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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: With organizations increasingly requiring employees to proactively manage their job and career,
Proactive behaviors researchers have examined various proactive behaviors, such as feedback-seeking behavior and

Feedback-seeking behavior
Personal initiative

Work meaningfulness
Sensemaking

personal initiative. However, few studies have explored the relationships and dynamics among
these behaviors. Based on sensemaking theory, this paper argues that employees' feedback-
seeking behavior is positively associated with their performance through two stages: meaning-
fulness and personal initiative. Our hypotheses were tested and supported using two samples: 196
supervisor-subordinate dyads from one large organization in China (Study 1) and panel data of
207 full-time employees from the UK (Study 2). Our findings highlight the importance of
recognizing the distinctiveness of different forms of proactive behavior and the synergistic way
they contribute to performance. We also demonstrate that employees can seek feedback and
construct meaningful work experiences in an agentic manner, which contributes to the literature
on career crafting and career self-management.

1. Introduction

Today's work environment is increasingly flexible, decentralized, and uncertain, making it essential for employees to proactively
manage their performance and careers for continuous improvement (Frese & Fay, 2001; Sherf & Morrison, 2020; Vancouver &
Morrison, 1995). As a result, researchers have focused extensively on the role of proactive behaviors, defined as self-directed and
future-focused actions that individuals take to bring about changes in themselves or their environment within an organization (Bindl &
Parker, 2011; Grant & Ashford, 2008), in the self-management process of performance and career development (e.g., Crant, 2000;
Grant & Parker, 2009; Parker & Collins, 2010). Among these studies, researchers have examined a diverse set of proactive behaviors,
including those employees undertake to gauge information regarding their own performance (e.g., Ashford & Black, 1996; Ashford &
Cummings, 1983), change their work environment (e.g., Frese et al., 1996; Frese & Fay, 2001), and those that play important roles in
career planning and exploration (e.g., De Vos et al., 2009; Jiang et al., 2019).

As knowledge of specific types of proactive behaviors increases, researchers have called for an effort to integrate previous research
across domains using a process-oriented view, which includes the cognitive and behavioral processes involved in generating proactive
goals, enacting those goals, and the sequential outcomes (e.g., Bindl et al., 2012; Grant & Ashford, 2008; Jiang et al., 2023; Parker
et al., 2010). However, research examining whether one proactive behavior triggers another is still in its early stages (e.g., Crant,
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2000). This is an important oversight, as different types of proactive behaviors have different antecedents (Cooper-Thomas et al., 2014;
Parker & Collins, 2010; Wu et al., 2018), and it is necessary to examine how they relate to one another and how they synergistically
contribute to an individual's self-management of performance and career as a process (Jiang et al., 2023), the knowledge of which
could enrich the understanding of the dynamic nature of the career proactivity (Jiang et al., 2023). Sensemaking theory (Weick, 1993,
1995) provides a framework to address this gap, and the proposed process model (Fig. 1) indicates the positive relationship between
feedback-seeking behavior and performance through work meaningfulness (Stage 1) and personal initiative (Stage 2).

Sensemaking theory is suitable for studying the role of proactive behavior in one's performance and career because it emphasizes
the role of interpretation and meaning-making in shaping individuals' career goals and behaviors for personal growth (e.g., Vough &
Caza, 2017), which is in line with the process-oriented view of proactive behaviors in the literature on performance and career self-
management (e.g., Bindl et al., 2012; Jiang et al., 2023). According to sensemaking theory, individuals actively construct their reality
by interpreting and assigning meaning to the events and experiences in their environment (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick et al.,
2005). In the career context, employees who seek feedback from others are more likely to construct a meaningful understanding of
their work and their role within it. This is because feedback-seeking behavior provides employees with information and perspectives
that can help them to clarify their goals and make sense of their work experiences and meaningfulness (Ashford & Black, 1996;
Wanberg & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2000) —the belief that one's work is worthwhile, significant, and purposeful (Lysova et al., 2019; Pratt
& Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010; Steger et al., 2012). Further, this meaningfulness is likely to guide an increased sense of personal
agency (Tims et al., 2016), represented by personal initiative that involves taking proactive steps to achieve one's goals and improve
performance (e.g., Frese et al., 1997; Tims et al., 2015). Due to the goal-directed and action-oriented nature of personal initiative (Frese
et al., 1996), the construction of performance and career goals (i.e., feedback seeking and sensemaking of meaningfulness) is likely to
direct such initiatives. In other words, feedback-seeking behavior and the experienced meaningfulness can start this process of self-
management by motivating individuals to initiate actions and exert more control over their career-related outcomes.

