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Summary Current organizational theory and research affirm the beneficial effects of experiencing positive affect at
work. In recent years, researchers have begun to question the popular notion that the more positive affect
at work, the better—that more positive affect is desirable for work-related outcomes. In this article, we propose
a rationale for whymore positive affect may not be better for proactive behaviors at work. Findings from two field
studies using two unique data sources demonstrate support for our hypothesis, suggesting that intermediate levels
of positive affect are most beneficial for proactive behaviors. Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Introduction

In today’s fast-paced, uncertain, and increasingly interdependent world (Grant & Parker, 2011), work organizations
rely on their employees to be proactive in enabling the organization to run more effectively (Frese, Fay, Hilburger,
Leng, & Tag, 1997). Organizations need employees to take initiatives and be proactive, no matter their place in the
organizational hierarchy. By proactive behaviors, we refer to “anticipatory actions that employees take to impact
themselves and/or their environments” (Grant & Ashford, 2008, p. 4), which include behaviors such as feedback
seeking (Ashford & Cummings, 1983), voice (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998), issue selling (Dutton & Ashford,
1993), and taking charge (Morrison & Phelps, 1999; Crant, 2000; Frese & Fay, 2001; Griffin, Neal, & Parker,
2007; Parker, Williams, & Turnver, 2006). The benefits of proactive behaviors on individual and group-level perfor-
mance are well-documented (Parker & Wu, in press). For example, employees with higher proactive personality are
more likely to be promoted (Seibert, Kraimer, & Crant, 2001), and those who proactively seek information and build
relationships with superiors are more likely to perform better and be more satisfied at work (Ashford & Black, 1996).
In terms of organizational outcomes, proactive individuals who speak up to benefit their customers are perceived to
offer better service (Lam & Mayer, in press), and proactive planning by business owners is associated with greater
business size and objective evaluation of business success (Frese et al., 2007).
Given that proactive behaviors matter to individual and organizational performance, scholars have focused on ex-

amining factors that contribute to proactive behaviors at work. One antecedent particularly important for proactive
behaviors appears to be the experience of positive affect at work (Bindl, Parker, Totterdell, & Hagger-Johnson,
2012; Parker, Bindl, & Strauss, 2010; Parker & Wu, in press). For example, Den Hartog and Belschak (2007) found
a positive relationship between positive trait affect and personal initiative. Likewise, Fritz and Sonnentag (2009)
found support for a positive relationship between positive affect during the workday and self-reported proactive be-
haviors on the same day and the following workday. In a recent day-level study, Bissing-Olson, Iyer, Fielding, and
Zacher (2013) found that daily positive affect is associated with more pro-environmental proactive behaviors for
those who generally do not hold a positive pro-environmental attitude.
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In this article, we seek to examine the relationship between positive affect and proactive behaviors in more depths.
Specifically, we build on recent psychological research that suggests that “people can get too much of a good thing,
experiencing a downturn in good outcomes with disproportionate levels of positive emotion” (Fredrickson, 2013,
July 15). Prior research has found such a nonlinear relationship between positive emotions and political participation
(Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 2007), risky behaviors (Martin et al., 2002), accumulated relational resources (Waugh &
Fredrickson, 2006), and creativity (Rego, Sousa, Marqes, & Cunah, 2012). To build on the idea of no such thing
as “an unmitigated good,” Grant and Schwartz (2011, p. 62) suggested that future research needs to identify the
prevalence and inflection points of these nonlinear effects. Drawing from broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson,
2001) and affect-as-information theory (Carver, 2003; Schwarz & Clore, 1983, 2003), we posit that the relationship
between positive affect and proactive behaviors may be more complicated than a simple linear relationship.
Specifically, we hypothesize that too little or too much positive affect can hamper proactive behaviors at work
(i.e., a curvilinear relationship). In the following sections, we develop our hypothesis and then draw on two samples
to test them empirically.

Theory and Hypothesis

In recent reviews of the proactivity literature, Parker and colleagues (Parker et al., 2010; Parker & Wu, in press)
proposed three motivational pathways to explain why employees engage in proactive behaviors. The first
pathway, called the “can do” pathway, concerns employees’ feeling of efficacy to engage in proactive behaviors.
Parker and colleagues asserted that proactive behaviors are more likely when employees believe that they are
capable of influencing their work environment, to cope with potential setbacks, and to perceive a high likelihood
of success in engaging in proactive behaviors (Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit, & Dutton, 1998; Raub & Liao, 2012).
Supporting this view, scholars have shown that the experience of “can do” is a key determinant of proactive
behaviors (Parker et al., 2006; Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998). The second pathway is called the “reason to” pathway.
In order for employees to engage in proactive behaviors, they must perceive that there are reasons to engage in
these behaviors (Morrison & Phelps, 1999; Parker, Wall, & Jackson, 1997; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008).
Research has shown that those who are dedicated to benefit the recipients of proactive behaviors (e.g., peers,
customers, work units, or organization) are more likely to engage in proactive behaviors (Lam & Mayer, in press;
Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008). Thus, the importance of these two motivational pathways is well-established
(Parker & Wu, in press).
Whereas the “can do” and “reason to” pathways are cognitive mechanisms through which employees are moti-

