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Abstract
While proactive work behavior is proposed to be valuable to organizations as it can improve performance and decision mak-
ing, our understanding of the range of consequences of proactivity and their contingencies is still limited. Here we explore 
when proactive behavior is contagious and relates to proactivity of observers. We take a role modeling perspective and inves-
tigate when leaders form role models for their followers when showing proactive behavior at work. In particular, we test the 
role of proactive motivational states (“reason to,” that is outcome expectations/expectancies, “can do,” that is self-efficacy 
expectations, and “energized to,” that is positive affect) as moderators of the leader proactivity—follower proactivity relation-
ship. Results from two multi-source field studies among Dutch employees from a wide range of industries and professional 
backgrounds support the idea that leaders form role models of proactive behavior for their followers and suggest that follow-
ers’ positive affect and self-efficacy act as moderators of the relationship between leader and follower proactive behavior. 
While positive affect strengthens the relationship between leader and follower proactivity, self-efficacy acts as a substitute 
for leadership as role modeling is only found for followers low on self-efficacy. With regard to expectancies, role modeling 
effects of leader proactivity only occurred when both expectancies and positive affect were high (three-way interaction).

Keywords  Proactive behavior · Role modeling · Leadership · Positive affect · Self-efficacy · Expectancies

Introduction

Most organizations nowadays rely on employees to take a 
proactive stance (e.g., Bindl & Parker, 2011). Employees 
need to proactively develop their knowledge and skills, 
take initiative in their work role, and shape their work 
environment to accomplish their goals in modern-day 
dynamic organizations with their quickly changing require-
ments and increasingly complex work tasks (e.g., Parker 
& Bindl, 2016). In line with this, studies have provided evi-
dence of the value of employees’ proactive behaviors for 
organizations (e.g., Parker et al., 2019; Tornau & Frese, 
2013). Yet, how can organizations encourage employees 
to be proactive? In relation to that question, leader behav-
ior has attracted attention (e.g., Binyamin & Brender-Ilan, 

2018; Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012a; Vogt et al., 2021). 
One important general and, in the context of proactivity, 
underexplored mechanism of how leadership may influence 
employee behavior is role modeling.

Leaders are attractive role models for employees as they 
hold high status, power, and prestige in organizations (Manz 
& Sims, 1981). Employees are likely to take leaders’ behav-
ior as exemplary for what the organization values and tend 
to focus attention on their leaders’ behavior to try to emu-
late it. In line with this, leadership scholars propose that 
role modeling is one important way in which leaders shape 
follower behaviors (e.g., Bass, 1985; Brown et al., 2005; 
Manz & Sims, 1980; Shamir et al., 1993). Yet, despite the 
strong theoretical arguments for the idea of leading by exam-
ple, empirical studies on leaders as role models of proac-
tive behavior in the workplace are scarce. The few existing 
studies focus on establishing the link between leader and 
follower proactivity (Wang et al., 2022) and investigating 
some of the underlying mechanisms (Matsuo, 2024: learn-
ing goal orientation; Zhang & Cui, 2022: leader–follower 
value congruence).

Here, we build on and extend this work by proposing 
and testing a contingency model of leading by example in 
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the field of proactivity. Both the literature on role mod-
eling (e.g., Bandura, 1986; Manz & Sims, 1981; Yaffe & 
Kark, 2011) and that on proactivity at work (e.g., Bindl 
& Parker, 2011; Parker et al., 2010) suggest a number of 
potential moderating cognitive and affective variables that 
might affect when leaders’ proactive behavior is emulated 
by followers.

In particular, Parker and colleagues (2010) developed 
a model of proactive motivation proposing an “energized 
to” (positive affect), “reason to” (outcome expectations/
expectancies), and “can do” (self-efficacy) component of 
such motivation. As studies have especially emphasized the 
importance of affective variables for energizing proactive 
behavior (Bindl et al., 2012; Cullen Lester et al., 2016), we 
focused on the role of the affective “energized to” compo-
nent in study 1. The latter two components of the proactive 
motivation model also play a prominent role in the litera-
ture on role modeling, which argues for individuals’ efficacy 
and outcome expectations to play a key role in the adoption 
of behavior (Bandura, 1977, 1986; Yaffe & Kark, 2011). 
In study 2, we therefore replicate and extend study 1 by 
exploring not only the role of positive affect (“energized 
to”) but also of expectancies (“reason to”) and self-efficacy 
expectations (“can do”) as potential contingency variables 
of the relationship between leader proactivity and follower 
proactivity.

An important related study by Wang and colleagues 
(2022) also investigated the three proactive motivational 
states. They tested the main effects of both leader proactive 
behavior and follower proactive motivational states on fol-
lowers’ proactivity. Here, we add to this by addressing the 
interactions between leaders acting as role models and fol-
lowers experiencing proactive motivational states in relation 
to follower proactivity. More specifically, we elaborate on 
the effects of the motivational states on the attention, reten-
tion, and reproduction of proactive behavior during social 
learning processes. We thus extend the ideas by Wang and 
colleagues (2022) by investigating a different role of the pro-
active motivational states, that is, not as main effects but by 
acting as potential boundary conditions of vicarious learning 
of proactive behavior. Such an interactive effect of proactive 
motivational states and leader behavior is implied in Parker 
et al.’s (2010) conceptual model of proactive motivation but, 
to our knowledge, has not been explicitly proposed or tested 
before.

With the two studies presented here, we aim to add to 
the literatures on both proactivity and social learning. We 
extend earlier research by exploring the contingencies of the 
relationship between leader and follower proactivity and by 
investigating which variables facilitate the social learning 
of proactive behavior. The social learning literature notes 
that “individual characteristics will both influence and be 
influenced by the vicarious learning process” (Manz & Sims, 

1981, 108), thereby suggesting potential moderation effects 
of individual motivational variables. The proactive moti-
vation model similarly argues that proactive motivational 
states not only act as antecedents of employee proactivity 
(as tested by Wang et al., 2022) but can also interact with 
contextual variables (such as leader behavior) in influencing 
employees’ engagement in proactive behavior (Parker et al., 
2010, Fig. 1 on p. 830). We draw on and test these under-
researched theoretical ideas on interactions from both the 
proactivity and the social learning literature, thereby adding 
to both of these literatures. We also add to the leadership 
literature by investigating the conditions under which follow-
ers’ vicarious learning from their leaders takes place. While 
a few studies have tested specific contingency variables of 
leaders’ role modeling effects on followers’ behaviors (e.g., 
follower OCB: leader role modeling strength, Ogunfowora, 
2014; self-esteem, Avey et al., 2011), we here add follower 
motivational states as relevant contingency variables for fol-
lowers’ vicarious learning from their leaders.