This study makes a number of contributions to the literature. First, previous research has treated various proactive behaviors
similarly without examining their intrapersonal relationships (e.g., Crant, 2000; Taber & Blankemeyer, 2015). By incorporating the
concept of sensemaking, this study presents a process model that delineates the relationship between different proactive behaviors. It
demonstrates that distinct proactive behaviors can play diverse roles in managing one's performance proactively.

Second, this study addresses the need to comprehend the cognitive process underlying proactive behaviors (Crant, 2000), which
remains a black box. In particular, we respond to the call for research on the cognitive and sequential behavioral mediating process
between feedback seeking and performance (Anseel et al., 2015; Lam et al., 2007). Additionally, existing empirical studies on the
effects of feedback seeking on performance have produced mixed results. While some researchers observed a positive association
between feedback seeking and performance (e.g., Huang, 2012; Morrison, 1993), others failed to establish this link (e.g., Anseel et al.,
2015; Ashford & Black, 1996). Therefore, it is essential to explore the perceptions and actions underlying the relationship between
feedback-seeking behavior and performance change (Anseel et al., 2015), and this study provides new insights in this regard.

Third, the research contributes to the literature on meaningfulness by showing that employees proactively interact with other
organizational insiders at work to seek information and construct their own work meaningfulness. Previous research examining the
role of other organizational insiders in employees' work meaningfulness has predominantly viewed employees as passive receivers of
social influence at work (e.g., Arnold et al., 2007; Carton, 2018; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). However, this study challenges this view
and argues that employees are agentic when seeking and interpreting social cues to construct their own beliefs of work meaningfulness
and initiating behavioral adaptations for performance (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005).

2. Theory development and hypothesis
2.1. Proactive behaviors from the perspective of sensemaking

In the process of vocational development, employees often encounter uncertainty and ambiguity, which motivates them to seek
feedback from other organizational insiders (Hays & Williams, 2011). Moreover, employees are expected to cognitively process such
feedback and make sense of it, guiding their initiated behavioral adaptations (Sturges et al., 2019). Sensemaking theory provides a
useful tool to map out the cognitive mechanism underlying these two types of proactive behaviors: feedback-seeking behavior and
personal initiative. Specifically, sensemaking involves three sequential stages: 1) creation: extracting and bracketing cues of work
experience from the organization; 2) interpretation: making sense of the gathered cues; 3) enactment: taking action within the or-
ganization based on the newly constructed sense (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015; Weick, 1995). Drawing on sensemaking theory (Maitlis,
2005; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 1993, 1995), we propose a process model of feedback-seeking behavior and performance,
illustrating the mediating role of meaningfulness and personal initiative.

Consistent with the three stages of sensemaking, we argue that feedback-seeking behavior serves as the creation stage because it
involves soliciting information regarding one's role, performance, and value in the organization (Ashford & Black, 1996;
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Fig. 1. Conceptual model.
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Vandenberghe et al., 2021). When employees seek feedback, they are more likely to gather cues that provide a foundation for con-
structing a meaningful understanding of their work and role within it. With relevant information gathered from the creation stage,
interpretation generates “sense,” most commonly treated as the cognitive perception of interpreted cues (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015).
Work meaningfulness is one type of cognitive outcome of this process (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019). Research has shown that employees
must constantly seek social cues (e.g., verbal communications and behavioral interactions) from other insiders of the organization to
make sense of their work and career and derive its meaningfulness (e.g., Heslin et al., 2020; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Furthermore,
work meaningfulness leads to an increased sense of personal agency and assigns goals for personal initiative (Fletcher & Schofield,
2021), which involves taking proactive steps toward such goals and improving performance (e.g., Bakker et al., 2020; Hakanen et al.,
2008). Personal initiative is a form of goal-directed proactive behavior closely related to an employee's performance (Bledow & Frese,
2009; Frese et al., 2007; Thomas et al., 2010), which thus can be considered as the enactment stage of sensemaking.