vated to engage in proactive behaviors, the third motivational pathway, termed the “energized to” pathway, is an
affective mechanism that has garnered attention only in recent years. Parker and colleagues suggest that the experience
of positive affect is particularly conducive to proactive behaviors, because positive affect “expands thinking and results
in more flexible cognitive processes” and “invokes feelings of energy” (Parker & Wu, in press, p. 6). In support of this
assertion, Den Hartog and Belschak reported that hospital employees who exhibited a greater level of positive affect
were more likely to engage in proactive behaviors, and Fritz and Sonnentag (2009) showed that positive affect during
the day was positively associated with proactive behavior on the same and the following day. Perhaps the most impor-
tant evidence that positive affect is linearly and positively associated with proactive behavior is reported by Bindl et al.
(2012), who surveyed 225 employees working for a U.K. multinational organization in a call center and 250 first year
undergraduate students in a British medical school. Across both studies, the authors found that positive affect was pos-
itively associated with all elements of self-reported proactivity: envisioning the future, planning to execute change,
enacting change, and reflecting changes that have occurred. In sum, these research studies seem to suggest that the re-
lationship between positive affect and proactive behaviors is a positive and linear one.
In this article, we suggest that the relationship between positive affect at work and proactive behaviors may not be

so simple, as past research has neglected a possible curvilinear relationship. Two theories help build our argument.
The first theory of positive affect is the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001), which suggests that
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positive affect can help enhance flexible thinking (Derryberry & Tucker, 1994) and encourage individuals to focus
on new possibilities and opportunities rather than constraints (Kimchi, 1992). In addition, positive affect can also
enhance one’s action tendencies that lead to favorable outcomes (Kaplan, Bradley, Luchman, & Haynes, 2009).
Finally, the broadening of people’s cognition and action tendencies can be cumulative and help people build cogni-
tive (e.g., increased mindfulness), psychological (maintaining a sense of mastery over challenges), and social (e.g.,
psychological safety and social support) resources over time (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, &
Finkel, 2008).
A second theory of positive affect is known as affect-as-information theory (Carver, 2003; Schwarz & Clore,

1983, 2003). According to this theory, individuals use their feelings as information to form judgments about how
to respond to their environment. Positive affect signals that things are generally going in the right direction and
the environment is free of major issues or problems. As a result, individuals may believe that they do not need to
initiate change in their work environment—that there is no need to “rock the boat” by introducing something
new. By contrast, less positive feelings may signal that improvements are necessary (Clore, Schwarz, & Conway,
1994; Schwarz, 1990). When individuals are not experiencing high levels of positive affect, they are likely to rec-
ognize more opportunities to improve the situation to make it better and help them feel more positive (Foo, Uy,
& Baron, 2009).
Integrating broaden-and-build theory and affect-as-information theory, we propose a nonlinear relationship be-

tween positive affect at work and proactive behaviors. At low levels of positive affect at work, employees’ ability
to think broadly and to identify innovative solutions for issues and concerns at work are significantly reduced. Fur-
thermore, low levels of positive affect are likely to hamper employees’ ability to build cognitive resources (e.g., the
capability to anticipate and plan in advance), psychological resources (e.g., the sense of efficacy to engage in pro-
active behaviors), and social resources (e.g., the interpersonal connections that make change possible) over time.
Limited resources, in turn, make it difficult for employees to engage in proactive behaviors, as individuals feel that
they do not have the necessary resources to be proactive. Therefore, at low levels of positive affect at work,
employees are less likely to engage in proactive behaviors. As positive affect at work reaches an intermediate
level, employees are relatively more likely to experience broadened cognition, exhibit greater action tendency,
and accumulate more cognitive, social, and psychological resources to engage in proactive behaviors. Therefore,
we expect that moderate levels of positive affect will result in more proactive behaviors than low levels of positive
affect.
As positive affect at work further increases to a high level, however, the affect-as-information mechanism begins

to take over. Although employees experiencing high levels of positive affect at work experience broadened cogni-
tions, enhanced action tendencies, and increased resources, they are also more likely to perceive that things are going
well and there is little need to be proactive to initiate changes in the workplace. The higher levels of positive affect
may create a kind of contentment or even complacency. This assertion is consistent with research on unrealistic op-
timism (Weinstein, 1980; Weinstein & Klein, 1996), which suggests that individuals tend to underestimate the prob-
ability of negative events happening to them, especially when they feel highly positive and optimistic about the
future. Therefore, even if employees believe that they can effectively alter or change their work environment because
of the broaden-and-build effect, their experience of high levels of positive affect may signal to them that it is not
important or urgent to engage in change behaviors at the present time. As such, we expect that employees with high
levels of positive affect at work feel less need to engage in proactive behaviors.
In sum, we expect that the relationship between positive affect and proactive behavior will take the form of an

inverted-U relationship. When positive affect is low, individuals experience narrowed cognition, reduced action ten-
dency, and lack resources for proactive behaviors. As positive affect increases to a moderate level, individuals are
able to think in a more flexible manner and will feel greater action tendency to engage in proactive behaviors, but
not so much positive affect that may result in underestimating the importance of proactive behaviors. After a certain
point, however, positive affect can reach a level such that employees perceive that they are doing well and are
not necessary for them to take initiatives, thereby reducing their proactive behaviors. Therefore, we hypothesize
the following:
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Hypothesis 1: The relationship between positive affect at work and proactive behaviors will exhibit a curvilinear,
inverted-U relationship, such that positive affect at work is positively related to proactive behaviors to a point;
beyond this point, the relationship between positive affect at work and proactive behaviors becomes negative.

