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Abstract: Drawing upon the Conservation of Resources theory, this study investigated the relationship between proactive
personality and strengths use, as well as the mediating role of psychological safety and the moderating role of exploitative
leadership within this relationship. Data were collected from 368 employees (females = 57.61%; mean age = 32.35;
SD = 6.31) working in various organizations in China at two points in time with a two-week interval. We conducted
structural equation modeling and a moderated mediation path analysis to test our hypotheses. The results demonstrated that
proactive personality is positively related to strengths use and psychological safety partially mediates the association of
proactive personality and strengths use. Furthermore, this study also found that exploitative leadership weakens the direct
relationship between proactive personality and psychological safety and the indirect relationship of proactive personality
with strengths use through psychological safety. This study identified the underlying mechanisms between proactive

personality and strengths use.
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Introduction

In the past two decades, the development of positive
psychology has sparked interest in positive psychological
traits and states, emphasizing the in-depth study of human
strengths and virtues (Kashdan et al., 2022). Exploring
how to stimulate employees’ potential and promote their
personal strengths use has become a significant topic in
organizational management research (Ding & Yu, 2021).
Strengths use can not only improve work efficiency but
also increase personal performance and job satisfaction
(Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2017). Thus, scholars call for
understanding and exploring the antecedents that affect
employees’ strengths use (Kong & Ho, 2016), which
holds crucial practical significance for enterprise manage-
ment. Personality is a key factor affecting individuals’
behaviors, a narrow stream of research has examined the
link between proactive personality and strengths use (van
Woerkom et al., 2016). However, the underlying mecha-
nisms related to the proactive personality and its strengths
use remain largely unexplored. This study explores why
and when proactive personality may influence employees’
strengths use.

Proactive personality and strengths use

Proactive personality refers to a trait-level inclination to
actively create change in the environment (Yi-Feng Chen
et al., 2021). Previous studies have confirmed that proac-
tive personality is a unique individual trait with distinct
predictive capabilities (Young et al., 2018). Strengths use
refers to a person’s unique characteristics and abilities,
which inspire vitality and lead to optimal performance
(Wood etal.,2011). The link between proactive personality
and strengths use is based on the specific characteristics of
proactive individuals. First, proactive individuals possess
strong intrinsic motivation and tend to take proactive

actions to influence and change their environment (Parker
et al., 2010). This implies that they can recognize oppor-
tunities and threats in their environment and proactively
seek and leverage opportunities to achieve their goals (Ilics
et al., 2005). During this exploration process, individuals
are more likely to identify and harness their strengths.
Second, strengths use can be considered a job-related
motivational resource as it facilitates achieving work
goals, such as higher performance and lower absenteeism
(Yi-Feng Chen et al., 2021). According to COR theory,
individuals with more resources are more likely to acquire
additional resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Hence, Proac-
tive individuals (personal resources) are more likely to
utilize their strengths (motivational resources) at work.
Previous limited research has established a positive direct
relationship between proactive personality and strengths
use (Frazier et al., 2017). For instance, research by Yi-Feng
Chen et al. (2021) also supports a positive correlation
between proactive personality and perceived strengths use
among healthcare professionals during the pandemic.

Psychological safety as a mediator

Psychological safety is defined as the sense of being able to
express oneself without fear of negative consequences for
self-image, status, or career (Lyu, 2016). Individuals with
high psychological safety can safely share opinions and
creative ideas and provide constructive criticism (Newman
et al., 2017). Existing research has shown that psychologi-
cal safety is positively related to job engagement, team and
individual performance, and creative behaviors (Frazier
et al., 2017). Certainly, some scholars have investigated
the significant antecedents of psychological safety. Among
these, individual differences are also considered impor-
tant factors influencing psychological safety. For example,
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May et al. (2004) explored how self-consciousness can
affect psychological safety.