Overall, sensemaking can be viewed as a process of interactions between individuals and their environment during which em-
ployees extract cues from the environment (e.g., feedback seeking), interpret and make sense of the cues (e.g., meaningfulness), and
adjust their behaviors (e.g., personal initiative) accordingly (Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 1995). This
perspective emphasizes the agentic nature of employees (Drazin et al., 1999; Ford, 2000; Hofmann et al., 2009), which is critical for
employees in today's complex, competitive, uncertain work environment (Vancouver & Morrison, 1995).

In addition, as information regarding one's job performance and career may not always be available or remain constant over time
(Ashford et al., 2003; Hofmann et al., 2009), employees must engage in continuous sensemaking processes to extract and interpret
cues, develop and modify their understanding of their work, and adapt their behaviors accordingly to improve their performance.
Therefore, further examination of the proposed relationships with a focus on temporality and ongoing changes is necessary.

2.2. Feedback-seeking behavior and meaningfulness

Feedback-seeking behavior is when employees seek clarification about what their work, organization, and environment expect
from them (Brown et al., 2001). This helps satisfy their need to maintain self-concept and esteem in the work environment, which is
essential for sensemaking (Ring & Van de Ven, 2000). By seeking more feedback, employees can better understand their role in the
organization and align it with their self-concept and esteem (Kahn, 1990; Rosso et al., 2010; Tims et al., 2016; Wrzesniewski et al.,
2003). Moreover, seeking feedback from organizational insiders also helps employees interpret cues and make sense of the organi-
zation (Maitlis, 2005; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015).

Employees' understanding of their role and knowledge about the organization are major sources of work meaningfulness (Bailey
et al., 2017). Thus, work meaningfulness can be considered an outcome of employees' interpretation of cues extracted from feedback
from others. For example, higher levels of feedback seeking can help employees understand the organization's values and norms,
leading to better person-organization fit, and predicting higher work meaningfulness and commitment (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rosso
et al., 2010; Vandenberghe et al., 2021). Additionally, feedback-seeking behavior stimulates leader-member exchange (Lam et al.,
2007) and enhances employees' sense of belongingness and connectedness, which are sources of work meaningfulness (May et al.,
2004).

Taking into account intrapersonal changes over time, research has shown that feedback-seeking behavior tends to occur more
frequently when there is an increase in work-related uncertainty (Ashford & Black, 1996; Ashford & Cummings, 1983). For example,
feedback seeking tends to decrease as an employee's job tenure increases, as they become more familiar with their work and experience
less uncertainty (Anseel et al., 2015). Additionally, newcomers tend to progressively decrease their feedback seeking, which can lead to
decreased organizational commitment and increased turnover intention (Vandenberghe et al., 2021). Overall, feedback-seeking
behavior is likely to fluctuate over time as employees navigate uncertainty in their work environment.

Given the uncertainty and complexity of today's business and work environment, feedback seeking is likely to be a common
behavior throughout an employee's career (Hirschi & Koen, 2021), as they constantly adjust their feedback-seeking behavior to cope
with changes in their work environment. These adjustments in feedback-seeking behavior are expected to have ongoing effects on
employees' work meaningfulness. Thus, we hypothesize as follows:

Hla. Feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with meaningfulness.

H1b. Change in feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with change in meaningfulness.
2.3. Meaningfulness, personal initiative, and job performance

Personal initiative is a type of proactive behavior that “(1) is consistent with the organization's mission, (2) has a long-term focus,
(3) is goal-directed and action-oriented, (4) is persistent in the face of barriers and setbacks, and (5) is self-starting and proactive”
(Frese et al., 1996, p. 38). Personal initiative is important due to its positive association with desirable outcomes such as commitment
(Hartog & Belschak, 2007), innovation (Hakanen et al., 2008; Rooks et al., 2016), and entrepreneurial success (Glaub et al., 2014).
Despite previous research identifying antecedents of personal initiative, such as routinization (Ohly et al., 2006), control and
complexity (Frese et al., 2007), and justice climate (De Dreu & Nauta, 2009), little is known about the cognitive processes involved in
personal initiative as an outcome (Crant, 2000).