Proactive Behavior at Work

Proactive behavior is defined as self-initiated, future-
oriented behavior (“acting in advance”), which is aimed 
at bringing about changes (“making a difference”) and is 
usually contrasted with both passive behavior and reactive 
behavior (e.g., Bindl & Parker, 2011). Proactive behavior 
can be directed at changing the self (e.g., attaining new 
skills) or the environment (e.g., suggesting how to improve 
a production process), and it can be beneficial for both the 
individual (e.g., individual career advancement) and the 
organization (e.g., firm performance) (see, e.g., Belschak 
et al., 2010; Parker et al., 2019). Previous research on pro-
activity at work has investigated proactive behavior both as 
a general construct and as specific work behaviors. Exam-
ples of specific proactive work behaviors include feedback 
seeking (e.g., Lam et al., 2017), voicing (e.g., Morrison, 
2011), or taking charge (e.g., Zhang et al., 2021). More 
general proactivity constructs include personal initiative 
(e.g., Frese & Fay, 2001; Vogt et al., 2021) and proactive 
work behavior (e.g., Wu & Parker, 2017).

Even though there are aspects unique to specific proac-
tive behaviors, researchers have also identified psychologi-
cal mechanisms that generalize for multiple forms of proac-
tive behavior (Belschak & Den Hartog 2010). For example, 
Parker and colleagues (Bindl & Parker, 2011; Wu & Parker, 
2017) provide a model of individual-level proactive behavior 
in which they describe personal (e.g., personality, abilities) 
and situational antecedents (e.g., job design, leader support, 
organizational climate) of proactive behavior.

One key a (situational) antecedent of employee proactiv-
ity that has received attention is leadership. For example, 
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research examined links between employee proactive behav-
ior and supervisor support (e.g., Wu & Parker, 2017) as well 
as different leadership styles (e.g., Den Hartog & Belschak, 
2012a, 2012b; Vogt et al., 2021). Results for supervisor sup-
port have been mixed. While some studies found a posi-
tive relationship between supervisor support and employee 
proactivity (e.g., Ohly et al., 2006), others found a non-
significant relationship (e.g., Parker et al., 2006). Wu and 
Parker (2017) therefore introduced follower attachment style 
as a moderator for the leader support—follower proactivity 
relationship. Follower proactivity has also been linked to 
leader communication (Binyamin & Brender-Ilan, 2018) and 
leader humility (Chen et al., 2018). In terms of leadership 
styles, proactive behaviors have been empirically linked to 
participative leadership (Rank et al., 2004), ethical leader-
ship (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012b), respectful leadership 
(Vogt et al., 2021), and transformational leadership (Den 
Hartog & Belschak, 2012a).

Here, we investigate the effects of leader proactivity 
from the lens of behavioral contagion, and we test whether 
leader proactivity comes with more follower proactivity. 
Social learning theory provides the theoretical arguments 
for such role modeling to occur (Bandura, 1977, 1986). 
Bandura argues that behavior can be learned through 
vicarious experience, that is, by observing other people 
who model a particular behavior. One important determi-
nant of whether people are able to attract others’ attention 
and act as role models for observers is the attractiveness of 
these people as a model and the standing of this model in 
the “prestige hierarchy” (Bandura, 1986, p. 207). As lead-
ers hold high status and prestige, followers tend to focus 
attention on the behavior of their leaders (e.g., Goldstein 
& Sorcher, 1974). Thus, leaders are likely to form influ-
ential role models (e.g., Bass, 1985).

A social learning perspective has been proposed, for 
instance, in research on charismatic (e.g., Shamir et al., 
1993) and ethical leadership (e.g., Brown & Trevino, 
2006; Brown et al., 2005) as well as self-management 
theory (Manz & Sims, 1980; Sumpter et al., 2017). Here, 
we focus on whether leader role modeling of proactive 
behavior works similarly for followers’ engagement in 
proactive behavior. Recent studies support the idea that 
leaders act as role models of follower proactivity. Specifi-
cally, Zhang and Cui (2022) found that leaders’ proactive 
behavior related to followers’ proactive behaviors through 
increasing leader–follower value congruence. Similarly, 
Wang and colleagues (2022) showed that leader proactive 
goal orientation affects follower performance via follower 
proactive goal orientation. Despite this first general sup-
port for the idea that leaders’ proactive behavior “rubs 
off,” not much is known about the conditions under which 
this takes place.

The Three Proactive Motivational States

To date, studies on leader–follower role modeling of proac-
tive behavior do not show when such learning by example 
occurs. Most of the empirical research on vicarious follower 
learning has focused on the role of characteristics of the 
model during role modeling (see Manz & Sims, 1981; Yaffe 
& Kark, 2011); for example, leaders who were more visible 
(Yaffe & Kark, 2011) or perceived as more successful (e.g., 
Bandura, 1977) were found to affect followers’ adoption of 
leader behavior more strongly. Yet, as Manz and Sims (1981, 
p. 108) point out, “certain characteristics of the observer can 
also play an important role.” However, little research to date 
addresses the influence of such observer characteristics on 
role modeling. We thus focus on the characteristics of the 
observer (here, the follower).

Parker et al. (2010) introduced a general proactive moti-
vation model that distinguishes between three motivational 
states that fuel proactive behavior. The “energized to” (posi-
tive activating affect) motivational state is a “hot,” affect-
related state that complements the “colder,” more cognitive 
states of “can do” and “reason to.” The “can do” motiva-
tional state refers to an individual’s appraisal whether s/he is 
able to show proactive behavior and focuses on expectations 
such as self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986, 2001). The belief that 
one can successfully show a particular behavior is likely to 
be important in (proactive) goal generation (Parker et al., 
2010). The “reason to” motivational state addresses why 
individuals engage in proactive behavior. The “reason to” 
motivation is theoretically well represented by expectancy 
theory (i.e., how well a behavior relates to the achievement 
of a desired outcome; Vroom, 1964). The proactive motiva-
tional states are generally investigated as antecedents of pro-
active behavior (e.g., Wang et al., 2022). Yet, the proactive 
motivation model (Parker et al., 2010, Fig. 1) also suggests 
that these states can interact with contextual variables (e.g., 
leader behavior) to jointly affect employee proactivity. Here, 
we focus on these under-researched interactive effects of the 
proactive motivational states.

“Energized to”: The Role of Positive Affect

Most of the studies done on observer characteristics so far 
have focused on observers’ cognitions, in particular, the 
role of observers’ expectations (e.g., Yaffe & Kark, 2011). 
Conceptually though, Manz and Sims (1981) suggest that 
observers’ emotions are also likely to influence role mod-
eling (e.g., personal fears might inhibit learning). We focus 
on the interactive effects of affective variables and leader 
proactivity on follower proactivity here.

