknowledge that nurses are com-
mitted professionals, who want to provide the best care possible for their patients (Goethals
et al., 2010). Working with colleagues who respect each other's unique contributions to patient
care can alleviate the stresses associated with this fast-paced and often overburdened sector
(Havens et al., 2018). Given the financial constraints of the health care sector, creating work
environments that encourage positive interactions among team members is even more impor-
tant, as a basis for stimulating a proactive approach to the delivery of high-quality outcomes
(Gittell et al., 2020; Havens et al., 2010).

Whereas the majority of previous studies have focused on leadership as a major precursor of
proactivity (Cai et al., 2019), the present findings highlight the potential of comparatively inex-
pensive alternative social mechanisms as a means of fostering suitably aligned proactive behav-
iors (cf. Parker et al., 2019). Importantly, in safety critical contexts like hospitals, where the
unfettered expression of proactive behaviors can be risky, our study demonstrates that while
both psychological safety climate and role breadth self-efficacy are crucial antecedents of proac-
tive behaviors, relational coordination and positive relational experiences are two central social
mechanisms that make it more likely that proactivity is aligned with the functional require-
ments of higher-level work units. This crucial insight is important for averting unintended con-
sequences that might otherwise arise.

It is tempting, at this juncture, to conclude that our post-hoc supplementary findings indi-
cate that the notion of positive relational experiences represents a homologous multilevel con-
struct that shares similar meaning and functions across levels as a predictor and enabler of
proactive behaviors (Chen et al., 2005). To the extent that is indeed the case, our additional
findings could inform the design of interventions directed at work units in their entirety, as well
as interventions directed at particular individuals. Role breadth self-efficacy, in contrast, would
appear to be a strictly individual-level construct, whereby personalized approaches to foster its
development are more important. However, in view of the post-hoc nature of both of these sets
of findings, we must refrain from further speculating on their theoretical or applied signifi-
cance, until such time as they are replicated on fresh and larger samples, preferably employing
longitudinal research designs.

CONCLUSION

The present paper reported the development and testing of a new model, which identified social
contextual factors that predict proactive behaviors and uncovered the underlying mechanisms
involved. Specifically, we modelled positive relational experiences at the individual level and
relational coordination at the unit level as predictors of individual-level proactive behaviors on
the part of nurses based in hospital settings. Our results revealed that both of these antecedents
increase proactive behaviors but do so via rather different mediating pathways. At the individ-
ual level, role breadth self-efficacy explains how positive relational experiences influence proac-
tive behaviors. Our study also found that unit-level psychological safety climate mediates the
effects of unit-level relational coordination on individual-level proactive behaviors. Taken
together, our findings indicate that both of these social psychological mechanisms at the heart
of our model can be harnessed to help ensure that much-needed proactive behaviors on the part
of individuals in the workplace are activated in such a way that they ultimately meet the func-
tional needs of the wider organizational and interorganizational ecosystem, an exciting
prospect.
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