To fill this void, we propose a positive relationship between personal initiative and meaningfulness for several reasons. First,
personal initiative is goal-directed (Frese et al., 1996), and meaningfulness has been shown to be critical in determining and achieving
career goals (e.g., Berg et al., 2013; Wang & Chen, 2022), which may provide direction for personal initiative. Second, personal
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initiative is long-term focused (Frese et al., 1996), which requires psychological resources to sustain (Bledow & Frese, 2009).
Meaningfulness has been found to be essential in providing psychological resources and positive emotions necessary for career
development (Elangovan et al., 2010; Fletcher et al., 2018; Soane et al., 2013), which can also be beneficial for sustaining personal
initiative. Third, task-specific motivation can be enhanced by experienced work meaningfulness (Barrick et al., 2013), which can
further lead to employees exhibiting a higher level of personal initiative (Fletcher & Schofield, 2021).

In addition, as we rationalized previously, feedback-seeking behavior initiates and sustains a continuous sensemaking process in
which employees extract cues from feedback to interpret and modify their understanding of work (Ashford et al., 2003). As feedback-
seeking behavior fluctuates due to changes in the work environment (Ashford & Cummings, 1983), the sequential variables in this
sensemaking process, such as meaningfulness and personal initiative, are likely to change at an intrapersonal level over time (Crant,
2000). When employees seek more feedback, they may experience a greater sense of meaningfulness in their work. This increased
sense of meaningfulness may then be associated with greater personal initiative in their work and career development. Taken together,
we hypothesize:

H2a. Feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with personal initiative via meaningfulness.

H2b. Change in feedback-seeking behavior has a positive indirect relationship with change in personal initiative via change in
meaningfulness.

Furthermore, the relationship between personal initiative and performance has been well-established, from the individual to the
organizational level, as evidenced by various studies (e.g., Bledow & Frese, 2009; Thomas et al., 2010). For instance, research has
demonstrated that small business owners who receive intervention on personal initiative tend to attain higher entrepreneurial success.
Additionally, middle managers who exhibit higher personal initiative intention tend to perform better in their jobs (Glaser et al., 2016).
Personal initiative can also lead to positive changes in the work environment, resulting in benefits for the individual (Frese et al., 1996;
Frese & Fay, 2001), such as improved work characteristics (Frese et al., 2007), which can ultimately contribute to one's performance.
Moreover, employees with high personal initiative can develop and execute career plans that align more closely with the career and
organization's goals (e.g., Frese et al., 1997; Hirschi et al., 2015; Raabe et al., 2007), potentially enhancing their work performance.
Moreover, research has indicated that work meaningfulness is a distant predictor of work performance (Allan et al., 2019), the
connection of which can be mediated by proactive behaviors (Fiirstenberg et al., 2020). Given that personal initiative is a form of
proactive behavior, it is possible that it could serve as a bridge between an individual's work meaningfulness and performance. In other
words, employees may engage in a sensemaking process that involves seeking feedback, finding meaning in their work, and then taking
personal initiative, ultimately leading to better performance and meeting organizational expectations.

Finally, as previously rationalized, the relationship between feedback-seeking behavior and performance mediated by work
meaningfulness and personal initiative is likely to hold when taking into account intrapersonal changes over time. Given that feedback
seeking is likely to fluctuate over time, the intrapersonal change in feedback-seeking behavior is likely to be associated with the change
in performance through the change in meaningfulness and the change in personal initiative.

H3a. Feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with performance via meaningfulness (Stage 1) and personal initiative
(Stage 2).

H3b. Change in feedback-seeking behavior has a positive indirect relationship with change in performance via change in mean-
ingfulness (Stage 1) and change in personal initiative (Stage 2).

3. Overview of studies

We conducted two independent studies to investigate our hypotheses. Study 1 used a sample of supervisor-subordinate dyads from
a large organization in China. We collected survey data from two sources at three time points and conducted OLS regression analyses.
To provide additional and stronger evidence supporting the proposed relationships, it is recommended to examine the intrapersonal
effects of changes in one variable on changes in other variables, also known as “change-to-change” effects (Selig & Preacher, 2009;
Wang et al., 2017). Thus, in Study 2, we analyzed three-wave panel data collected over one month using latent change score modeling
(LCS) (Liu et al., 2016). LCS is a statistical method that explicitly captures intraperson changes, making it possible to examine how
changes in one construct impact changes in another. By utilizing the longitudinal panel data structure and LCS modeling, we were also
able to answer the call for research that distinguishes between the between- and within-person effects of proactive behaviors (Anseel
et al., 2015; Grant & Ashford, 2008).