We propose that positive affect is likely to enhance role 
modeling of proactive behavior for several reasons. Positive 
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affect includes an arousal component, and such activation 
may energize and motivate people to direct their attention 
at their social environment (e.g., their leader’s behavior), 
engage in new behaviors, and take action (e.g., emulate their 
leader’s behavior) (e.g., Fritz & Sonnentag, 2009; Parker 
et al., 2010). Next, positive affective experiences stimulate 
pro-social and cooperative orientations in individuals (e.g., 
Baron, 1990). People experiencing positive affect may thus 
be more sensitive to and direct their attention at role models 
of pro-social forms of behavior and imitate their behavior 
as proactive behavior usually aims to further the welfare of 
the organization (e.g., Frese & Fay, 2001).

Also, as Fredrickson elaborates in her broaden-and-build 
theory of positive emotions, positive feelings “broaden people’s 
momentary thought-action repertoires, widening the array of 
thoughts and actions that come to mind” (Fredrickson, 2001, 
p. 220). This allows people to shift their attention to new mat-
ters and encourages the learning and initiation of new behavior 
(Fredrickson, 1998), which implies that employees experi-
encing positive affect may be more attentive to their leader’s 
example. Combined, the impact on cooperative orientation and 
broader attention suggests that positive affect is likely to focus 
individuals’ attention on others’ proactive behavior and facili-
tate showing similar behavior.

In line with these arguments of why positive affect should 
enhance role modeling and the emulation of leader behavior, 
research has found that positive affect acts as a moderator 
that shapes the outcome of learning (see e.g., Anderson & 
Thompson 2004, who investigated the moderating effect of 
positive affect on learning during negotiations). In sum, we 
expect that followers who experience positive affect and 
perceive proactive behavior of their leaders engage in more 
proactive behavior themselves, that is, positive affect should 
moderate the relationship between leader proactivity and fol-
lower proactivity, such that the relationship is stronger for 
followers high on positive affect.

Hypothesis 1:  The relationship between leader proactive 
behavior and follower proactive behavior is moderated by 
follower positive affect. Specifically, followers of proactive 
leaders engage more in proactive behavior themselves if 
experiencing strong positive affect rather than weak posi-
tive affect.

“Can Do”: The Role of Self‑Efficacy Expectations

People generally strive to feel in control of and shape events 
in their life. Unless individuals believe to be capable of pro-
ducing desired effects through their actions, there is little 
incentive to act. A sense of self-efficacy is therefore expected 
to increase employees’ willingness to anticipate, plan, and 
act in advance in order to obtain desired outcomes (e.g., 
Judge et al., 2007). In the literature, self-efficacy has been 

conceptualized in different ways. Generalized self-efficacy 
is a more stable cognition that people form over time that 
reflects their expectation that they are able to successfully 
perform tasks in a variety of achievement situations (e.g., 
Judge & Bono, 2001). In contrast, specific self-efficacy is an 
individual’s judgment of the likelihood of successful perfor-
mance on a specific task (e.g., Bandura, 2001). For proactive 
behavior, role breadth self-efficacy describes a person’s self-
perceived ability to successfully perform proactive behavior 
at work (e.g., Parker, 1998; Zhang et al., 2016).

With respect to role modeling, Bandura (1977) argued 
that individuals’ self-efficacy may moderate the extent to 
which they seek and use the information provided by role 
models. Yet, there is only limited empirical work directly 
testing this. Related research in the field of proactivity sug-
gests that self-efficacy may act as a moderator in the proac-
tivity process. For instance, Brown and colleagues (2001) 
noted that self-efficacy moderates the relationship between 
proactive information-seeking and information-seeking 
effectiveness: employees high on self-efficacy used informa-
tion seeking more effectively than those low on self-efficacy. 
Also, Griffin et al. (2010) found that leader vision was only 
positively related to proactivity for employees high (rather 
than low) on self-efficacy. In these studies, an individual’s 
self-efficacy acted as a prerequisite for translating informa-
tion from the social environment into behavior. Building on 
these findings, we suggest that high-efficacy individuals are 
more attentive to role models as their self-assurance and 
sense that they are able to be effective in emulating behavior 
allow them to pick up and implement cues on how to behave 
in a given context (e.g., their leader setting an example).

Further, individuals who see their leader engage in pro-
active behavior likely assume that it is appropriate to show 
similar behavior (Wang et al., 2022). Yet, they might be 
reluctant to do so, if they do not believe they are able to 
perform this behavior successfully and thus show compe-
tence to their leader. In line with this reasoning, Zhang and 
colleagues (2016) argue that employees who want to get 
favorable evaluations (i.e., who are high on performance 
goal orientation) only engage in proactive behavior, if they 
feel efficacious. We thus expect that followers who are high 
on self-efficacy and work for a proactive leader are more 
likely to imitate their leader’s proactivity and engage in pro-
active behavior themselves as they feel they are able to do so 
successfully. Those low on self-efficacy likely do not show 
more proactive behavior as they are too insecure and do not 
feel able to copy their leaders’ proactive behavior. Thus, the 
relationship between leaders’ proactivity and their follow-
ers’ proactive behavior may be stronger if followers are high 
rather than low on self-efficacy.

Hypothesis 2:  The relationship between leader proactive 
behavior and follower proactive behavior is moderated by 
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follower self-efficacy. Specifically, followers of proactive 
leaders engage more in proactive behavior themselves if 
experiencing strong rather than weak feelings of role breadth 
self-efficacy.

“Reason to”: The Role of Outcome Expectations 
(Expectancies)

Another observer characteristic explicitly mentioned in 
social learning theory is follower outcome expectations or 
expectancies; vicarious learning is facilitated by observ-
ers’ anticipations of the consequences (expectancies) of the 
observed behavior (Bandura, 1977; Manz & Sims, 1981). If 
individuals believe a behavior will lead to positive outcomes, 
they are more likely to notice, encode (retention), and later 
execute that behavior (Bandura, 1977). Consistently, Kazdin 
(1974, 1976) found behavior that resulted in positive conse-
quences for the model to increase role modeling effects in 
observers. Such a moderating role of expectancies has also 
been noted for other types of work behaviors. For instance, 
Dansereau and colleagues (1974) found that the relationship 
between job attitudes and turnover was moderated by expec-
tancies: only if employees expected to find a comparable 
job after quitting their old job, there was a significant link 
between job attitudes and turnover behavior.