We refer to the COR theory to explain the mediat-
ing role of psychological safety. The upward spiral of
resources hypothesis suggests that individuals who possess
resources are more likely to acquire additional resources,
leading to beneficial outcomes for the organization
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). Proactive personality, as a type of
trait resource, is more likely to accumulate psychological
resources, leading to behaviors beneficial to the individ-
ual and the organization (e.g., strengths use). Proactive
individuals tend to have a stronger sense of psychological
safety. This is because they often take action, influence
their environment, and proactively identify opportunities
and solve problems (Crant, 2000). They generally possess
higher confidence and intrinsic motivation, allowing them
to continuously acquire new resources like information,
social support, and a sense of control (Yang et al., 2011).
They tend to build open and trusting environments, lead-
ing to a greater sense of safety in their surroundings
compared to those without a proactive personality. Previ-
ous studies have also confirmed the positive relationship
between proactive personality and psychological safety
(Elsaied, 2018).

Conversely, psychological safety can provide the basis
for strengths use. According to the Johari Window, indi-
viduals may hide their strengths from themselves or others
(Luft & Ingham, 1961). As psychological safety increases,
trust within the group also strengthens, and individuals’
behaviors, motivations, and resources are revealed and
available for group use. Existing research has shown that
psychological safety can enhance the identification and
utilization of employee strengths (Ferguson, 2021).

The moderating role of exploitative leadership
Exploitative leadership is a highly self-centered style
that seeks personal gains at the expense of others
(Schmid et al., 2017). It has attracted widespread atten-
tion from scholars as an emerging destructive leadership
topic. Schmid et al. (2017) identified five dimensions of
exploitative leadership, namely genuine egoistic behaviors,
taking credit, exerting pressure, undermining development
and manipulating. Genuine egoistic behaviors refer to
leaders who prioritize their interests and view subordinates
as means to achieve personal gains. Taking credit captures
that leaders unfairly claim the hard work or achieve-
ments of their subordinates as their own. Exerting pressure
means leaders impose unnecessary and excessive pressure
on employees to force them to complete tasks. Under-
mining development means leaders continuously assign
tedious and boring tasks to employees and hinder their
career development. Manipulating describes that leaders
achieve their goals by sowing discord among subordinates
to benefit themselves. Existing research has demon-
strated the negative effects of exploitative leadership on
employees, such as decreased job satisfaction, increased
turnover intention, and perceived social exchange imbal-
ance (Pircher Verdorfer et al., 2019; Schmid et al., 2018).
As a form of destructive leadership, it serves as a
negative workplace stressor and a resource-depleting lead-
ership (Schmid et al., 2017). Exploitative leaders naturally

assume that others exist to serve them, which threatens
personal dignity (Guo et al., 2020). It is well known that
leader support is one of the most valuable social resources
in the workplace (Lee et al., 2018). Exploitative leader-
ship seldom offers guidance or learning opportunities to
employees, impeding their professional growth and career
development (Schmid et al., 2017), and potentially causing
a resource loss related to job control and autonomy (Guo
et al., 2020).

According to the COR theory, when employees expe-
rience actual or potential resource loss, they are more
likely to adopt defensive strategies to protect themselves
from further loss (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Individuals have a
stronger sensitivity to resource loss compared to resource
gain. In the context of exploitative leadership, where per-
sonal interests are prioritized over employee needs and
career growth, employees may feel that their personal
resources are drained without any return, resulting in extra
stress (Guo et al., 2023). Proactive individuals in such a
context may perceive self-expression as an interpersonal
risk that could lead to negative outcomes such as unfair
treatment. In fact, when the work environment does not
provide a supportive atmosphere, their intrinsic motivation
may diminish (Gagné & Deci, 2005). To avoid further
resource exploitation, these employees may adopt avoid-
ance or defensive measures to suppress their proactivity
(trait resources) and reduce risk-taking. Consequently,
exploitative leadership weakens the positive impact of
proactive personality on employees’ psychological safety.