We conducted two studies to test our hypothesis, with the second study addressing some of the empirical limita-
tions of the first. Across both studies, we used supervisory ratings of employee proactive behaviors to reduce con-
cerns regarding common method bias and to better understand the relationship between positive affect and proactive
behaviors at work.

Study 1

Participants and procedure

We invited 400 employees in a U.S. software development firm to participate in the study. Employees were
knowledge workers and staff who worked across hierarchical levels. We first asked each participant to indicate their
positive affect at work as well as their basic demographics. In order to protect the anonymity of the participants, we
asked each of them to send a self-generated, five-digit code together with an online link to their immediate supervi-
sors, who then provided information about the participants’ proactive behaviors. We thanked both participants and
their supervisors with a $5 gift card. Of the 400 employees we invited, we collected a total of 236 responses, and we
were able to match 102 responses from their supervisors, representing a 25.5 percent final response rate.
Forty-four percent of the participants were female, and their mean age was 46.3 years (SD = 8.61). They had

worked at the organization for an average of 12.0 years (SD = 7.34), spent a mean of 41.0 hours at work each week
(SD= 8.39), and the majority of them (72.1 percent) occupied a non-supervisory role. In addition, 75.6 percent of the
participants had obtained a college degree or above. They worked in various departments of the organization, with
the majority of them in the solutions and analytics testing division (20.7 percent), research and development business
operations (12.6 percent), and product planning and release coordination (11.7 percent). Among those who partici-
pated but whose supervisors did not provide ratings of proactive behaviors, 50 percent were female and their mean
age was 41.57years (SD = 10.11). These participants had worked at the organization for an average of 10.33 years
(SD= 7.15), spent a mean of 41.49 hours at work (SD = 7.73), and 71.0 percent occupied a non-supervisory role.
Similar to those who have participated and who have ratings of proactive behaviors, 94 percent of the participants
had obtained a college degree or above, and worked in various departments of the organization (solutions and analyt-
ics testing division—21.1 percent; research development business operations—12.8 percent; and product planning
and release coordination—11.0 percent). Finally, we conducted a non-response analysis to examine whether there
were any differences between participants whose supervisors provided ratings of proactive behaviors and those
whose supervisors did not provide ratings. We found no significant differences in terms of gender (F= .72, p< .40),
educational level (F= 2.58, p< .11), tenure at the participating organization (F= 2.62, p< .11), and positive affect at
work (F= 1.77, p< .18). However, there was a significant difference in age (F= 12.94, p< .00), with a higher
likelihood of managerial response provided to those who were older. One possible explanation for the significant
difference is that older employees may have longer, more established relationship with their supervisors. As a result,
supervisors find it easier to provide ratings to those whom they have an established relationship.

Measures

Unless otherwise stated, all variables were assessed using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 2 = dis-
agree; 3 = slightly disagree; 4 = neither agree nor disagree; 5 = slightly agree; 6 = agree; 7 = strongly agree).
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Positive affect at work
We assessed positive affect at work using Ryan and Frederick’s (1997) seven-item measure of subjective vital-
ity, adding the phrase “at work” to the end of each item (Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012). We choose the sub-
jective vitality as a measure of positive affect as work for two reasons. First, from a theoretical perspective,
Parker and colleagues conceptualized the “energized to” pathway as an exclusively affective process (Parker
& Wu, in press). Similarly, subjective vitality is defined as a positive feeling of aliveness and energy; it is a
state of hedonic, pleasant experience that is akin to the type of positive affect described by Parker and Wu.
Other related but somewhat different measures of positive affect, such as vigor (Shirom, 2003), is a broader
construct that includes physical strength and cognitive liveliness. Therefore, the experience of subjective vitality
is conceptually similar to the feeling of positive affect described by Parker et al. (2010). Second, from a meth-
odological positive, the type of positive affective experiences described by Parker et al. (2010) such as enthusi-
asm, excitement, and emotional energy are similar to those described by the subjective vitality scale (sample
items: “I feel alive and vital at work” and “I have energy and spirit at work.”). Therefore, we feel that the
subjective vitality at work measure is more appropriate in capturing one’s experience of positive affect at work
than other similar constructs. The subjective vitality scale has been used in psychological (Nix, Ryan, Manly, &
Deci, 1999) and organizational research (Fritz, Lam, & Spreitzer, 2011; Porath, Spreitzer, Gibson, & Garnett,
2012) and has demonstrated excellent reliability. Therefore, we choose the subjective vitality scale as a measure
of positive affect at work. Cronbach’s alpha was .89.

Proactive behaviors
To measure proactive behaviors, we asked participants’ supervisors to provide ratings of participants’ voice
behaviors (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). Voice involves raising concerns and expressing work-related issues to
benefit the immediate work environment or the organization. It is considered a type of proactive behaviors (Grant
& Ashford, 2008; Grant, Parker, & Collins, 2009), as individuals make suggestions for improvement for them-
selves or their workgroup, thus making self-initiated changes to impact the work environment. Thus, we asked
participants’ supervisors to provide ratings of proactive behaviors expression at work using Van Dyne and
LePine’s (1998) voice measure. Sample items include “He/she develops and makes recommendations concerning
issues that affect others at work” and “He/she speaks up and encourages others at work to get involved in issues”.
Cronbach’s alpha was .89.