Researchers on proactive behavior similarly draw on 
expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964) and argue that the engage-
ment in proactive behavior is the result of a decision process 
in which individuals judge the potential risks and rewards of 
being proactive (e.g., Parker et al., 2006, 2019). The engage-
ment in proactive behavior thus is likely to depend on an 
individual’s assessment of the anticipated consequences 
of such behavior. If employees anticipate that they will be 
rewarded for being proactive, they are more likely to show 
proactive behavior if their leader does so. If they anticipate 

that they would or could be punished for being proactive, 
they are likely not to show proactive behavior even if their 
leaders do. Figure 1 summarizes our full research model.

Hypothesis 3:  The relationship between leader proactive 
behavior and follower proactive behavior is moderated by 
follower expectations of being rewarded by their leader for 
being proactive (expectancies). Specifically, followers of 
proactive leaders engage more in proactive behavior them-
selves if their expectancies are high rather than low.

Study 1: The Role of Positive Affect

We conducted two studies to test our theoretical ideas 
regarding the boundary conditions of leader–follower 
social learning of proactive behavior. In our first study, we 
focused on the proactive motivational state of “energized 
to” as Parker et al. (2010) assume this to be a more general 
and fundamental facilitator of employee proactivity than the 
other two motivational states.

Methods Study 1

Procedure and Sample

In study 1 we conducted a field (survey) study. To increase 
the representativeness, we collected data from a diverse sam-
ple of employees from different industries and professional 
backgrounds. We approached a sample of company contacts 
in the Netherlands (randomly selected from business school 
contacts) from industries ranging from insurance companies 
to retailers to consultancies, asking them to voluntarily par-
ticipate in a university study. Companies provided us with 

Leader proactive 

behavior

Follower proactive 

behavior

‘Energized to’:

Positive affect

‘Can do’:

Self-efficacy

‘Reason to’:

Expectancies

Follower 
proactive
motivational 
states

Fig. 1   Research model (including additional analyses as dotted lines)
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the contact details of an employee in the organization whom 
we could approach. The study was approved by the ethics 
committee of our university and performed in accordance 
with the ethical standards as laid down in the 1964 Declara-
tion of Helsinki and its later amendments or comparable 
ethical standards.

We sent 160 survey links to these employees. Besides 
filling out a questionnaire themselves, we asked the focal 
employees to give access to a different survey to a col-
league who would be able to evaluate their work behav-
ior. We instructed employees to think about the colleagues 
they worked with regularly and list the three who could best 
evaluate their work behavior. Of these, we then asked them 
to invite the one that they saw first. In this colleague survey, 
we asked the colleague to think of and rate the recent proac-
tive work behavior of the focal employee.

Only questionnaires that were completely filled out and 
for which a matching evaluation form from colleagues was 
obtained were included in the analyses. The final sample 
consisted of 98 complete unique employee-colleague dyads 
(a 61% response rate). All respondents participated voluntar-
ily and did not receive anything in return for participation. 
Of the participants, 70% were men, 37% were up to 30 years 
old, 20% between 31 and 40, 20% between 41 and 50, and 
23% older than 50. On average, they had worked for their 
current employer for 13.3 years (SD = 11.1). Twelve percent 
of the respondents had a university degree. Colleagues knew 
the employee whose proactivity they rated for 4.4 years on 
average (SD = 4.6).

Measures

Followers’ proactive behavior was measured as a colleague 
rating. All other variables were rated by the focal employee. 
Respondents answered all items on a 7-point Likert response 
scale (1 = “completely disagree” to 7 = “completely agree”). 
Proactive behavior (both leader and follower proactivity) 
were measured with 7 items developed by Frese et al. (1997) 
(e.g., “We would like to ask you some questions about your 
leader’s (colleague’s) behavior at work. Please indicate to 
what extent you agree with each of the following state-
ments.,” leader: “My leader takes initiative immediately, 
even when others don’t”; follower: “My colleague takes ini-
tiative immediately, even when others don’t”). Cronbach’s 
alpha was 0.96 for leader proactivity (rated by the follower) 
and 0.93 for follower proactivity (rated by the colleague). 
Finally, we used the positive affect items from the work 
affect scale by Den Hartog and Belschak (2007). This scale 
has been successfully used in research on affect and proac-
tivity before. To keep our survey concise, we used a short 
form of this scale by selecting the six highest loading items 
capturing activating positive affect (“To what extent did you 
feel the following emotions at work”). The measure includes 

all four items used by Wang et al. (2022). Sample items are 
“enthusiastic” and “proud”; Cronbach’s α was 0.87.

Results Study 1

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

To test the factor structure as well as the convergent and 
discriminatory validity of our scales, we conducted a fac-
tor analysis of the measures used. The goodness of fit of 
the models was assessed with chi-square tests, the root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the com-
parative fit index (CFI), and the incremental fit index (IFI). 
The confirmatory factor analysis showed a satisfactory fit 
of the hypothesized three-factor structure (i.e., leader pro-
activity, follower proactivity, and follower positive affect): 
χ2 (167) = 288.04 (p < 0.001); CFI = 0.92; IFI = 0.92; 
RMSEA = 0.09. Factor loadings ranged from 0.81 to 0.94 for 
leader proactivity, from 0.76 to 0.86 for follower proactivity, 
and from 0.55 to 0.89 for follower positive affect. The fac-
tor inter-correlations ranged from 0.12 (positive affect and 
follower proactivity) to 0.37 (leader proactivity and positive 
affect). Our three-factor model showed a significant better 
fit than a two-factor model (items of leader and follower 
proactivity loading on the same factor; Δχ2 (3) = 536.08, 
p < 0.001) and a one-factor model (all items loading on a 
single factor; Δχ2 (4) = 768.25, p < 0.001).

Descriptives, inter-correlations, and reliabilities of the 
scales are presented in Table 1.

Test of Hypothesis

To test the hypothesized interaction effect, we conducted a 
moderated regression analysis. As Aiken and West (1991) 
suggest, predictors were centered around their respective 
means, and the interaction term was based on the mean-
centered scores. In step 1 we entered only leader proactivity 
and positive affect; in step 2 we added the interaction term. 
The interaction term added significantly to the explained 
variance in follower proactivity (ΔR2 = 0.04, f2 = 0.04, 
F-change = 4.05, p = 0.047). The standardized coefficients 
are presented in Table 2.1

The tested model explained a significant amount of 
variance in followers’ proactive behavior (F(97) = 3.86; 
R2 = 0.11; f2 = 0.12; p = 0.012). Leader proactive behavior 

1  To test the robustness of our findings, we tested which demo-
graphic variables were significantly correlated to any of our variables 
of interest and included those as control variables in our regressions 
(Becker 2005). Only follower gender was significantly related to our 
variables of interest. Results of our regressions proved to be robust 
as the size of our coefficients and significance levels did not substan-
tially change when including gender.
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was a significant predictor of follower proactive behav-
ior (β = 0.28, p = 0.009). The interaction of leader pro-
activity and positive affect was also significantly related 
to follower proactivity (β = 0.20, p = 0.047). To facilitate 
the interpretation of the significant interaction term, we 
plotted high and low regression lines. The nature of the 
interaction between leader proactivity and follower posi-
tive affect is depicted in Fig. 2. In line with Hypothesis 1, 
the relationship between leader proactivity and follower 
proactivity was stronger for followers high on positive 
affect than for those low on positive affect. A simple slope 
analysis showed that the slope for high positive affect was 

positive and significant (b = 0.32, p < 0.001), while the 
slope for low positive affect was not significant (b = 0.06, 
p = 0.513).

