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PROACTIVE PERSONALITY AND PERFORMANCE FROM A RELATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

Abstract

In accordance with the similarity attraction paradigm, this paper investigates when and how
proactive employees can be rated as proactive performers by proposing supervisor-subordinate
marital status similarity as a relational moderator and leader-member exchange as the mediator.
It therefore advances understanding of performance evaluation of proactive employees. Data
from a sample of 471 Chinese employees and their 161 supervisors are used to examine the
models hypothesized. The results show that LMX mediates the interaction effect between a
proactive personality and supervisor-subordinate marital status similarity on supervisors’
evaluations of proactive performance. When proactive employees and their supervisors have
similar (dissimilar) marital status, the indirect relationship between proactive personality and
supervisor-rated proactive performance via LMX is stronger (weaker). Theoretical and practical

implications are discussed.
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Introduction

Organizational survival and success in today’s competitive environment largely depend on
employee proactivity (Grant & Ashford, 2008; Parker & Collins, 2010). Therefore, organizations
expect their employees to perform proactively (Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007) and reward
proactive employees with higher salaries and promotion opportunities (Seibert, Kraimer, &
Crant, 2001). There are two research streams in the proactivity literature, one studying positive
outcomes of employee proactive personalities (e.g. Li, Liang, & Crant, 2010; Sun & Van
Emmerik, 2015) and one investigating the antecedents of employee proactive performance (e.g.
Griffin, Parker, & Mason, 2010; Schilpzand & Huang, 2018). Although knowledge has
accumulated in each stream, they do not communicate with each other. That is, relatively less is
known about whether proactive employees are always seen as proactive performers in the eyes of
supervisors. This omission could be partly because prior research has assumed that an employee
having a proactive personality, defined as a disposition to make personal efforts to create a
favorable environment (Bateman & Crant, 1999), must lead to him or her performing
proactively. In other words, scholars have assumed that proactive employees must be recognized
as proactive performers by others in the workplace (e.g., their direct supervisors). However,
because proactive employees tend to challenge the status quo (Crant, 2000; Grant & Ashford,
2008), they may not be favored by their supervisors or be evaluated as higher performers (Grant,
Parker, & Collins, 2009). Instead, supervisors may regard them as troublemakers who might
cause ill-timed distractions (Chan, 2006) or even as threats to their authority (Frese & Fay, 2001;
Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006). It is therefore necessary to investigate when and how
supervisors regard proactive employees as proactive performers to advance our understanding of

employee proactivity.
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In conformity with the similarity attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1971; Jamieson, Lydon, &
Zanna, 1987), numerous studies have shown that when employees and their supervisors share
similar characteristics they are more likely to build and maintain high-level leader-member
exchange (LMX) (Epitropaki & Martin, 1999; Vecchio & Brazil, 2007), which is positively
related with supervisor (proactive) performance evaluations (Duarte, Goodson, & Klich, 1994).
We therefore propose a relational moderator — supervisor-subordinate marital status similarity —
to explain the conditions under which a proactive personality is more likely to increase LMX,
which in turn will lead to higher supervisor evaluations of proactive performance. We
particularly focus on marital status similarity because although the relational demography
literature has shown that demographic similarity can positively influence LMX (Gerstner & Day,
1995; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989), previous studies have tended to concentrate on gender and race
(e.g., Turban, Dougherty, & Lee, 2002), and sometimes age, education and length of tenure (e.g.,
Triana, Richard, & Yicel, 2017). Unlike these demographic categories, marital status provides
unique insights into the effects of social category similarity on LMX. This is because, unlike
other aspects of relational demographic similarity, marital status is a self-selected social category
which carries important value-laden information (Byrne & Carr, 2005; Depaulo & Morris, 2006).
Moreover, supervisor-subordinate marital status similarity has received little attention in
organizational settings.