Goal of the study

We examined the roles of psychological safety and
exploitative leadership in the relationship between proac-
tive personality and strengths use. Figure 1 shows our
research model. To achieve this goal, we tested the follow-
ing four hypotheses:

* Hypothesis 1: Proactive personality has a positive
association with strengths use.

* Hypothesis 2: Psychological safety mediates
the relationships between proactive personality and
strengths use.

* Hypothesis 3: Exploitative leadership weakens the
relationship between proactive personality and psycholog-
ical safety.

* Hypothesis 4: The indirect relationship between
proactive personality and strengths use via psychological
safety is negatively moderated by exploitative leadership.

Exploitative
leadership

Proactive
personality

Psychological
safety

——> Strengths use

Figure 1. The proposed conceptual model

Methodology
Participants and procedure

Credamo has been regarded as one of the most important
options for researchers conducting surveys in China. The
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platform is an intelligent and professional survey platform,
with registered users covering all provinces and cities
in China. We recruited participants for an online ques-
tionnaire survey through the Credamo platform between
January and February 2024. The participants in this sur-
vey were registered users of the platform, from different
provinces, cities, and companies. We selected currently
employed workers for the survey. All participants were
informed that the questionnaire was solely for academic
purposes, and its content would be kept anonymous and
confidential. Furthermore, participation was entirely vol-
untary, and they could withdraw from the survey at any
time. To avoid common method bias, we conducted two
rounds of data collection with a two-week interval.

In Stage 1, participants completed questionnaires con-
cerning the independent variable (proactive personality),
the moderating variable (exploitative leadership), and
demographic information. A total of 467 questionnaires
were collected in this phase, and after excluding those with
too short or too long response times, 424 valid question-
naires were retained. In Stage 2, participants completed
the questionnaires for the mediator variable (psychological
safety) and the outcome variable (strengths use). The
Credamo platform assigns a unique identifier (ID) to each
user, which we used to match the data from the two
phases. The design of our survey prevented participants
from skipping questions or declining to answer the ques-
tionnaire. A total of 368 questionnaires were collected in
Phase 2. The demographic analysis indicated that males
constituted 42.39% of the participants, 94.57% possessed
a bachelor’s degree or higher, the average age was 32.35
years (SD = 6.31), and the mean organizational tenure
stood at 8.57 years (SD = 6.20).

Measures

The study employed a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
“l = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree” to
measure all variables. To adapt the original all variables
English scales to the Chinese context, a translation-back-
translation procedure (Brislin, 1970) was adopted to ensure
semantic equivalence.

Proactive personality

Proactive personality was evaluated with a 10-item scale
used by Seibert et al. (1999). Sample items included
statements such as “I am always looking for better ways to
do things” and “I can spot a good opportunity long before
others can”. The Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.86.

Exploitative leadership

We measured exploitative leadership with 15 items
from Schmid et al. (2017). An example item is “My leader
takes it for granted that my work can be used for his or her
personal benefit”. In the current study, Cronbach’s « of the
exploitative leadership scale was 0.96.

Psychological safety
We measured psychological safety with 7 items scale used
by Edmondson (1999). An example item is “It is safe to
take a risk on this team”. Cronbach’s « of the psychological
safety scale was 0.77.

Strengths use

Strengths use was measured employing a 5-items scale
used by Ding et al. (2023). An example items for this scale
is “I seek opportunities to do my work in a manner that
best suits my strong points”. Cronbach’s « of the strengths
use scale was 0.76.

Control variables
In line with the research by Kong and Ho (2016), we
controlled for employee gender and organizational tenure.

Procedure

Our procedures involving human participants comply with
institutional and/or national research committee ethical
standards, as well as the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and
its later amendments or comparable ethical standards. All
participants were voluntary.