4. Study 1
4.1. Participants and procedure

The initial sample of our study comprised 250 supervisor-subordinate dyads from a large manufacturing company located in
southeast China. The questionnaires were distributed online, and informed consent was obtained from the participants at the
beginning of the survey. Participants were asked to provide a matching code assigned by the company's Human Resources department
to enable the researchers to match supervisor-subordinate dyadic data from three time points, ensuring the confidentiality of the
responses.
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Data were collected through three waves of surveys with a two-week interval between each wave. At Time 1, supervisors evaluated
their subordinate's feedback-seeking behavior over the past two weeks, while subordinates rated their meaningfulness at that moment
and proactive personality. At Time 2, subordinates rated their personal initiative in the past two weeks. Finally, at Time 3, supervisors
rated their subordinate's job performance over the past two weeks. All materials were presented in Chinese after following standard
translation procedures (Brislin, 1986). Eventually, we received 196 matching responses, yielding a response rate of 78.4 %. Among the
supervisors, 129 were male (65.82 %) with an average age of 48.27 (SD = 17.38) and an average 3.94 years of supervisor-subordinate
dyadic relationship tenure (SD = 3.81). Among the subordinates, 123 were male (62.76 %) with an average age of 38.82 (SD = 11.69)
and an average organizational tenure of 7.06 years (SD = 7.43).

4.2. Measures

Feedback-seeking behavior was assessed using a three-item feedback-inquiry subscale developed by Ashford (1986). Supervisor
participants were asked to rate, over the past two weeks, how frequently their focal subordinate engaged in feedback-seeking be-
haviors. One sample item from the scale is: “Seeking feedback from the supervisor (i.e., you) about their work performance” (1 = never,
5 = always).

Meaningfulness was measured, by following Leunissen et al.'s (2018) practice, using the four-item scale from the Work and Meaning
Inventory. The scale captures a sense that the work one is doing has personal significance, matters, and is meaningful (Steger et al.,
2012). A sample item is: “At this moment, I have a good sense of what makes my job meaningful” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree).

Personal initiative was assessed using a seven-item scale developed and validated by Frese et al. (1997). One sample item is “In the
past two weeks, I took initiative immediately even when others don't” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Job performance of the subordinate was rated by their supervisor using the three-item individual task proficiency scale by Griffin
etal. (2007) on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). One example item is: “In the past two weeks, this subordinate
carried out the core parts of his/her job well.”

Control variable. In line with the literature on feedback seeking (e.g., Lam et al., 2007; Sherf & Morrison, 2020), meaningfulness (e.
g., Allan et al., 2019; Frieder et al., 2018), and personal initiative (e.g., Fay & Sonnentag, 2002; Sonnentag, 2003), we controlled for the
subordinate's age, gender, organizational tenure, and proactive personality (Bateman & Crant, 1993). Following the more recent
practices (e.g., Parker et al., 2006; Wu et al., 2018), we also controlled for proactive personality, which was assessed using the four
highest loading items of the Bateman and Crant (1993) scale. One sample item is: “No matter what the odds, if I believe in something I
will make it” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

4.3. Results

For descriptives, correlations, and Cronbach's a scale reliabilities, please see Table 1.

Hypothesis 1a proposes a positive association between feedback-seeking and meaningfulness. The OLS model in Table 2 shows a
significant association between feedback-seeking and meaningfulness (§ = 0.268, SE = 0.090, p < .01), supporting Hypothesis 1a.
Hypothesis 2a proposes that feedback-seeking is positively associated with personal initiative via meaningfulness. To test this hy-
pothesis, we used the PROCESS Macro from Hayes (2013) Model 4. The confidence intervals of the mediation ( = 0.039, SE = 0.023,
95 % CI [0.007, 0.090]) excluded zero, indicating a significant indirect effect. Hence Hypothesis 2a is supported. Hypothesis 3a
proposes that the positive relationship between feedback-seeking and performance is mediated by 1) meaningfulness and 2) personal
initiative. We tested the serial mediation with PROCESS Model 6, and the results supported the hypothesized relationship (f = 0.018,
SE = 0.014, 95 % CI [0.002, 0.055]).