Being married and being single each have both positive and negative work-related
stereotypical associations. On the one hand, married people have been theoretically stereotyped
as having more stable lives (DePaulo & Morris, 2005b) and are also often seen as mature and
responsible in the workplace (Frone, 2003), whereas single people have been assumed to be

irresponsible and socially poorly-adjusted, particularly those who are not married beyond the
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normal age for marriage (Depaulo & Morris, 2005a; Etaugh & Birdoes, 1991; Morris et al.,
2008). On the other hand, managers have begun to be concerned that the families of married
workers may interfere with their work (Ling & Poweli, 2001). They realize that marriage and
children decrease the time and effort that can be devoted to work (Gutek, Searle, & Klepa, 1991)
and that stress and negative emotion caused by families (e.g., quarrels) may result in impatient,
irresponsible and even abusive supervision (Burton, Hoobler, & Scheuer, 2012; Kiewitz et al.,
2012). Because of the value-laden nature of marital status, it is reasonable to argue that ingroup
attribution bias will work more effectively for supervisor-subordinate marital status similarity
than other inherent demographic similarities. Numbers of cases of marital status discrimination
have increased and it is still an issue nowadays (Elliswhittman, n.d.). This is particularly true in
Chinese culture, where marriage has long been associated with social norms so that traditional
stereotypes of marital status are significant in Chinese organizations (Xu et al., 2007; Zhang,

2010). On the biggest Chinese question-and-answer website, Zhihu (http://zhihu.com), there are

many ongoing debates about how to deal with marital status discrimination in the workplace and
how to deal with conflicts with supervisors and employers due to marital status dissimilarity. We
therefore collect data from working adults in China to test our theoretical model (Figure 1),
which investigates the indirect relationship between proactive personality and proactive

performance via LMX moderated by supervisor-subordinate marital status similarity.

Our research makes unique contributions to both the proactivity and the relational

demography literatures. First, prior research investigating the outcomes of employee proactive
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personalities has mainly focused on in-role (e.g., Zhang, Wang, &Shi, 2012) and extra-role
performance (organizational citizenship behavior, Li et al., 2010) but has overlooked their
impact on proactive performance, the most direct performance evaluation of proactive
employees. We therefore contribute to the employee proactivity literature by empirically
examining the proactive personality-performance association from a relational perspective.
Second, our paper highlights the unique role of marital status similarity as a relational moderator
according to the similarity-attraction paradigm. By integrating the effect of attributional bias
regarding marital status on supervisor-subordinate relationships, this research advances our
understanding of factors that affect supervisor performance evaluations of proactive employees.
Furthermore, our study is among the first in the relational demography literature to shed light on
the crucial role of marital status similarity by viewing marital status as a value-laden category
rather than a stable demographic variable, and therefore it opens up a new avenue for examining

the effects of relational demography in organizations.

Hypothesis Development

A relational perspective on proactive employees and their supervisors

We maintain that proactive employees and their supervisors are both motivated to develop high-
quality LMX relationships. From the perspective of proactive employees, because immediate
supervisors are critical sources of work-related information and are authorized to decide in-unit
resource allocation (Wesolowski & Mossholder, 1997), building high-quality exchange
relationships with supervisors can enable them to identify work-related opportunities (Li et al.,
2010) and so gain greater autonomy to effectively improve their work situations (Grant &

Ashford, 2008). As has been shown in prior research, proactive employees have better political
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knowledge (Seibert, Crant, & Kraimer, 1999; Seibert et al., 2001) and they constantly seek ways
to create a relational environment which is beneficial for them to take initiatives to perform their
tasks effectively (Thompson, 2005). From the perspective of supervisors, a good relationship
with proactive employees is also beneficial. Proactive employees set working goals and seek
ways to improve their work (Zhang et al., 2012) so supervising them requires less time and
effort. At the same time, their proactive efforts contribute to achieving group goals (Campbell,
2000; Li et al., 2010). However, due to supervisors potentially having unfavorable opinions
regarding proactive employees, as was discussed in the introduction, there may be a relational
boundary condition. We articulate this argument in the next sections, where we introduce the
moderating role of supervisor-subordinate marital status similarity and the mediating effect of