Control variables
We included several demographic control variables. We asked participant’s supervisors to report their number of
years as a supervisor (years of supervision), as we expected that the longer the years of supervision, the greater the
likelihood that a supervisor might exhibit liking to a subordinate and, as a result, a more favorable rating of pro-
active behaviors than those who have worked fewer years with the supervisor. In addition, we also controlled for
supervisor’s familiarity with the work of the subordinate (familiarity with work), because supervisors who are
more familiar with the work of their subordinates are more likely to appreciate the constructiveness of proactive
behaviors, thereby giving a higher rating (Whiting, Maynes, Podsakoff, & Podsakoff, 2012). Finally, we included
participants’ age and gender, both of which were associated with proactive behaviors in prior research
(Sonnentag, 2003).

Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations for key study variables in Study 1 are presented in Table 1. To test our
hypothesis, we conducted hierarchical ordinary least-squares (OLS) regression analyses (Table 2). We entered the
control variables in Step 1, the linear term of positive affect in Step 2, and the squared term of positive affect in Step
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3. Because the analyses involved the squared term of positive affect, we followed Aiken and West’s (1991) advice
on testing nonlinear relationships by centering the predictor variables (including control variables).
Our hypothesis predicted that the relationship between positive affect at work and proactive behaviors would be

an inverted-U: positive affect at work contributes to more proactive behaviors up to a point; beyond that point, the
relationship would become negative. In Model 1, we found that supervisor’s familiarity with the work of participants
was positively associated with proactive behaviors. This suggests that the more the supervisor understands the chal-
lenges of their subordinates’ work, the higher the ratings of proactive behaviors. In Model 2, the linear term of pos-
itive affect was not significant (β = .18, ns), providing the basis for examining our more nuanced predictions of a
curvilinear relationship. Finally, consistent with our hypothesis (Model 3), we found that the coefficient of the
squared term of positive affect was significant and negative (β =�.35, p< .05). The inclusion of the squared term
of positive affect into the equation resulted in an improvement of adjusted R2 from 0.10 to 0.20. A more detailed
analysis showed that the inflection point occurs at 4.69 of positive affect at work (Figure 1). Thus, our hypothesis
was fully supported.1

Although the finding of Study 1 was encouraging, we recognized that it might be biased because of self-selection.
A threat posed by self-selection is that individuals who did not participate in the study exhibited certain behaviors
that, if included, would alter the reported relationship, either in the form of under-estimation or over-estimation
(Heckman, 1979). It is possible that participating in our research is itself a proactive behavior, and so, responding
to our surveys may be influenced by positive affect itself. To address this concern, we estimated a selection bias

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables (Study 1).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Age 46.35 8.58 —
2. Gender 0.45 0.50 .12 —
3. Years of supervision 3.18 3.04 .09 .08 —
4. Familiarity with work 6.01 1.04 .01 .16 .44** —
5. Positive affect 4.73 1.16 .18 .17 �.01 �.02 (.89)
6. Proactive behaviors 4.98 1.24 �.04 .07 .15 .30** .05 (.89)

Note: N= 102. Gender is coded such that female equals 1. The Cronbach’s alpha for each scale is presented on the diagonal. **p< .01.

1We also empirically tested whether results would be comparable without controlling for years of supervision and supervisor’s familiarity with
subordinate’s work. We found that when years of supervision and supervisor’s familiarity with subordinate’s work are not entered in the equation,
the linear term of positive affect is insignificant (β =�.04, ns), whereas the squared term of positive affect is significant (β =�.30, p< .01).

Table 2. Results of hierarchical regression models of the curvilinear effect of positive affect on proactive behaviors (Study 1).

Variables

Proactive behaviors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Age �0.07 �0.11 �0.11
Gender 0.05 0.03 0.05
Years of supervision 0.05 0.05 0.08
Familiarity with work 0.24* 0.25* 0.19+

Positive affect (linear) 0.18 0.04
Positive affect (curvilinear) �0.35***
ΔF 1.78 2.61 9.83***
R2 0.08 0.10 0.20

Note: N= 102. +p< .10; *p< .05; ***p< .001.
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model using Heckman’s (1979) two-step procedure to control for selection bias. In the first step of the Heckman pro-
cedure, the selection process that is responsible for selection bias problems is studied with the selection model. We
did so by modeling the response of the supervisor (respond or not respond) using a probit equation based on the age
of the subordinate. We then used the residuals of the selection equation to construct a selection bias control factor,
Lambda (also known as the Inverse Mill’s Ratio). This factor summarizes the effects of unmeasured characteristics
that are related to positive affect. In the second step of the Heckman procedure, we re-ran our OLS regression anal-
ysis of the curvilinear effects of positive affect on proactive behaviors. In this substantive equation, we used the se-
lection bias control factor Lambda as an additional independent variable. Because this factor reflects the effect of all
the unmeasured characteristics that are related to the positive affect, the coefficient of this factor in the substantial
analysis explains the part of the effect of these characteristics on proactive behaviors. In the substantive equation,
we found that our results were identical after estimating the selection bias model. Specifically, the effect of the linear
term of positive affect remained insignificant (β = .03, ns), whereas the squared term of positive affect (i.e., curvilin-
ear effect) remained significant (β =�.36, p< .01).