In sum, we found in study 1 support for Hypothesis 1. 
As expected, positive affect strengthened the relationship 
between leader proactive behavior and follower proactive 
behavior. This suggests that followers’ positive affect might 
indeed act as a boundary condition for followers’ social 
learning of proactivity from their leaders. Study 1 only tests 
part of our theoretical model though and uses only a rela-
tively small sample. Thus, we conducted another study to 
extend this.

Table 1   Descriptives and 
correlations between the 
variables (Cronbach’s alphas on 
diagonal)

 +p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

M SD 1 2 3 4 5

Study 1 (N = 98)
  1 Leader proactivity 5.05 1.29 (.96)
  2 Follower proactivity 5.68 0.87 0.26** (0.93)
  3 Positive affect 4.72 0.93 0.31** 0.12 (0.87)

Study 2 (N = 180)
  1 Leader proactivity 5.04 1.02 (0.89)
  2 Follower proactivity 5.24 .88 0.05 (0.84)
  3 Positive affect 4.67 1.14 0.30** 0.13+ (0.86)
  4 Self-efficacy 5.10 0.85  − 0.08 0.38** 0.10 (0.85)
  5 Expectancies 5.25 0.92 0.12+ 0.07 0.20** 0.10 (0.78)

Table 2   Regressions for 
leaders’ proactivity and 
followers’ proactivity, positive 
affect, self-efficacy, and 
expectancies (standardized 
coefficients)

+ p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Follower proactivity 
(study 1)

Follower proactivity 
(study 2)

Follower 
proactivity 
(study 2)

Step 1
Leader proactivity 0.25* 0.06 0.06
Positive affect 0.04 0.07 0.07
Self-efficacy 0.38** 0.38**
Expectancies 0.01 0.01

Step 2
Leader proactivity 0.28** 0.14+ 0.04
Positive affect 0.07 0.10 0.08
Self-efficacy 0.39** 0.39*
Expectancies 0.01  − 0.02
Leader proactivity × PA 0.20* 0.25** 0.28**
Leader proactivity × SE  − 0.16*  − 0.16*
Leader proactivity × expectancies  − 0.02 0.07
PA × SE 0.04
PA × expectancies 0.07
Leader proactivity × SE × PA 0.10
Leader proactivity × expectancies × PA 0.30**
R2 (F-change) 0.11 (4.05*) 0.22 (5.03**) 0.29 (4.66**)
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Study 2: The Role of the Three Proactive 
Motivational States

In study 2, we aimed to replicate the findings from study 
1 regarding the “energized to” motivational state (experi-
encing positive affect) in a bigger sample, thus providing 
additional support for the robustness and generalizability 
of the findings for positive affect. In addition, in line with 
the model of proactive motivation, we also added follow-
ers’ self-efficacy (“can do”) and their utility judgments 
or outcome expectancies (“reason to”) as potential mod-
erators of the link between leader and follower proactive 
behavior.

Methods Study 2

Procedure and Sample

Using a similar approach as in study 1, we used business 
school contacts to approach companies. We collected data 
from employees from different industries and professional 
backgrounds to increase the representativeness of the 
sample. The study was approved by the ethics committee 
of our university and performed in accordance with the 
ethical standards as laid down in the 1964 Declaration of 
Helsinki. In total, we sent 280 invitations to participate 
in our survey study to employees from these companies. 
In this study, the company contacts also provided us with 
the contact details of the focal employee’s supervisor; 
we separately sent a survey to the supervisor in which we 
asked the supervisor to rate the recent work behavior of 
the focal employee. The voluntary and confidential nature 
of participation was stressed in accompanying letters. Of 

the 180 respondents, 64% were men; 36% were up to 30 
years old, 39% between 31 and 40, 13% between 41 and 
50, and 12% older than 50. Respondents’ average tenure 
was 9.9 years (SD = 9.3), they had worked under their 
supervisor for 3.5 years on average (SD = 3.7), and 44% 
held a university degree.

Measures

In study 2, we used the same measures of leader and fol-
lower proactivity and follower positive affect as in study 1, 
except that followers’ proactive behavior was now evaluated 
by their supervisors rather than their colleagues. In addition, 
we also measured followers’ expectancies and role breadth 
self-efficacy in study 2. Following Parker et al. (2006), 
we used a seven-item version of the measure developed 
by Parker (1998) (“To what extent do you feel confident 
to engage in the following behaviors at work,” e.g., “I feel 
confident designing new procedures for my work area”) to 
measure role breadth self-efficacy. Followers’ expectancies 
covered followers’ expectations of their leaders’ reactions 
to their potential proactive behavior and were measured 
with four items (“To what extent do you have the following 
expectations regarding your behaviors at work”). Sample 
items are “I expect that my supervisor will appreciate it, if 
I take personal initiative at work,” “I expect that my super-
visor will reward me for showing personal initiative,” or 
“I expect that I will receive better evaluations if showing 
personal initiative.” Reliabilities for all measures were high, 
ranging from 0.78 (follower expectancies) to 0.89 (leader 
proactivity) (see Table 1). As in study 1, respondents had to 
indicate their responses on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = “com-
pletely disagree” to 7 = “completely agree”).

Fig. 2   Interaction effect 
between leader proactivity and 
positive affect in study 1
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Results Study 2

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis of the follower-
reported measures. The data supported the hypothesized 
four-factor structure (i.e., leader proactivity, expectancies, 
positive affect, and role breadth self-efficacy). One item 
(“relieved”) was deleted from the positive affect factor 
because of a low factor loading. Also, because of the rela-
tively high correlations of one affect item (“joyful”) with 
two other items of the positive affect factor (“proud” and 
“inspired”), we allowed the error terms of “joyful” to be 
correlated with the error terms of these other two items 
(see Heene et al., 2012). Such correlation of error terms has 
been proposed and used in other research on affect using, 
for instance, the PANAS (e.g., Crawford & Henry, 2004; 
Merz & Roesch, 2011).2 The confirmatory factor analysis 
yielded satisfactory results: χ2 (222) = 412.48 (p < 0.001); 
CFI = 0.90; IFI = 0.90; RMSEA = 0.07. Average factor load-
ings ranged from 0.53 to 0.84 for leader proactivity, from 
0.50 to 0.81 for expectancies, from 0.65 to 0.87 for posi-
tive affect, and from 0.56 to 0.78 for follower efficacy. The 
factor inter-correlations ranged from − 0.10 (leader proac-
tivity and efficacy) to 0.32 (leader proactivity and positive 
affect). This factor solution had a significant better fit than a 
three-factor solution (items of expectancies and self-efficacy 
loading on the same factor; Δχ2 (3) = 199.56, p < 0.001), a 
two-factor solution (items of the three motivational states 
loading on the same factor; Δχ2 (5) = 519.03, p < 0.001), or 
a one-factor solution (all items loading on a single factor; 
Δχ2 (7) = 959.12, p < 0.001).