LMX.
Marital Status Similarity as a Relational Moderator

According to the similarity-attraction paradigm, people see other parties who are similar to
themselves in important respects more favorably (Turban & Jones, 1988), which can lead to
liking and LMX (Graen & Cashman, 1975; Liden, Wayne, & Stilwell, 1993; Phillips & Bedeian,
1994). Previous studies have shown that demographic similarities are important references for
both employees and supervisors for them to initially evaluate each other and they influence the
quality of relationships between them (Epitropaki & Martin, 1999; Vecchio & Brazil, 2007).
Going beyond the traditional relational demographic similarities such as of gender, age and race
(e.g., Turban et al., 2002; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989), we propose that marital status similarity
provides the important conditions under which good exchange relationships are more likely to
develop between proactive employees and their supervisors. In addition, focusing on marital

status similarity in Chinese culture is particularly interesting. Chinese people’s feelings about
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marriage have dramatically shifted in recent decades. Research has shown that most of the
Chinese younger generation choose to get married much later than society expects them to
(Yeung & Hu, 2013; 2016; Yu & Xie, 2013). Many more Chinese people choose to get divorced
to be single again so the numbers of divorced couples in China have markedly increased (Wang
& Zhou, 2010). These facts indicate that there might be a broad variety of marital statuses in
Chinese organizations, making investigating marital status similarity interesting and important to
understand how it interacts with proactive personality to affect LMX.

First, we argue that compared with other demographic categories (e.g., gender, age, race)
which are inherent, people can choose whether and when to get married, which makes marital
status a value-laden choice (Byrne & Carr, 2005; Depaulo & Morris, 2006). Employees and
supervisors with similar marital status share similar cognitive information processing to interpret
events and process information of particular importance to increase mutual understanding and
form good relationships. For example, married supervisors and their married employees will
share understanding of difficulties that married couples may encounter in life and at work, and
therefore appreciation of flexible work schedules. In this case, the similarity creates an inclusive
climate and so encourages them to deal with work problems in a creative and friendly way. As a
consequence, a married proactive employee is more likely to build a good relationship with a
married supervisor and to suggest a more flexible way to better finish a job because he/she
believes the suggestion will be appreciated and understood. Similar considerations may apply to
single supervisors and their single employees. In contrast, misunderstanding or even hostility
may arise between an employee and a supervisor when they have different marital statuses. As
mentioned, married supervisors may think single employees are less responsible and mature than

married employees (Etaugh & Birdoes, 1991; Morris et al., 2008) and single supervisors may
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have concerns about married employees’ commitment to work (King et al., 2012; Reina,
Peterson, & Zhang, 2017), which can harm their relationship.

Hypothesis 1: Supervisor-subordinate marital status similarity will positively interact
with proactive personality in LMX so that the positive relationship between proactive personality
and LMX is stronger (weaker) when the supervisor and the employee have similar (dissimilar)

marital status.
LMX as a Relational Mediator

The quality of supervisor-subordinate exchange relationships has been shown to predict
supervisor performance evaluations (Duarte, Goodson, & Klich, 1994). First, high LMX reflects
mutual trust and support on the part of the supervisor (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Once formed, it
is likely to affect an employee’s courage to proactively perform work tasks and belief that such
efforts will be taken seriously and rewarded fairly (Hsiung, 2012; Van Dyne, Kamdar, &
Joireman, 2008). From the perspective of supervisors, it is beneficial to reward proactive
employees who they have good relationships with. Proactive employees set working goals and
use initiative to seek ways to improve their work (Zhang et al., 2012) These self-starting efforts
contribute to effectively accomplishing the group’s work goals (Campbell, 2000; Li et al., 2010),
for which supervisors will obtain rewards and recognition of their leadership. In contrast, low
LMX results in high relational concerns, e.g. negative feelings and behavioral expectations,
which might not only inhibit proactive employees’ willingness to take initiatives but also
decrease supervisor positive evaluations of proactive employees’ performance. After all,
proactive employees with a poor dyadic relationship with the supervisor may tend to avoid
performing proactively even if they know their performance could benefit the organization