Study 2

In Study 2, we sought to confirm the findings of Study 1 as well as address several limitations in its design. First, we
controlled for individual differences in positive and negative affect (often termed as positive affectivity and negative
affectivity; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). It is possible that rather than the feeling of positive affect at work be-
ing the most important affective predictor of proactive behaviors, that it is merely capturing one’s individual propen-
sity for positive or negative affect. Second, it is unclear whether the results of Study 1 would generalize to other
types of individual proactive behaviors beyond voice. Thus, in Study 2, we conducted informal interviews and cre-
ated a measure of proactive behaviors consistent with Grant and Ashford’s (2008) and Parker et al.’s (2010) concep-
tualization of proactive behaviors. Third, in Study 2, we addressed limitation due to the cross-sectional design of
Study 1 by using a longitudinal, prospective design. Finally, Study 2 drew on a sample of service employees to en-
hance the generalizability of the findings in Study 1 beyond knowledge workers.

Participants and procedure

The participating organization was a support service management company that delivered environmental and food ser-
vices to hospitals, healthcare providers, long-term care facilities, continuing care retirement communities, and other
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Figure 1. The curvilinear effects of positive affect at work on proactive behaviors (Study 1)
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healthcare specialty institutions. We employed a prospective design with two stages of data collection. In the first stage,
we sent out an email to all participants, whose contact information was provided by the organization, and invited them to
fill out the first self-report survey that included measures of the main predictor variable (affect at work) as well as control
variables. Respondents received a $5 gift card as a token of our appreciation. One month later, we contacted the partic-
ipants’ supervisor asking them to provide ratings of participants’ proactive behaviors. Supervisors who provided ratings
were also thanked with a $5 gift card.
In total, 196 (out of possible 210) participants filled out the survey, and 128 matched responses from supervisors

were obtained, representing 61.0 percent of the total sample. Participants’ mean age was 49.0 years (SD= 9.55).
About 50 percent were female. They were mostly Caucasian (75.0 percent) or African American (19.7 percent).
Participants had worked at the organization for an average of 6.33 years (SD = 8.61) and at their current post for
an average of 4.88 years (SD = 6.21). In addition, 24.2 percent of the participants held a high school or G.E.D. di-
ploma, 42.1 percent some college or associate degree, 25.8 percent a college/university degree, and 7.9 percent a
masters degree. We conducted a non-response analysis to examine whether there were any differences between par-
ticipants with ratings of proactivity and those without. We found no significant differences in terms of gender
(F= .06, p< .80), age (F= 1.43, p< .23), educational level (F= 1.03, p< .31), and tenure at the participating orga-
nization (F= 1.35, p< .25) and at the facility (F= .03, p< .86). In addition, we did not find any significant differ-
ences in terms of number of years participants had worked for their supervisors (F= .20, p< .66), positive
affectivity (F= 1.69, p< .20), negative affectivity (F = .41, p< .52), and positive affect at work (F= 1.54, p< .22).
Thus, we concluded that there was little indication of non-response bias in our data.

Measures

Positive affect at work
We employed the same measure as in Study 1. Cronbach’s alpha was .85.

Proactive behaviors
To obtain a more accurate understanding and measurement of proactive behaviors in this particular setting, the
first author qualitatively explored what was the most representative focus of proactive behaviors to better
understand what constitutes proactivity for service supervisors. During informal interviews, a majority of the
interviewees indicated that a major aspect of being proactive in their workplace was to act in advance to
prevent problems related to customer service. For instance, one participant “conducted a lot of informal in-
spections as a way to ensure that we don’t have the same problems or prevent potential problems in the fu-
ture.” Many other participants reiterated similar themes, such as having to “actively look for things that
have gone wrong” and “talk to people from other departments and dissect the problems.” These problems
might be related to the patients (e.g., a particular patient has been very picky about the room even with the
tiniest taint) or to other constituents in the facility (e.g., a conflict with the nursing department regarding
schedule of cleaning the patient rooms).
After gaining a better understanding of what participants considered to be proactive behaviors at work, we then

examined the literature on proactivity to adapt and develop items that best reflected the type of proactive behaviors
informants described. We reworded items, taken from various literatures such as taking charge (Morrison & Phelps,
1999), voice (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998), and issue selling (Ashford et al., 1998) so that each item fit the current
context. The list of items was then submitted to expert raters who had obtained or were pursuing their Ph.D. degree
in Organizational Behavior to judge whether the items were consistent with the definition of proactive behaviors.
Only items with the highest consensus were retained. We then invited interviewees who participated in the informal
interviews to rank-order whether the items were applicable to their work. The final list of proactive items included 20
items that were very relevant for this context.
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After data were collected, we submitted all 20 items to exploratory factor analysis using the principal axis factor-
ing extraction method to explore the underlying structure of the data. Because of the low primary loadings of several
items, we retained a total of eight items that had substantial loadings (see Appendix A). The final list of eight items
corroborated what we learned from the informal interview data. More specifically, the final set of items measured the
extent to which participants actively anticipated, planned, and acted to prevent problems and issues for their cus-
tomers. These activities include trying to correct faulty procedures before the problems become serious, as well
as seeking feedback from their supervisors or other departments to ensure that there were no service complaints.
Cronbach’s alpha was .97. We then conducted a CFA using EQS software version 6.1 with maximum likelihood
estimation procedures on the eight-item proactivity items. The expected one-factor solution displayed very good
fit with the data, χ2(54) = 248.04, CFI = 0.96, RMSEA= 0.043, SRMR= 0.069. All factor loadings were statistically
significant and ranged from .92 to .99.

