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If the HR department doesn’t encourage initiative, unit
leaders can
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Today’s business environment is characterized by global competition, fast-paced innovation, and unpredictable
changes. In this context, companies in which employees feel empowered to take initiative to anticipate and solve
problems tend to outperform peers where employees simply follow rules and directions. Proactive employees will
identify new competitive threats and opportunities, anticipate changes in customer expectations, and keep their
knowledge and skills up to date.

David Kelley, the founder of IDEO, a design and innovation consulting firm, said that they value employees “who
don’t listen,” which may sound counter-intuitive to most corporate leaders, but such employees are the source of the
company’s success. And proactive employees feel a sense of self-mastery and autonomy, which improves morale.
But can one create such a culture — and, if so, how?

There are at least two paths to building a company of self-starters, suggested by our research. We studied the
workplace cultures at 22 different hotels that were part of the same European chain. The research invited members
of the hotels’ executive committees to report the human resources practices; front-line employees to report their
attitudes toward proactive behaviour and their perceptions of the department’s initiative culture; and the supervisors
to rate the employees’ personal-initiative behaviours. This research was based on data from 124 executive
committee members, 664 employees and 260 supervisors.

The results suggest that the use of effective human resource systems was one answer to building a self-starting
culture. Individual hotels that strongly emphasized self-initiative in their human resource systems indeed
communicated a culture of initiative to employees. These hotels hired self-starters, trained people to tackle problems
on their own, and made sure that people who solved customers’ problems without being asked were favourably
evaluated and rewarded in their paychecks.

Another successful example is SAS Institute, a leading software company. To build long-term relationships with
customers, SAS selects only employees who will prosper with little supervision, empowers employees to determine
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the best route to satisfy customers, and provides numerous developmental opportunities and support to help
employees accomplish their goals.

We also hypothesized that, regardless of what human resources departments did, departmental leaders would make
a difference – front-line supervisors at hotels who encouraged employees to work autonomously could improve the
initiative culture even further. But this second hypothesis turned out to be only partly true: departmental leaders’
empowering behaviours made a difference in initiative culture only when human resources efforts were thin or non-
existent. We anticipated the two approaches to inspiring employees to take initiative to reinforce and build on each
other. Instead, one seemed to substitute for the other.

Figure 1. Paths to promote employees’ personal initiative

While this came as a surprise, it could be good news for enterprises that can’t afford a thorough human resources
system. Having a fully-fledged human resources systems that is supportive of individual initiative is terrific, but it can
be costly. This research says that in cases where such a system doesn’t exist yet or is difficult to implement, for
example in start-ups or small firms, having an empowering leader who is good at delegating authority, keeping
people informed, involving people in decision making, and coaching people to solve problems on their own can
compensate for the deficiency.

Therefore organizations can adopt either one or the other approach, depending on which is more cost-effective. If a
human resources program is weak in this area, empowering managers could jump into the breach. At SAS,
supervisors are encouraged to provide employees with necessary guidance and tools, and then leave them alone.
Supervisors engage in extensive communication with employees only to provide developmental feedback.

This research further found that employees in a self-starting culture tend to display three motivational states:

First, because people are allowed to learn through mistakes, they have confidence in their abilities to perform
various tasks on their own (“can do” motivation).

Second, people also experience intrinsic motivation to excel in their work (“reason to” motivation), due to the
level of trust and respect that the management places on them.

Lastly, given autonomy and self-mastery, people also display engagement and passion with their work
(“energized to” motivation).

This study found that while all three characteristics were critical for employees to get proactive, “can do” was the
most powerful determinant of initiative-taking behaviour.
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Notes:

This post is based on the author’s article “What It Takes to Get Proactive: An Integrative Multi-level Model of
the Antecedents of Personal Initiative,” co-authored with Ying Hong, Steffen Raub and Joo Hun Han, Journal
of Applied Psychology.

The post gives the views of its authors, not the position of LSE Business Review or the London School of
Economics.
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