(Parker et al., 2006; Ramus & Steger, 2000). At the same time, even if they still perform their
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work tasks proactively, supervisors with whom they have low LMX may fail to identify,
recognize and reward them for their proactivity due to negative attribution bias or concerns about
threats to their status, as was mentioned above. Therefore, we propose that when proactive
employees form high-level LMX with their supervisors they are more likely to be evaluated as
proactive performers, whereas when proactive employees can only maintain low-level LMX with
their supervisors they are more likely to be under-evaluated. Therefore, we expect LMX can
predict supervisors’ evaluations of proactive performance.

Given the interactive effect of proactive personality and supervisor-employee marital
status similarity on LMX predicted in Hypothesis 1, we propose a mediated moderation model
(Edwards & Lambert 2007) in which LMX mediates the interactive effect of proactive
personality and supervisor-employee marital status similarity on supervisor evaluations of
proactive performance. Therefore,

Hypothesis 2: LMX mediates the interactive effects of proactive personality and
supervisor-employee marital status similarity on supervisor evaluations of proactive
performance, so that the indirect relationship between proactive personality and supervisor
evaluations of proactive performance via LMX will be stronger (weaker) when the supervisor

and the employee have similar (dissimilar) marital status.

Method

Sample and Procedures

The sample in our study consists of employees and their direct supervisors in various industries
and sectors. We contacted the human resource (HR) departments of 180 Chinese companies in

various provinces. To ensure the quality of our sample, we had previously discussed with the HR
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managers whether their companies were appropriate to study proactivity. That is, whether
employee proactivity was appreciated in their organizations and whether employees had
opportunities to express their proactivity. The result was that 139 agreed to participate in our data
collection and met our criteria. We sent them hard-copy questionnaires. The managers were
asked to randomly pick two workgroups to complete our questionnaires, including both
supervisors and their employees. The first two initial characters of their names were used to
match the supervisor-employee pairs, and were deleted once the data were matched. Each
employee was given an envelope to assure them that their responses were confidential. The
completed questionnaires were directly mailed back to the researchers.

Six hundred and sixteen employees and their supervisors completed and returned their
questionnaires. We were able to match 417 pairs nested in 161 supervisors, with a response rate
of 67.7%. In addition to demographic information, the employees answered questions about the
proactiveness of their personalities and LM X with their supervisors. The supervisors were asked
to rate each employee’s proactive work behavior.

Of the employees, 55.6% were male and 44.4% were female. Age was measured as a
continuous variable divided into eight categories: 21-25, 26-30, 31-35, 36-40, 41-45, 46-50, 51-
55 and 56-60. The majority of the employees were aged between 31and 40: 35.3% in the 31-35
category and 25.5% in the 36-40 category. 15.5% of them were aged between 21 and 25 and the
rest were aged between 41 and 60. 13.1% of them had graduated from high school or equivalent
(GED), 30.7% had a two-year qualification, 52.8% had a four-year qualification and 3.4% had a
graduate degree. 68.6% were married and 31.4% were single. We measured their tenure in years.

They had worked in their current companies for an average of 5.53 years (SD = 5.76).
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As for the supervisors, 65.6% were male and 34.4% were female. Most of them (58.1%)
were aged between 31 and 40, 11.9% between 26 and 30, 18.8% between 41and 45, only one
between 21 and 25 and the rest between 46 and 60. Their average tenure was 8.23 years (SD =
6.64). 3.8% of the supervisors had graduated from high school or equivalent (GED), 33.3% had a
two-year qualification, 61.6% had a four-year qualification and 1.3% had a master degree. 95.6%

were married and 4.4% were single.
Measures

The questionnaires were administered in Chinese. As they were originally developed in English,
we employed the back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1970). The response scales for the
following perceptual measures in our questionnaires all ranged from 1= strongly disagree to 7 =
strongly agree.