Control variables
We included several control variables in our analyses. First, we controlled for positive affectivity and negative af-
fectivity by using the 20 adjectives from Watson et al.’s (1988) Positive Affect (e.g., “inspired”, “interested”, and
“determined”) and Negative Affect (e.g., distressed, upset, and scared) Scale. We controlled for these variables,
as past research (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2007) suggests that trait affect may influence proactive behaviors. The
Cronbach’s alphas for PA and NA were .85 and .83, respectively. We conducted a CFA with maximum likelihood
estimation procedures to ensure that positive affectivity, negative affectivity, and positive affect at work were em-
pirically distinct constructs. As shown in Table 3, the expected three-factor solution displayed good fit with the data,
χ2(321) = 581.35, CFI = 0.96, RMSEA= 0.06, SRMR= 0.067. All factor loadings were statistically significant and
ranged from .57 to .84 for positive affectivity, .43 to .81 for negative affectivity, and .33 to .89 for positive affect at work.
Alternative nested models displayed significantly poorer fit. The correlation between positive affectivity and positive
affect at work was only moderate (.54), providing further support that they are distinct constructs. Thus, we concluded
that positive affectivity, negative affectivity, and positive affect at work in our sample were distinct constructs. We also
included a set of demographic control variables parallel to that of Study 1, including participants’ age, gender, as well as
supervisor-rated years of supervision, and supervisor’s familiarity with work with the participants.

Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations for study variables are presented in Table 4. All variables exhibit ad-
equate to excellent reliability, ranging from .78 to .97. We followed OLS regression procedures similar to that
employed in Study 1 by entering the demographic and trait affect variables at Step 1, followed by the linear effect

Table 3. Factor loadings of confirmatory factor analysis of positive affectivity, negative affectivity, and positive affect at work.

No. Model x2 df CFI RMSEA SRMR
Chi-square

difference test

1 One-factor 1295.67 324 0.84 0.16 0.11 —
2 Two-factor (negative affectivity as

the first factor, and positive affectivity
and positive affect at work as second factors)

933.38 323 0.90 0.12 0.085 x2(1) = 362.29***

3 Three-factor (positive affectivity,
negative affectivity, and positive
affect at work as three factors)

581.35 321 0.96 0.06 0.067 x2(2) = 352.03***

Note: *p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001.
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of positive affect at work on proactive behaviors in Step 2. Finally, we entered the squared term of positive affect at
work to test its curvilinear effect on proactive behaviors in Step 3. Results of our regression analyses are displayed in
Table 5.
In Model 1, supervisor’s familiarity with the participants’ work was associated with a higher level of supervisor-

reported proactive behaviors (β = .28, p< .001), suggesting that supervisors with greater levels of familiarity with
the work of their subordinates were more likely to provide high ratings of proactive behaviors. Interestingly, both
positive and negative affectivity were unrelated to ratings of proactivity. This suggests that the experience of positive
affect specific to the work context may be a more important explanatory variable in predicting proactivity than in-
dividual traits.
In Model 2, we entered the linear term of positive affect and found that it was unrelated to proactive behaviors

(β = .10, ns). To test for a curvilinear effect of positive affect at work on proactive behaviors, we entered the squared
term of positive affect into the regression equation. As shown in Model 3, the squared term of positive affect was
significant (β =�.22, p< .05). As illustrated in Figure 2, positive affect exhibited an inverted U-shaped relationship
with proactive behaviors, suggesting that the inflection point occurs at 5.64 of positive affect (Figure 2). The

Table 4. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables (Study 2).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age 48.99 9.55 —
2. Gender 0.51 0.50 .05 —
3. Years of supervision 2.01 2.97 .17* .21** —
4. Familiarity with work 3.97 0.94 �.04 �.06 .09 —
5. Positive affectivity 5.85 0.78 �.02 �.03 .01 �.08 (.85)
6. Negative affectivity 1.74 0.71 �.07 .06 .04 �.00 �.39** (.83)
7. Positive affect at work 5.56 0.89 .10 �.10 �.13 �.07 .54** �.33** (.82)
8. Proactive behaviors 5.34 1.00 �.18* �.04 .01 .30** �.07 �.04 .01 (.97)

Note: N = 128. Ratings of proactive behaviors were provided by participants’ supervisors; other variables were provided by self-report. The
Cronbach’s alpha for each scale is presented on the diagonal. *p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001.

Table 5. Results of hierarchical regression models of the curvilinear effect of positive affect on proactive behaviors (Study 2).