Data analysis

We employed structural equation modeling analysis with
bootstrapping analysis (resampling 5000) and utilized
95% bias-corrected confidence intervals to examine our
hypotheses. Consistent with previous studies, CFA was
undertaken to examine the discriminant validity of the
main research variables. As displayed in Table 1, the result
showed that the four-factor measurement model exhibited
a better data fit compared to alternative measurement
models.

Considering the self-report research and cross-
sectional survey design, there was a potential common
method bias (CMB) to arise. To reduce this, we adopted
the procedure control and statistics control strategies rec-
ommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003). Procedurally, data
were collected at two distinct time points separated by a
two-week interval. Statistically, a latent common method
factor was created and loaded on all items of proactive
personality, exploitative leadership, psychological safety,

Table 1. Results of CFAs: Comparison of measurement models

df x?*/df RMSEA CFI TLI IFI

Models X2

Four-factor model (baseline model) 1525.17
Three-factor model! 2239.26
Two-factor model? 2322.87
One-factor model® 2476.98

616 2.48 0.06 0.89 0.88 0.89
619 3.62 0.08 0.80 0.79 0.80
621 3.74 0.08 0.79 0.78 0.79
622 398 0.09 0.77 0.76 0.77

Notes. 'Proactive personality and exploitative leadership merged. *Proactive personality and
exploitative leadership merged, and psychological safety and strengths use merged. *All vari-

ables merged.
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Table 2. Means, standard deviations and correlations
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Gender 1.576 0.495 —
2. Age 32.348 6.314 —0.075 —
3. proactive personality 3.983 0.551 —0.053 0.114%* — - -
4. Exploitative leadership 2.291 0.915 0.069  —0.122*  —0.521** - - —
5. Psychological safety 3.503 0.627  —0.059 0.119*  —0.610** 0.658** - —
6. Strengths use 4.235 0.495 0.000 0.180*%*  —0.635%* 0.449%** 0.579%** —
Notes. N = 368, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
Gender
el
‘ AQ] L 08
Proactn./e »  Strengths use & Tenure
personality .006
b 490%
' 241%*
Exploitative -331%xx Psychological
1 leadership safety
A
- 125%*
e2
y
Proactive personality

xExploitative leadership

Figure 2. The results of the moderated mediating path analysis. Notes. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

and strengths use. Results demonstrated that the five-
factor measurement model comprising the method factor
and four research variables does mot exhibits a better fit
to the data (x? = 1495.79, df = 615, x*/df = 2.43,
RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.89, TLI = 0.88, IFI = 0.89).
Consequently, the present study did not exist significantly
common method bias.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses

Table 2 reported the means, standard deviations, and
correlations of research variables. The result of corre-
lation analyses underscored that proactive personality is
positively related to psychological safety (r = 0.61, p <
0.01), strengths use (r = 0.64, p < 0.01), psychological
safety is positively related to strengths use (r = 0.58, p <
0.01). Exploitative leadership is negatively correlated with
psychological safety (r = —0.66, p < 0.01) and strengths
use (r = —0.45, p < 0.01).

Proactive personality and strengths use

To examine these hypotheses, we used the structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM) to assess the mediational effect, as
well as conditional effect and the moderated mediating
effect based on 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals
(CI) with 5000 iterations in AMOS. Hypothesis 1 postu-
lated that proactive personality has a positive association
with strengths use. SEM with gender, tenure, proactive
personality and strengths use was established. Analytical
results indicated that this model fits the data very well (x>
= 5309, df = 3, x*/df = 1.77, RMSEA = 0.046, CFI
= 0.98, TLI = 0.97, IFI = 0.98). The path coefficient

between proactive personality and strengths use was sig-
nificant (estimate = 0.57, 95% CI: [0.46, 0.68]). There-
fore, Hypothesis 1 received support.