Test of Hypotheses

The descriptives and inter-correlations of the variables are 
shown in Table 1. To replicate the findings of study 1 and 
test our additional hypotheses we again computed a mod-
erated regression analysis including moderation effects as 
interaction terms. Variables were centered around their 
means before computing the interaction terms. We entered 
the main effects (leader proactivity, positive affect, role 
breadth self-efficacy, and expectancies) in step 1 and added 
the interaction terms (leader proactivity * positive affect, 

leader proactivity * self-efficacy, and leader proactivity * 
expectancies) to the analysis in step 2. The standardized 
coefficients are presented in Table 2.3

Consistent with the results of study 1, the tested 
model explained a significant amount of variance in fol-
lowers’ proactive behavior (F(179) = 7.09; R2 = 0.22; 
f2 = 0.28; p < 0.001), and the interaction terms added sig-
nificantly to the explained variance (ΔR2 = 0.07, f2 = 0.08, 
F-change = 5.03, p = 0.002). The main effect of leader pro-
activity on follower proactivity was not significant (β = 0.14, 
p = 0.067) but was qualified by two significant interactions. 
The interaction term of leader proactivity and positive affect 
had a significant positive coefficient (β = 0.25, p = 0.001). 
We plotted this interaction in Fig. 3. A simple slope test 
indicated that the slope for high positive affect was positive 
and significant (b = 0.26, p = 0.005), while the slope for low 
positive affect was not significant (b =  − 0.02, p = 0.717). 
This again supports Hypothesis 1; the pattern of results and 
shape of the interaction are in line with study 1.

In addition, the interaction term of leader proactivity 
and follower self-efficacy was significantly related to fol-
lower proactivity (β =  − 0.16, p = 0.021). We plotted this 
significant interaction in Fig. 4. The plots show that the 
relationship between leader proactivity and follower proac-
tivity was stronger for individuals low on role breadth self-
efficacy than for those high on such self-efficacy. A simple 
slope analysis showed that the slope for high self-efficacy 
was not significant (b =  − 0.04, p = 0.680), while the slope 
for low self-efficacy was positive and significant (b = 0.27, 
p = 0.003). This is not in line with Hypothesis 2 which 
argued for an opposite direction of the moderation effect of 
follower self-efficacy.

Finally, the interaction term of leader proactivity and fol-
lower expectancies was not significantly linked to follower 
proactive behavior (β =  − 0.02, p = 0.742). Hypothesis 3 is 
therefore not supported.

Additional Test of Mediation Models

The models proposed and tested are based on theoretical 
arguments from the literature on vicarious learning and on 
proactive behavior and represent a specific set of assump-
tions about the relationships between the variables in the 
model. To further explore the relationships between the 
variables, we computed alternative models to compare to 

2  Research on positive affect has argued that positive emotions 
(unlike negative emotions) often overlap conceptually, and corre-
lations of error terms in CFAs are justified for measures of positive 
affect in this case (Tuccitto et al., 2010). The three positive emotions 
mentioned above overlap conceptually with respect to their compo-
nent of positive progression towards a desirable goal, and the corre-
lation between the error terms in our measurement model takes this 
theoretically meaningful overlap into account.

3  Similar to study 1, we tested again which demographic variables 
were significantly correlated to our variables of interest and included 
those as controls in our regressions. In study 2, follower gender and 
educational level were both significantly related to our variables of 
interest. Again, results of our regressions proved robust; the sizes and 
significance levels of coefficients did not substantially change when 
including the controls.
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the hypothesized moderation model. More specifically, the 
literature on social learning argues that follower expectations 
(self-efficacy and outcome) can also be affected by leader 
behavior (Manz & Sims, 1981), and these variables might 
thus mediate the relationship between leader proactivity and 
follower proactivity (see Shamir et al., 1993; Zhang & Cui, 
2022). We therefore conducted a supplementary mediation 
analysis. The results of this analysis showed that leader pro-
activity was not significantly related to either follower self-
efficacy or outcome expectations. We thus found no support 
for such mediation in our data.

Additional Test of Three‑Way Interactions

We investigated the two-way interactions between leader 
proactivity and the three proactive motivational states on 
follower proactivity, and found only empirical support for 

the expected interaction with positive affect. A potential 
reason for the unexpected results regarding the other two 
interactions might be that these are further qualified by 
positive affect, that is, there might be three-way interac-
tions between leader proactivity, positive affect, and self-
efficacy (expectancies). In this regard, Parker et al. (2010) 
have noted that the “energized to” motivational route 
likely acts as the general key pathway, whereas the other 
two motivational pathways need to be more aligned. We 
therefore added the two three-way interactions between 
self-efficacy (expectancies), positive affect, and leader pro-
activity to our regression analysis. This model explained 
a significant amount of variance in followers’ proactive 
behavior (F(179) = 6.33; R2 = 0.29; f2 = 0.41; p < 0.001). 
Interestingly, the three-way interaction for role breadth 
self-efficacy was not significant (β =  0.10, p = 0.183) while 
the one for expectancies was (β = 0.30, p < 0.001). The 

Fig. 3   Interaction effect 
between leader proactivity and 
positive affect in study 2
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Fig. 4   Interaction effect 
between leader proactivity and 
self-efficacy in study 2
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standardized regression coefficients of the full regression 
analysis are provided in Table 2. We have also plotted 
the significant interaction effect to facilitate its interpreta-
tion (Fig. 5). The plot shows that the relationship between 
leader proactivity and follower proactivity was only posi-
tive and significant when both follower expectancies and 
follower positive affect were high. In all other cases, there 
was no significant positive link between leader and fol-
lower proactivity.