Variables

Proactive behaviors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Age �0.16+ �0.17+ �0.15+

Gender �0.03 �0.02 �0.02
Years of supervision 0.00 0.01 �0.02
Familiarity with work 0.28** 0.28** 0.29**
Positive affectivity �0.07 �0.11 �0.09
Negative affectivity �0.00 0.01 �0.02
Main variables
Positive affect at work (linear) 0.10 �0.02
Positive affect at work (curvilinear) �0.22*
△F 2.57** 0.92 4.82*
R2 0.12 0.13 0.16

Note: N= 128. +p< .10; *p< .05; **p< .01.
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inclusion of the squared term of positive affect into the equation resulted in an improvement of adjusted R2 from
0.13 to 0.16, or an increase of 28.6 percent.2

Discussion

Across two studies in two different industries, we found that positive affect at work exhibits a curvilinear, inverted-U
relationship with proactive behaviors, such that levels of proactive behaviors are the highest at an intermediate level
of positive affect at work: too little or too high levels of positive affect at work are associated with reduced levels of
proactive behaviors.

Theoretical implications

By demonstrating a curvilinear relationship between positive affect at work and proactivity, we make two notewor-
thy contributions to the literature. First, our research contributes to the literature on proactivity. Previous research on
proactive behaviors has generally shown a positive linear relationship between positive affect and proactive behav-
iors (Bindl et al., 2012; Bissing-Olson et al, 2013; Den Hartog & Belschak, 2007; Fritz & Sonnentag, 2009). In this
article, we redirect prior theory that assumes that positive affect is always conducive to proactive behaviors. We do
so by theorizing and providing empirical evidence of a curvilinear relationship between positive affect and
proactivity. Our results are suggestive that at low levels of positive affect, individuals engage in fewer proactive be-
haviors because of reduced cognition and behavioral action tendency, and as positive affect at work increases to a
moderate level, employees are more likely to engage in proactive behaviors because of the broaden-and-build effect.
However, at high level positive affect, employees perceive that things are going well and that they do not need to
take proactive steps to change the status quo, resulting in lower levels of proactive behaviors. In sum, the curvilinear
pattern found across both studies offers a noteworthy refinement to prior theory and research, which has generally
assumed that more positive affect at work should contribute to more proactive behaviors.

2We also empirically tested whether results would be comparable without controlling for positive and negative affectivity. We found that when
positive and negative affectivity are not entered in the equation, the linear term of positive affect is insignificant (β = .06, ns), whereas the squared
term of positive affect is significant (β =�.22, p< .05). In addition, similar to Study 1, we also tested whether our results would be comparable
without controlling for years of supervision and supervisor’s familiarity with subordinate’s work. We found that when years of supervision and
supervisor’s familiarity with subordinate’s work are not entered in the equation, the linear term of positive affect is insignificant (β =�.01, ns),
whereas the squared term of positive affect is significant (β =�.20, p< .05).
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Figure 2. The curvilinear effects of positive affect at work on proactive behaviors (Study 2)
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Second, our findings also contribute to the burgeoning literature on positive organizational behavior (Luthans,
2002) and positive organizational scholarship in general (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). Concepts such as thriv-
ing (Porath et al., 2012), positive identity (Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 2010), psychological capital (Luthans,
Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007), vigor (Shirom, 2003), and work engagement (Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto,
Salanova, & Bakker, 2002) on an individual level as well as productive energy (Cole, Bruch, & Vogel, 2012), com-
passion organizing (Lilius, Worline, Dutton, Kanov, & Maitlis, 2011), and organizational virtuousness (Cameron,
Bright, & Caza, 2004) on an organizational level have proliferated in recent years (Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012).
A common assumption across these streams of literatures is the more-is-better notion: more individual thriving
is better for task performance (Porath et al., 2012), more work engagement is better for contextual perfor-
mance (Christian, Garza, & Slaughter, 2011), and more organizational virtuousness is better for firm perfor-
mance (Cameron et al., 2004). While our intention is not to discount the importance of positivity in the
workplace, our findings contribute to the growing literature on positive organizational behavior by providing
a more balanced point of view about the role of positivity in the workplace. In this study, we extend research
on positive organizational behavior and positive organizational scholarship by providing evidence that too
much positive affect at work can be detrimental for proactive behaviors. The argument is that employees with
very high levels of positive affect at work will see less necessity for change, as high positive affect serves as a
signal that the work environment is in good shape and not in need of major improvements. Indeed, our finding
corroborates with recent commentary suggesting that there can be indeed too much of a good thing (Grant &
Schwartz, 2011; Pierce & Aguinis, 2013).

Strengths and limitations

The design of our studies offers several methodological strengths. Past studies linking positive affect and proactive
behaviors are often troubled by common method bias (e.g., Warr, Bindl, Parker, & Inceoglu, 2013). In both studies,
we invited participants’ supervisors to provide ratings of proactive behaviors to avoid common method bias
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003) and found a more nuanced relationship between positive affect
and proactivity than previously assumed. In addition, the two different samples we collected data from contribute
to the generalizability of our findings. Specifically, we find the same inverted-U relationship between positive affect
at work and proactive behaviors despite differences in industry and organization. It will be interesting for future re-
search to examine whether relationships between positive affect at work and proactive behaviors differ depending on
who reports proactive behaviors (self-rated vs. supervisor-rated).
Notwithstanding these strengths, several limitations should be noted. First, in both studies, we used subjective vi-

tality at work as a measure of positive affect at work; however, it is possible to use other measures of emotion (e.g.,
Positive Affect and Negative Affect Scale; Watson et al., 1988) with a work referent. In addition, we have no way of
knowing whether participants responded with only work-related positive affect. This concern is somewhat mitigated
in that bivariate correlations in Study 2 revealed that positive and negative affectivity as individual traits are mod-
erately but not completely associated with positive affect at work, suggesting that participants are able to distinguish
between their general feelings and their positive affect at work. We encourage future research to use other
established measures with different methodologies (e.g., diary survey) to further dissect the curvilinear relationship
between positive affect at work and proactive behaviors.
Second, we recognized that selection bias is a possible limitation of the current study, especially in Study 1 in