Table 1
Study 1 Correlations and descriptive statistics.
Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1.Feedback seeking 3.09 1.15 (0.89)
2.Meaningfulness 5.10 1.42 0.36%* (0.94)
3.Personal initiative 5.48 0.95 0.50%* 0.50** (0.90)
4. Performance 6.12 0.91 0.19%* 0.32%* 0.41%* (0.92)
5. Age 38.82 11.69 —0.04 0.21%* 0.12 0.08
6. Gender 1.39 0.52 —-0.12 0.08 -0.07 0.09 0.10
7.Tenure 7.06 7.43 0.07 0.22%* 0.19%* 0.15* 0.55%* 0.05
8. Proactive Personality 5.15 1.06 0.52%* 0.43%** 0.66** 0.14* 0.04 -0.07 0.10 (0.84)

Note. N = 196. Coefficient alpha reliabilities are reported on the main diagonal in parentheses. Age, tenure: years; Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female. *p <
.05 ** p < .01.
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Table 2
Study 1 Results of OLS regression analyses.
Meaningfulness Personal initiative Performance

Predictors B SE B SE B SE
Constant 0.943 0.590 2.081** 0.321 3.982%* 0.434
Feedback seeking 0.268** 0.090 0.143** 0.050 0.021 0.062
Meaningfulness 0.145%** 0.039 0.112%* 0.050
Personal initiative 0.463** 0.089
Age 0.018* 0.009 0.003 0.005 —0.004 0.006
Gender 0.295* 0.172 —0.070 0.094 0.159 0.115
Tenure 0.017 0.014 0.008 0.008 0.008 0.010
Proactive Personality 0.410%** 0.098 0.417** 0.055 —0.226** 0.077
R? 0.517** 0.722%* 0.484**

Note. N = 196. Coefficients presented are unstandardized estimates. CI = confidence interval. * p < .05. ** p < .01.

5. Study 2
5.1. Participants and procedure

Data for Study 2 were obtained from full-time employees in the UK who were recruited using the online survey platform Prolific
(Peer et al., 2017, 2022; Stanton et al., 2022). At Time 1, we recruited 250 full-time employees. Two weeks later, we administered the
Time 2 survey as a follow-up to the Time 1 survey. A total of 233 participants completed the Time 2 survey, resulting in a response rate
of 93 %. Another two weeks later, we administered the Time 3 survey as a follow-up to the Time 2 survey. We received responses from
215 participants at Time 3, resulting in a response rate of 86 %. All variables in this study were measured at all three time points. At
each time point, participants were asked to finish the survey based on a reflection on what happened in the past two weeks. We used
anonymous IDs to match responses from the same participants across all three rounds, and we combined the surveys of 215
participants.

Furthermore, we implemented the following strategies to ensure the quality of the data. First, we paid the participants following
recommended standards (Goodman & Paolacci, 2017). Second, we excluded 8 responses that fell outside 3 standard deviations from
the average response time, which is consistent with the suggested best practices for Prolific data collection (Peer et al., 2017, 2022;
Stanton et al., 2022). Third, we added one attention checker question in the middle of the survey, and no participants failed this
attention check, which is consistent with the relatively high quality of Prolific data reported by Peer et al. (2022) in their study
regarding data quality of online platforms. As a result, the final sample consisted of 207 employees, including 107 females (51.69 %).
On average, the participants were 37.33 years old (SD = 11.28), and 62 % held a bachelor's degree or above. They had worked in their
current job for an average of 7.34 years (SD = 7.94). The participants came from a variety of industries, including finance, healthcare,
manufacturing, and construction.

5.2. Measures

We assessed feedback-seeking behavior, meaningfulness, personal initiative, and performance, using the same scales as in Study 1, with
an adaptation for self-report orientation for items of feedback-seeking behavior and performance. For example, regarding self-reported
feedback-seeking behavior, participants were asked how frequently they engaged in “Seeking feedback from your supervisor about
your work performance” (1 = never, 5 = always). One sample item for self-reported performance is “I carried out the core parts of my
job well” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Control variable. Consistent with Study 1, we controlled for demographic variables such as age, gender, and tenure in the orga-
nization, which were measured at T1. We also controlled for proactive personality, measured at Time 3 using the same 4-item scale as
in Study 1 (Bateman & Crant, 1993; Parker et al., 2006; Wu et al., 2018). Since the control variables, except for gender, were not
significantly related to our dependent variables, we excluded them from the analysis report following the best practice of control
variable usage suggested by Bernerth and Aguinis (2016). However, the results retain the same pattern when these variables are
included.