Discussion

In the two studies presented here, we took a role-modeling 
perspective on proactive behavior and investigated when 
leader proactivity is related to follower proactivity. The 
results suggest that leaders indeed can act as role models 
of proactive behavior and that there are boundary condi-
tions of this relationship. A few other studies recently also 
established a link between leader proactivity and follower 
proactivity and offered role modeling as an explanation of 
this link (Wang et al., 2022; Zhang & Cui, 2022). Here we 
built on this work and aimed to better understand when lead-
ers act as role models of proactive behavior. We drew on 
the model of proactive motivation (Parker et al., 2010) and 
investigated the moderating effects of the three components 
of proactive motivation: “energized to,” positive affect; “can 
do,” self-efficacy; and “reason to,” expectancies. While these 
components often have been investigated as direct drivers of 
proactive behavior (e.g., Wang et al., 2022), we hypothesized 
that, in the context of vicarious learning of proactive behav-
iors, they are likely to act as moderators (facilitators) for fol-
lowers in taking over proactive behavior from their leaders.

First, the findings show that employees emulated their 
leaders’ proactive behavior if they were in a positive mood 

or experienced positive emotions (“energized to”). Positive 
affect activates followers and broadens followers’ momen-
tary thought-action repertoire (e.g., Fredrickson, 2001), and 
that may encourage using the observed (proactive) behavior. 
Even though Manz and Sims (1981, p. 108) already specu-
lated that emotions might play a role in the modeling pro-
cess, the facilitating and inhibiting effects emotions can have 
on role modeling have not attracted much research attention 
to date. Our studies support the idea that positive affect facil-
itates role modeling and suggest more attention for affect in 
research on role modeling is of interest. Overall, the results 
suggest a contingency model of role modeling of proactive 
behavior in which—next to cognitive variables such as self-
efficacy expectations—emotional variables play a key role.

Efficacy expectations (“able to”) also acted as a modera-
tor of the relationship between leader and follower proactive 
behavior. Unexpectedly though, only followers low on role 
breadth self-efficacy showed increased proactive behavior 
when perceiving their leaders engage in high levels of pro-
activity. This suggests that leaders are only role models of 
behavior for people who themselves do not feel sufficiently 
efficacious to select among different behavioral alternatives; 
these more insecure followers seem more likely to seek for 
cues of how to act and then to copy the behaviors of leaders. 
Those who feel sufficiently efficacious do not feel the need 
to imitate leader behavior.

This finding for efficacy relates to work on substitutes 
for leadership which argues that employees’ belief that they 
possess the ability needed to perform a task successfully 
reduces the effects of leaders on follower behaviors and 
thus forms a substitute for leadership (e.g., Howell & Dorf-
man, 1981; Kerr & Jermier, 1978). It is also in line with 
an earlier study by Den Hartog and Belschak (2012a) who 
studied transformational leadership in relation to follower 
proactivity and reported that high role breadth self-efficacy 

Fig. 5   Interaction effect 
between leader proactivity, 
expectancies, and positive affect 
in study 2
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seemed to act as a substitute for (rather than a catalyst of) 
leadership when it comes to proactivity. Similarly, the lit-
erature on social learning notes that particularly individuals 
who are low on self-esteem or who feel less competent are 
motivated to emulate the behavior of role models (Bandura, 
1969; Campbell, 1961). There are thus arguments in the lit-
erature that support our unexpected finding regarding the 
role of self-efficacy that suggests leader role modeling may 
be especially important for less efficacious followers.

That said, we also conducted additional analyses to test 
the robustness of this result and found that the size and sig-
nificance level of the interaction between leader proactivity 
and self-efficacy was reduced (while other results remained 
mainly unchanged) when excluding the expectancies vari-
able from the analyses and focusing only on positive affect 
and self-efficacy. Although the interaction remained negative 
and marginally significant (p < 0.10 level), future research 
should further investigate the stability of this effect and the 
influence of employee expectancies on it.

For the last component of the proactive motivation model, 
employee expectancies (“reason to”), we did not find a two-
way moderation effect of follower expectancies on their 
leader’s acting as role models of proactive behavior. Fol-
lowers seem to emulate their leader’s proactive behavior no 
matter whether they expect their leader to reward them for 
being proactive or not. A potential explanation could be that 
the emulation of leader behavior might be an unconscious 
process in which individuals might not consciously consider 
the potential rewards for imitating a certain behavior. In line 
with this reasoning, the literature on mimicry shows that 
individuals often unconsciously take over the mannerism 
and behavior of others (e.g., Iacoboni et al., 1999; Lakin 
et al., 2003).

An alternative explanation might be that the moderation 
effect between leader proactivity and follower expectancies 
is further qualified by followers’ positive affect, suggesting 
a three-way interaction. Parker et al. (2010) have implied 
this by arguing that the “energized to” motivational state 
reflects a more general, direct pathway whereas the “reason 
to” pathway needs to be aligned. In line with this idea, the 
results of our additional regression analysis show that the 
expected positive leader–follower proactivity relationship 
was only found to be significant when expectancies and posi-
tive affect were aligned, that is, when both were high. This 
result differs from the findings by Wang et al. (2022) who 
did not find a significant interaction between employees’ 
“energized to” and “reason to” components. These authors 
did not investigate the additional interactive effect of leader 
proactivity though. They also operationalized the “reason 
to” motivational state as autonomous motivation whereas 
we, in line with the literature on social learning (Bandura, 
1977; Manz & Sims, 1981), focused on utility judgments. 
Parker et al. (2010) take a broad perspective on “reason to” 

including both utility judgments and autonomous motiva-
tion. Future research could therefore address both and also 
incorporate the autonomous motivation side to explore its 
interactive effects with positive affect on the vicarious learn-
ing of proactive behavior and to test whether the three-way 
interaction with affect replicates.

Finally, as suggested in the social learning literature 
(e.g., Bandura, 2001; Manz & Sims, 1981; Yaffe & Kark, 
2011), in an additional analysis we also explored the role 
of outcome and self-efficacy expectations as potential 
“mediators” (although our cross-sectional design does not 
allow for definitive testing of causal paths). Neither of these 
two expectations acted as a “mediator” of the relationship 
between leader proactivity and follower proactivity in our 
study. Rather, the moderation effect we found for follower 
self-efficacy suggests that expectations may have acted as 
a more stable individual characteristic that influenced fol-
lowers’ vicarious learning from their leaders rather than a 
fluctuating state that is influenced by leaders. However, it 
might also be possible that this is a process unfolding over 
time. For instance, more inspirational leaders stimulate their 
follower early on in their working relationship to engage in 
proactive behaviors, thereby creating mastery experiences 
for followers and related increases in self-efficacy that sta-
bilize over time (cf. Zhang & Cui, 2022). Future research 
should investigate this in a longitudinal setting to further 
explore the potential (contingencies of) mediating effects of 
expectations over time.