which those who eventually took part in our study exhibited greater levels of subjective vitality and proactive behav-
iors than those who did not respond to our survey. It is possible that those who did not participate in Study 1 at all
were those who were lower on positive affect and who were less proactive themselves. Thus, it is likely that we are
missing participants who are low on positive affect and proactive behaviors (which would not threaten our claim of a
curvilinear relationship), and not those who are high on positive affect and high on proactive behaviors (which
would threaten our claim of a curvilinear relationship). Therefore, we believe that even if those low on positive affect
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and low on proactive behaviors did not participate, the curvilinear relationship remains intact. Furthermore, we rep-
licated the curvilinear findings from Study 2 (with a very high response rate), and thus, we are more confident that
our sample in Study 1 did not suffer from selection bias. Still, we encourage future research to use multiple methods
and strategies to enhance response rate, such as incentives (Church, 1993), use of a university sponsor (Greer,
Chuchinprakam, & Seshadri, 2000), limiting the number of items on a survey, or promise of a summary report
(Bednar & Westphal, 2006).
Third, we note that the current study tested the influence of positive affect at work on proactive behaviors

using a one-month time lag. Although such a time lag is not uncommon (e.g., Bindl et al., 2012, Study 2),
we note that future research may use an experience sampling technique to investigate the immediate effects
of positive affect at work on proactive behaviors. However, the time-frame chosen in Study 2 might be jus-
tified as our informal interviews suggest that—at least in this particular sample—proactive behaviors do not
take place on a daily or weekly basis. Still, future research will benefit from employing experience sampling
or day-level research techniques to better elucidate the effect of positive affect at work on proactive
behaviors.
Finally, it is important to note that we did not use a standardized measure of proactive behaviors in Study 2.

Although the generalizability of our findings is somewhat limited as a result, there are several reasons why we
believe that our tailored measure of proactive behaviors is of high quality. First, before data collection took
place, we noted that potential participants in Study 2 occupied supervisory role in the organization. Therefore,
we performed several interviews with our key informants to explore the types of proactive behaviors they
performed as a supervisor. Second, we adapted measures from the existing literature to better gauge the types
of proactive behaviors that participants performed in their specific work context. Third, we asked expert raters
to judge the relevance of our items and retained items that were consistent with the definition of proactive
behaviors. Finally, we note that our findings are consistent with those of Study 1, which used an established
measure. Therefore, we feel confident of the curvilinear relationship between positive affect at work and
proactive behaviors. Still, future research may use standardized measures of proactive behaviors such as Raub
and Liao’s (2012) measure of customer-focused proactive behaviors to increase the generalizability of our
finding.

Practical implications

Our findings have important practical implications. First, like past research demonstrating the linkage between
positive affect and proactive behaviors (Bindl et al., 2012), our research suggests that there are values in enhanc-
ing employees’ feeling of positive affect. Past research indeed suggests that organizational leaders can enhance
employees’ positive affect by enhancing leader’s transformational characteristics (Bono, Foldes, Vinson, &
Muros, 2007), providing opportunities for recovery both during work (Trougakos, Beal, Green, & Weiss, 2008)
and after work (Sonnentag, Binnewies, & Mojza, 2008), enhancing employees’ feeling of energy through provid-
ing autonomy, sense of competence, and belongingness (Quinn, Spreitzer, & Lam, 2012), and providing support
to manage work–family conflict (Rothbard, 2001). Second, and perhaps more intriguingly, supervisors should also
be keenly aware of situations when their employees feel overly positive. When their levels of positive affect at
work are too high, they may find their ability to focus and to exert additional effort and their motivation for pro-
active behaviors impaired. Organizational practices that generate high levels of subjective energy such as the use
of games (Mollick & Rothbard, 2013), parties (Dumas, Phillips, & Rothbard, 2013), and dependence on social
networking like Facebook and Twitter (Rothbard, Berg, & Ollier-Malaterre, 2013) may have unexpected
consequences on proactive behaviors if positive affect levels are raised too much. Rather than creating focus
and channeling attention, such high levels of positive affect may act as distraction hindering engagement in
proactive behaviors at work.
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Conclusion

Our studies offer new insights into the relationship between positive affect and proactive behaviors at work. We find
that rather than a simple linear relationship, the relationship seems to be curvilinear such that too much and too little
positive affect at work results in lower levels of proactive behaviors. Thus, we offer evidence that challenges the
“more is better” assumption commonly associated with positive affect in the workplace.
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Appendix A

Proactive Behaviors Scale (Study 2)
1. He/she actively looked for customer service concerns.
2. He/she looked for feedback from the customers to see if there were any problems.
3. He/she tried to correct faulty customer service processes before they became problems.
4. He/she tried to fix problems before customers even noticed.
5. He/she anticipated customer service concerns before they were noticed by others.
6. He/she took the initiative in identifying customer service problems.
7. He/she tried to learn from other departments about how we were doing to make sure there were no complaints.
8. He/she asked for feedback about customer service issues from those in other departments.
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