5.3. Analytical approach

As a first step, we conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) using the “lavaan” package for the R statistical computing
environment to test the measurement model (Rosseel, 2012). We then conducted a measurement equivalence analysis using Mplus
version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). To account for observed deviations from normality, we used a robust maximum likelihood
estimator in both analyses (Foldnes & Olsson, 2015).

Subsequently, we followed previous research by employing an LCS model using structural equation modeling in Mplus version 8.3
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998) to capture the effect of change that occurred (the LCS method excludes measurement error; Matusik et al.,
2021). More specifically, we used the simplified LCS modeling approach (Selig & Preacher, 2009) preferred by previous studies (e.g.,
Zacher et al., 2019) to test the hypothesized indirect effects.
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Hypothesis 1b suggests that change in feedback seeking is positively associated with change in meaningfulness. To test Hypotheses
1b, the latent change variable for meaningfulness (from T2 to T3) was specified to be related to T1 feedback seeking, T1-T2 change in
feedback seeking, and T2 meaningfulness. Hypothesis 2b proposes an indirect relationship between change in feedback seeking and
change in personal initiative via change in meaningfulness. To test this hypothesis, the latent change variable for personal initiative
was specified to be related to T1 feedback seeking, T1-T2 change in feedback seeking, T2 meaningfulness, T2-T3 change in mean-
ingfulness, and T2 personal initiative. Hypothesis 3b proposes a two-stage serial mediation. To test it, the dependent variable, the
latent change variable for performance (from T2 to T3), was specified to be related to T1 feedback seeking, T1-T2 change in feedback
seeking, T2 meaningfulness, T2-T3 change in meaningfulness, T2 personal initiative, T2-T3 change in personal initiative, and T2
performance. We conducted bootstrapping on Mplus with 5000 resamples by following Selig and Preacher (2009).

Finally, we report the results of three supplementary analyses. First, we conducted a reverse indirect effect analysis using LCS
modeling to examine the alternative explanation that employees with lower performance may be more eager to seek feedback to make
sense of their job. Employees are more likely to engage in the sensemaking process when they experience problems at work (Weick,
1995). Therefore, in this model, we used T1 performance and T1-T2 change in performance to predict T2-T3 change in feedback
seeking, which, in turn, was assumed to be associated with T2-T3 change in meaningfulness and then T2-T3 change in personal
initiative. Second, another possible alternative explanation is that the change in feedback seeking directly improves employee per-
formance (e.g., Gong et al., 2017), which could, in turn, affect one's meaningfulness and personal initiative. To exclude this alternative
scenario, we tested the serial mediation model in which T1-T2 change in feedback seeking was employed to predict T2-T3 change in
performance and, further, T2-T3 change in meaningfulness and T2-T3 change in personal initiative. Third, since feedback seeking and
personal initiative are both proactive behaviors, we reversed their order in the model and tested a model with T1-T2 change in
personal initiative predicting T2-T3 change in meaningfulness, then T2-T3 change in feedback seeking, and, in the end, T2-T3 change
in performance.

5.4. Results
Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics, correlations, and internal consistency reliability of the measurements used in our study.

5.4.1. Discriminant validity test

The results of the CFA indicate that the variables differed from each other on each of the three measurement occasions (as shown in
Table 4). For the T1 data, a four-factor model provided a good data fit: ;(2 (113) =197.345; CF1 = 0.957; TLI = 0.948; RMSEA = 0.063;
SRMR = 0.057. This model fitted the data better than a one-factor model, a two-factor model (where the items of feedback-seeking
behavior and personal initiative were loaded into one factor, and the items of meaningfulness and performance were loaded into
one factor), or a three-factor model (where the items of feedback-seeking behavior and personal initiative were loaded into one factor).
Similar results were observed for data at T2 and T3.