Our findings add to the literature in several respects. First, 
we add to the literature on (the consequences of) leader pro-
active behavior (e.g., Chiu et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2022) by 
exploring how proactive behavior is emulated by employees, 
and to which extent leader proactivity relates to follower pro-
activity. We combine the idea of leading by example with the 
model of proactive employee motivation (Parker et al., 2010) 
and show the role of proactive motivational states as con-
tingency factors for contagion effects of leader proactivity. 
Such interactive effects of proactive motivational states are 
implied in the proactive motivation model by Parker et al., 
(2010, Fig. 1), which argues that motivational states and 
contextual variables (here: leader behaviors) interactively 
translate into proactive behavior.

We offer a test of this conceptual idea and hereby extend 
works by Wang and colleagues (2022) and Zhang and Cui 
(2022) who also recently investigated the link between 
leader proactivity and follower proactivity. Our studies differ 
also on a number of other aspects from theirs. In particular, 
both Wang and colleagues (2022) and Zhang and Cui (2022) 
conducted their studies in a collectivistic and high power-
distance culture (China), in which leader behaviors may be 
copied more easily by followers, whereas our respondents 
came from a more individualistic and low-power distance 
culture (the Netherlands). The results of our studies indicate 
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that leader role modeling effects in the field of proactiv-
ity seem to generalize across different cultures. Also, Wang 
et al. (2022) measured both follower proactive motivational 
states and follower proactivity from the same source, which 
may have inflated the correlation between these variables. 
We measured these variables from different sources to avoid 
such potential bias.

Next, we add to the leadership literature by extending 
knowledge about the role modeling effects of leaders (e.g., 
Sumpter et al., 2017). While role modeling has long been 
recognized as an important task for leaders (e.g., Bass, 1985; 
Manz and Sim, 1980) and is included in several leadership 
theories (e.g., ethical, Brown et  al., 2005; charismatic, 
Shamir et al., 1993), vicarious follower learning from lead-
ers still needs further investigation. Here, we explore the 
role of different observer variables as moderators and find a 
facilitator as well as an inhibitor of the role-modeling pro-
cess. Future research could also include other potential mod-
erators. For instance, from a theoretical perspective, LMX 
also seems likely to facilitate followers’ vicarious learning 
from leaders. In contrast, proactive leaders may not always 
appreciate follower proactivity (Campbell, 2000), and more 
authoritarian leaders may see proactivity as their exclusive 
privilege and discourage follower proactivity, which is likely 
to reduce or inhibit follower role modeling of their leader’s 
proactive behavior.

Finally, we contribute to the literature on substitutes for 
leadership with our result that suggests self-efficacy may act 
as a substitute for leadership in relation to proactive behav-
ior. This finding further extends the finding by Den Hartog 
and Belschak (2012a) that follower efficacy can act as a sub-
stitute for transformational leadership effects on follower 
proactivity. It suggests that (role breadth) self-efficacy not 
only moderates effects of transformational leadership but 
more broadly seems to act as a substitute for different kinds 
of leader behavior in relation to proactive behavior.

Practical Implications

Our results have some practical implications. Leader proac-
tivity seems to be particularly important for organizations 
to focus on as proactive leaders not only are more effective 
(Deluga, 1998), but can also spark increased follower proac-
tivity, which generally comes with higher individual as well 
as team performance.

The findings show that leaders can lead by example when 
it comes to proactive behavior, but that emulation of such 
behaviors is not automatic and seems to depend on certain 
conditions. For one, leaders should ensure that their follow-
ers experience positive affect when they are trying to set 
an example by modeling proactive behavior, if they want 

followers to adopt such proactivity. Positive emotions may, 
for instance, be stimulated by providing positive feedback 
(Belschak and Den Hartog 2009), by supporting followers, 
or by providing them with more autonomy and opportunities 
to participate in decision-making (Pirola-Merlo et al., 2002).

Secondly, our findings indicate that followers low on (role 
breadth) self-efficacy in particular seemed to profit from 
their leaders as role models. Those who feel sufficiently 
confident seem less open to such role modeling. Leaders 
should therefore be aware of the self-efficacy beliefs of their 
employees and pay attention to setting a proper example for 
and acting as a role model especially for those with low self-
efficacy expectations.

Limitations and Future Research

Like most studies, our research has some limitations. First, 
leader proactivity, follower positive affect, self-efficacy, and 
expectancies were measured with self-reports, and some rela-
tionships might thus be subject to common method variance. 
Yet, our dependent variable, follower proactivity, was meas-
ured as a colleague (study 1) or a leader rating (study 2), and 
the main contributions of our paper are the interactive effects 
between leader proactivity and the proactive motivational 
states. Previous work shows that even if the size of main effects 
is attenuated by measurement error, this problem does not apply 
to product terms used in interactions (e.g., Siemsen et al., 2010; 
Wall et al., 1996). As Busemeyer and Jones (1983) argue, rather 
than inflating the size of interaction effects, it reduces the likeli-
hood of detecting them. This suggests common method vari-
ance is not likely to have affected these findings.

Next, we measured both leader proactivity and follower 
positive affect as follower ratings, and both variables were 
(albeit only moderately) significantly correlated with each 
other. As a consequence, the interaction effect between 
leader proactivity and positive affect we found in both our 
studies might be (partially) driven by the shared variance 
rather than a substantive interaction between these two vari-
ables. Future research should therefore replicate our findings 
with leader proactivity being measured by a different source 
than the follower’s perception.

Also, both our samples are relatively small. Power analyses 
yielded a minimum sample size of 80 to 100 participants for 
study 1 (expected small-to-medium effect size) and a desir-
able sample size of 180 to 200 respondents for study 2 (smaller 
effect size expected, in line with results of study 1). Future 
studies should aim to replicate our findings in larger samples, 
in particular, the additional three-way interactions. However, 
our sample sizes are in line with what our power analyses sug-
gested, and we found significant results, some of which were 
replicated in two studies, which gives us some confidence in 
the stability of our results.
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Further, we were not able to attain information about 
the non-responders in our field studies and thus could not 
test for systematic differences between responders and non-
responders. Also, we used a cross-sectional design measur-
ing our variables at one point in time precluding conclusions 
about the direction of causality in the found relationships 
between variables. Experimental and longitudinal research 
could strengthen conclusions and help further explore the 
process of vicarious learning of proactive behavior. As dis-
cussed earlier, longitudinal research could also investigate a 
potential mediating role of proactive motivational states in 
the leader proactivity—follower proactivity process.

Despite its limitations our studies provide new insights 
into the consequences of proactive (leader) behavior and 
when leaders function as role models of such behavior for 
their followers. While we were able to show several contin-
gencies of such role modeling effects for proactive behavior, 
clearly more research is needed in this area.
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