Mediation effect

We used moderated mediating SEM to examine Hypothe-
sis 2, 3, and 4. Results of the moderated mediation model
showed an adequate fit to the data (x2 = 13.79, df =
11, x?/df = 1.25, RMSEA = 0.03, CFI = 0.99 and TLI
= 0.99, IFI = 0.99). The direct path coefficients were
displayed in Figure 2. The indirect relationship of proactive
personality with strengths use via psychological safety
was significant (estimate = 0.12, 95% CI: [0.08, 0.18],
p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 2. Because the direct
relationship between proactive personality and strengths
use was significant (estimate = 0.40, 95% CI: [0.28,
0.54]) after introducing psychological safety as a mediator,
psychological safety partially mediates the relationship of
proactive personality with strengths use.

Moderation effect

Hypothesis 3 postulated that exploitative leadership weak-
ens the relationship between proactive personality and
psychological safety. The interaction term was significant
(estimate = —0.13, 95% CI: [-0.21, —0.03]). To fur-
ther elucidate this interaction effect, the interaction plot
of proactive personality and exploitative leadership on
psychological safety was depicted in Figure 3, and we
also conducted simple slope analysis. Results revealed a
stronger positive relationship between proactive personal-
ity and psychological safety when exploitative leadership
is low (estimate = 0.32, CI: [0.15, 0.46]) than high (esti-
mate = 0.20, CI: [0.02, 0.41]). Therefore, Hypothesis 3
received support from data.
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Figure 3. Moderation graph of proactive personality and psycho-
logical safety

Moderated mediation effect

Hypothesis 4 proposed that exploitative leadership weak-
ens the indirect relationship of proactive personality with
strengths use through psychological safety. The moder-
ated mediation effect was significant (estimate = —0.03,
p < 0.01, 95% CI: [—0.06, —0.01]. Further, the indirect
relationship of proactive personality with strengths use
via psychological safety was stronger when exploitative
leadership was low (estimate = 0.08, 95% CI: [0.05, 0.11])
than high (estimate = 0.05, CI: [0.01, 0.10]). Therefore,
Hypothesis 4 received support from data.

Discussion

This study investigated 368 employees across various
organizations, exploring the relationship between proac-
tive personality and strengths use, the mediating effect of
psychological safety, and the moderating role of exploita-
tive leadership in this relationship. All hypotheses were
confirmed by the research data. Our research results
offer multiple theoretical contributions and practical
implications.

First, the results of this study indicate a positive rela-
tionship between proactive personality and strength use.
This finding can be explained by the logic that individuals
with more resources are more likely to acquire additional
resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Proactive individuals
create opportunities to leverage their proactivity to gen-
erate work-related motivational resources (e.g., strength
use). This finding aligns with prior studies. For exam-
ple, Yi-Feng Chen et al. (2021) reported that proactive
personality positively correlates with perceived strength
use among healthcare professionals. This research further
substantiates the stability of this positive link via empirical
evidence in organizational contexts.

Second, this study found that psychological safety
mediates the positive linkage between proactive personal-
ity and strength use. This result can be interpreted using
the COR theory. Specifically, proactive personality serves
as a trait resource that activates employees’ psychological
resources (e.g., psychological safety), thus promoting their

strengths use. This also responds to the call by Newman
et al. (2017), encouraging researchers to integrate the
perspective of COR theory to fully understand the forma-
tion of psychological safety and its impact on workplace
outcomes. While prior studies have confirmed the positive
association between proactive personality and strengths
use, the underlying mechanism remains underexplored.
This research pioneers the inclusion of psychological
safety as a mediator, shedding light on how proactive
personality effectively impacts strengths use. Therefore,
this study provides an important contribution to under-
standing why and how proactive personality influences
strengths use.