Proactive personality. We used 10 items developed by Seibert, Crant, and Kraimer
(1999). An example item is “I am constantly on the lookout for new ways to improve my life.”
The Cronbach’s alpha was .90.

LMX. We used a seven-item scale from Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995). An example item is
“My leader understands my problems and needs.” The Cronbach’s alpha was .90.

Supervisor-evaluated proactive performance. We adopted the instrument in Fritz et al.
(2010) with 7 items to measure employee proactive behavior. The supervisors were asked to
assess each employee’s proactive work behavior. An example item is “During the past few
weeks, he/she attacked problems actively.” The Cronbach’s alpha was .90.

Dyadic marital status similarity. We created a variable to capture the difference between
employee marital status and supervisor marital status by subtracting the latter from the former.

Marital status was coded as 1 = single (i.e. unmarried, divorced, widowed) or 2 = married. We
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then coded this new variable into a dummy variable which took value 0 for dissimilarity (either a
single supervisor and a married employee or a married supervisor and a single employee) or 1=
similarity (either both were single or both were married).

Control variables. It has been found that perceptions of LMX quality might be influenced
by respondent demographic variables, such as age, gender and education (Bauer & Green, 1996).
Following suggestions in Zhang et al. (2012), we therefore controlled for similarity of these
variables.

Gender similarity was calculated as a dichotomous variable, with 0 = dissimilarity and 1
= similarity. In line with previous studies (e.g., Lau, Lam, & Salamon, 2008; Tsui, Poter, &
Egan, 2002), we used the absolute difference between the employees’ and their supervisors’ ages
and length of education. That is, a higher value indicated higher dissimilarity. In addition, we

also controlled for both leader and follower tenure to partial out their effects.
Analytical Approach

We tested our hypotheses with structural equation modelling using Mplus 7.2 (Muthén &
Muthén, 2012). As our employee respondents were clustered in the data, to correct for bias in the
standard error estimates we used cluster-robust standard errors (CR-SESs) (also referred to as
empirical standard errors and sandwich estimators, McNeish, Stapleton, & Silverman, 2017).
Our aim was to correct for bias based on the residuals to yield more accurate regression

coefficient estimates.

Results

Descriptive Results
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Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics of our variables, including reliability estimates and
correlations with the main and control variables. Proactive personality was positively correlated
with LMX (r = .54, p <.01) and proactive performance (r = .15, p <.01). The correlation
between marital status similarity and LMX was positive (r =.13 p <.01). The relationship
between LMX and proactive performance was positive and significant (r = .22, p <.01). These

results provided preliminary support for our hypotheses.

Hypothesis Testing

To test our hypotheses, a moderated mediation model was specified using Mplus 7.2. The results
are shown in Table 2. To test Hypothesis 1, which predicted a moderating effect of proactive
personality and marital status similarity on LMX, we mean-centered proactive personality
(Dawson, 2014) before creating the moderating product. As Table 2 shows, marital status
similarity was positively and significantly related to LMX (B = .26, p = .04). The moderating
effect of marital status similarity and proactive personality was positively and significantly
related to LMX (B = .35, p =.02). Simple slope analyses suggested that a proactive personality
had a stronger positive effect on LMX when supervisor-employee marital status was similar (i.e.
marital status similarity = 1) (simple slope = .70, p <.001) than when it was dissimilar (i.e.
marital status similarity = 0) (simple slope = .35, p =.02). The difference between these two
slopes was significant (diff = .35 p =.02). To better understand the moderating effect of marital
status similarity and proactive personality, in Figure 2 we plot simple slopes using the procedure

suggested in Aiken, West, & Reno (1991). As the figure shows, the positive relationship between
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proactive personality and LMX was stronger when supervisor-employee marital status was

similar. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

To test Hypothesis 2, we examined the conditional mediation effect to compare the
indirect effect between proactive personality and proactive performance via LMX under different
marital status similarity conditions. The results are reported in Table 3. The conditional indirect
effect of proactive personality on proactive performance via LMX was stronger and significant
when supervisor-employee marital status was similar (.12, p <.01 95% CI [.03, .21], excluding
zero). The conditional indirect effect was non-significant when supervisor-employee marital
status was different (.06, ns) since 0 was included in the 95% confidence interval [-.01, .13].

Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Discussion

In accordance with the similarity attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1971), we have proposed and
examined a moderated mediation model that explains when and how a dispositional proactive
trait is translated into supervisor-rated proactive performance. As hypothesized, we found that
marital status similarity moderated the indirect relationship between employee proactive

personality and proactive performance through LMX. Proactive employees who share the same
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(different) marital status as their supervisors are more (less) likely to be rated as higher (lower)
proactive performers because they are more likely to build high (low) exchange relationships
with their supervisors. These findings indicate that married (single) proactive employees may not
be regarded as proactive performers by their single (married) supervisors because they may have
low levels of LMX. Our research has theoretical and practical implications which we outline in

the following sections.
Theoretical implications

First, we have contributed to the employee proactivity literature by empirically examining the
proactive personality-performance association from a relational perspective. By studying the
moderating effect of marital status similarity and the mediating effect of LMX, we link
dispositional proactive personality and supervisor-rated proactive performance. Our results
highlight the importance of considering how supervisors regard proactive employees from a
relational perspective. Specifically, the finding of marital status similarity as a boundary
condition indicates that we should not take for granted the relationship between proactive
personality and other-rated proactive performance. That is, an employee’s proactive personality
may not necessarily mean a higher proactive performance evaluation in the eyes of his/her
supervisor, which has been largely overlooked in prior research. Therefore, we suggest an
important new avenue for future research to extend our findings and explore other mechanisms
and conditions that are essential for proactive employees to be regarded as proactive performers.
Second, we have contributed to the relational demographic similarity literature by
proposing and investigating a new form of relational demographic similarity — marital status
similarity — which enriches the scope of relational demography that can be investigated in future

research. By including previously identified aspects of relational demographic similarity —i.e.
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gender, age and education similarity — as control variables, our findings demonstrate a stronger
and unique effect of marital status in relational demography and thus contribute with our newly
proposed marital status similarity. Our study fills important research gaps by demonstrating the
positive effects of marital status similarity and provides an avenue for future research to consider
other value-laden and self-selected categories, such as the functional area or professional
affiliations. Similarity in these categories is more organizationally relevant and might have more
implications explaining the effect of similarity on supervisor-employee relationships.

Third, the role of marital status similarity in the modern workplace that we have found
support for has been a relatively less explored area in both Chinese and western societies. We
found our results in a collectivism-salience culture, and they might not be only explained by the
similarity-attraction theory presented by western scholars (Byrne, 1971). As argued earlier, they
can be attributed to the fact that much misunderstanding, miscommunication and even hostility
may occur between married and single employees with increasing numbers of single people. For
example, in the U.S. single (i.e. divorced, widowed and always single) employees make up over
40% of the nation’s full-time workforce (Casper, Weltman, & Kwesiga, 2007). As being single is
increasingly more prevalent, our results have provided implications for future research by
preliminarily exploring marital status in the Chinese context. More research is needed to examine

this issue in western societies.
Practical Implications

Our findings suggest that employees showing proactivity can be more (less) effective in a marital
status congruent (or incongruent) context. On the basis of our findings we recommend that
supervisors should pay close attention to the role of marital status similarity in supervision and

teamwork, which has long been ignored, to promote mutual understandings and trust with
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employees. In particular, if a supervisor works with an employee who is proactive but has a
different marital status, the supervisor should be aware that the marital status incongruent setting
could be an obstacle to developing high-quality exchange relationships with the employee, which
can negatively influence the employee’s proactive performance. In addition, employee-
supervisor relationships operate in two ways. Our findings also have implications for employees,
who sometimes find it challenging to be proactive when they work with certain supervisors and
wonder what the reason is. Our findings suggest that different marital status could be one factor
that causes misunderstanding and conflict.

We therefore provide suggestions about how supervisors and employees can be more
effective in a marital status incongruence setting. First, we suggest that both supervisors and
employees who are in such a situation should develop perspective-taking skills to help them
understand the other party’s viewpoint and therefore their issues and concerns (Parker & Axtell,
2001), which can greatly reduce relational conflicts (Galinsky, Rucker, & Magee, 2016). Leaders
can provide employees with more opportunities in decision-making to understand their
perspectives, which has been shown to be positively associated with working relations (Kossek,
Lobel, & Brown, 2006). Employees, on the other hand, need to tailor their proactivity to consider
their supervisor’s perspective. Second, we suggest that both parties can still make attempts to
build deep-level similarities despite being different in material status. By organizing and
participating in informal events and activities, supervisors and employees can socialize at a deep
level (Zheng, et al., 2021), which can develop similar work values and promote mutual
understanding (Klein & Wang, 2010). All these measures can enhance the possibility of high-
quality relationships between supervisors and subordinates with dissimilar marital status so that

proactive employees will feel comfortable to express their proactivity. Given that proactive
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employees are organizations' most important human capital, creating a positive relational
atmosphere for them to behave proactively through the endeavors of supervisors would be

efficient resource utilization and should be included as a leadership responsibility.
Limitations and Future Research Directions

First, although our data were all collected via a survey (a common method), multiple sources of
construct measurement (supervisor and subordinate) and the use of an objective independent
variable — e.g. marital status — greatly decrease bias from common method variance (CMV). Our
focus on a moderated mediation hypothesis further mitigates concerns associated with CMV.
Monte Carlo studies strongly suggest that significant interaction effects, which are central to our
hypotheses and for which we found support, cannot be attributed to common method variance
(Evans, 1985; Harrison, McLaughlin, & Coalter, 1996). However, longitudinal designs will be
important in future research to confirm our results and further support the causality of the
hypothesized relationships.

Second, our research has categorized all unmarried, widowed and divorced individuals as
single people! but these statuses might be seen differently in the Chinese context. Divorce is
sometimes seen as a failure in China, which might lead to negative social judgments or
discrimination. This discrimination can to some extent be extended to supervisor evaluations of
divorced employees’ performance and work competence. Because different ways of being single
differ in terms of social judgment, the influence of marital status similarity on supervisor-
employee relationships may differ too. Unmarried supervisors might have a negative bias against

divorced employees, which is less likely to promote high quality LMX. Therefore, future

L Only five of our employees reported they were divorced and none of employees or supervisors reported they were
widows. Therefore, we were unable to differentiate them in our analysis.



PROACTIVE PERSONALITY AND PERFORMANCE FROM A RELATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

research might benefit from investigating whether divorce has an effect on supervisor
evaluations and how diverse marital statuses influence leader-member exchange relationships
and employee proactive behavior.

Third, our research regards marital similarity as a dichotomous variable, which, although
this is in line with previous research in the relational demographic similarity literature (e.g., Lau
et al., 2008; Tsui et al., 2002), is limited in showing the difference between different similarity
and dissimilarity conditions. Future research can extend our findings by investigating marital
status similarity between employees and supervisors with more specific situations. For example,
it could involve four situations: 1) the employee is single and the supervisor is married; 2) the
employee is single and the supervisor is single; 3) the employee is married and the supervisor is
single; 4) the employee is married and the supervisor is married.? Doing this could produce

richer knowledge to advance the field.

2 Unfortunately, we were unable to explore these situations due to very unequal subsamples for each condition.
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