Third, we found that exploitative leadership signif-
icantly negatively moderates the relationship between
proactive personality, psychological safety, and strengths
use. The COR theory provides an important theoretical
foundation for this finding. Specifically, when followers
experience resource loss due to exploitative leadership,
they tend to conserve proactive resources rather than
converting trait resources into psychological resources,
and subsequently into strength use. Previous studies have
highlighted that resources provided by leaders play a crit-
ical role in facilitating or hindering employees’ proactive
efforts and proactivity (Wei et al., 2021). Our study pro-
vides evidence for this argument by explaining the negative
moderating role of exploitative leadership, a destructive
leadership style, on the relationship between proactive
personality, psychological safety, and strengths use. More-
over, most current studies focus on the negative impacts
of exploitative leadership, such as knowledge hiding and
psychological stress (Guo et al., 2020; Majeed & Fatima,
2020), while overlooking its potential moderating effects
on individual trait utilization. This study extends the the-
oretical scope of exploitative leadership by uncovering its
unique role in the trait-psychology-behavior pathway.

Implications for research and practice

This research holds three key practical implications. First,
this study suggests that focusing on employees’ indi-
vidual traits is an effective strategy for enhancing job
performance. Proactive personality, as a trait resource,
can promote positive behaviors (such as strengths use)
by enhancing individuals’ psychological safety (psycho-
logical resource). Organizations should pay attention to
individual traits in the recruitment and selection process,
giving priority to those who demonstrate proactive person-
ality traits. Moreover, companies should offer personalized
development plans and training to help employees identify
and utilize their strengths, enhancing job satisfaction and
overall performance.

Second, this study emphasizes the importance of cre-
ating a work environment that fosters psychological safety
in promoting strengths use. Companies should design and
implement organizational cultures and policies that boost
psychological safety. Specific measures include providing
transparent communication channels, establishing positive
feedback mechanisms, and encouraging teamwork and
innovation. These initiatives can strengthen psychologi-
cal safety, which in turn boosts their work motivation
and performance.
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Third, avoiding exploitative leadership styles is a
crucial approach to enhancing psychological safety and
strengths use. Exploitative leadership weakens the positive
impact of proactive personality on psychological safety,
thereby affecting strengths use. Organizations should avoid
exploitative leadership styles in the selection and train-
ing of leaders, promoting and nurturing more supportive
leadership (Majeed & Fatima, 2020). By offering leader-
ship development programs and training, companies can
help leaders recognize the impact of their behavior on
psychological safety and job performance, thereby shaping
positive leadership styles.

Limitations and future research directions

This research also has its limitations and constraints.
First, the cross-sectional design of this study limits the
inference of causal relationships between proactive per-
sonality, psychological safety, and strengths use. Future
studies should consider employing longitudinal research to
establish causality and gain a better understanding of the
dynamic interactions among these variables over time.

Second, the data in this study came from a single
source, which may raise concerns about common method
bias. Although statistical controls were employed to mit-
igate this issue, future research should use multiple data
sources, such as evaluations from supervisors and col-
leagues, to enhance the robustness of the findings.

Third, this study found that exploitative leadership
weakens the positive impact of proactive personality on
psychological safety. This result is likely related to the
Chinese cultural context. The characteristics of respecting
authority and high tolerance in Chinese culture may lead
employees to be more inclined to suppress their proac-
tive personality when facing exploitative leadership (Lin
et al., 2013). Future research should further explore the
generalizability of this result in other cultural contexts
and delve into the role of cultural factors in this process.
Through cross-cultural research, a more comprehensive
understanding of the impact of exploitative leadership on
the relationship between proactive personality and psycho-
logical safety can be achieved, providing more universally
applicable theoretical support for global organizational
management practices.

Conclusion

This study reveals the underlying mechanisms between
proactive personality and strengths use in the Chinese
context, as well as the moderating role of exploitative
leadership. The findings suggest that psychological safety
acts as a mediator in the relationship between proac-
tive personality and strengths use. When the level of
exploitative leadership is high, proactive personality is
suppressed, resulting in decreased psychological safety
and consequently, reduced strengths use. This research not
only deepens the understanding of proactive personality
and exploitative leadership but also offers important prac-
tical insights for managers on how to effectively boost
employees’ strengths use.
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