5.4.2. Measurement invariance

To ensure that the repeated measures of the constructs use the same measurement instrument at each time point, it is necessary to
establish longitudinal measurement invariance (Matusik et al., 2021). The test of invariance involves comparing three levels of nested
models: the configural invariance model, followed by the metric (weak) factorial invariance model, and ending with the scalar (strong)
factorial invariance model (Widaman & Reise, 1997). Specifically, in the configural model, the same items load onto the same latent
factor, while the factor loading and intercepts were unconstrained; in the metric (weak) invariance model, the factor loadings of the
same variables were constrained to be equal across the three times; and in the scalar (strong) invariance model, the intercepts of the
indicators were also constrained to be equal over time. Models were estimated in Mplus version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998) using
the MLR estimation procedure. Thresholds for accepting non-invariance were set according to Chen (2007): a change > —0.010 in CFI
supplemented by a change >0.015 in RMSEA or a change >0.010 in SRMR would denote non-invariance. For testing metric invariance,
following suggestions by Chen (2007), the threshold for SRMR was set to >0.030, since this index is particularly sensitive to changes in
factor loadings. The results, summarized in Table 5, showed that all measurement models proved to be invariant over time.

5.4.3. Hypothesis testing

Table 6 shows the results of the LCS model used to test the hypotheses. The model fit is acceptable: y? (523) = 898.099, p < .001;
CFI = 0.938; TLI = 0.930; RMSEA = 0.059; SRMR = 0.055. Hypothesis 1b suggests that the change in feedback-seeking behavior is
positively associated with the change in meaningfulness. In support of this hypothesis, Table 6 shows that T1-T2 change in feedback-
seeking behavior is positively associated with T2-T3 change in meaningfulness (B = 0.244, SE = 0.092, 95 % CI [0.059, 0.418]).
Hypothesis 2b proposes that the change in feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with personal initiative, mediated by the
change in meaningfulness. As shown in Table 6, the 95 % confidence intervals around the indirect effects of T1-T2 change in feedback-
seeking behavior on T2-T3 change in personal initiative through the change in meaningfulness did not include zero (B = 0.069, SE =
0.042, 95 % CI [0.005, 0.166]). Hence, the indirect effect was significant, which supported Hypothesis 2b. Hypothesis 3b states that
there is a serial mediation: the change in feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with change in performance, mediated first
by the change in meaningfulness and then by the change in personal initiative. As illustrated in Table 6, the indirect effect was sig-
nificant (B = 0.021, SE = 0.014, 95 % CI [0.001, 0.055]), supporting Hypothesis 3b.



Table 3
Study 2 Correlations and descriptive statistics.
% g a - ~ ™ < 0 © ~ © S = a att i © ©
£ =
S
1.Feedback seeking T1 2.62 1.08 (0.79)
2.Feedback seeking T2 2.40 1.17 0.55%* (0.87)
3.Feedback seeking T3 2.46 1.09 0.47** 0.69%* (0.86)
4.Meaningfulness T1 5.00 1.46 0.11 0.19%* 0.12 (0.99)
5.Meaningfulness T2 4.86 1.59 0.13 0.18* 0.13 0.86** (0.96)
6.Meaningfulness T3 4.86 1.62 0.03 0.18* 0.14* 0.82%* 0.87**
7 .Personal initiative T1 5.15 1.11 0.30%** 0.32%* 0.18** 0.41%*  0.48** (0.90)
8.Personal initiative T2 5.01 1.26 0.17* 0.30** 0.22%* 0.38**  0.46%* 0.69**  (0.92)
9.Personal initiative T3 5.20 1.19 0.12 0.25%* 0.26** 0.41%* 0.46** 0.68** 0.67**
10.Performance T1 6.02 0.73 —-0.03 —0.02 —0.07 0.25%*  0.28%* 0.43**  0.31** (0.85)
11.Performance T2 6.00 0.94 0.01 0.08 0.05 0.16* 0.23** 0.42%*  0.61** 0.43**  (0.93)
12.Performance T3 6.13 0.71 0.01 0.07 0.11 0.20**  0.35** 0.42%*  0.50** 0.40**  0.49**  (0.86)
13.Age 37.33 11.28 —0.24** —0.22%* —0.20** 0.16* 0.17* 0.06 0.11 —0.04 —0.00 0.03
14.Gender 1.52 0.50 —0.06 0.00 —0.04 0.01 0.08 0.03 0.08 0.19%*  0.18**  0.27** —0.24**
15.Tenure 7.34 7.94 —0.21** —0.15* —0.12 0.15*% 0.15*% 0.15* —0.03 0.09 —0.02 0.04 0.05 0.64** —0.16*
16.Proactive personality 3.70 1.40 —0.05 0.09 0.07 0.05 0.08 0.09 —0.06 0.01 —0.04 0.04 0.07 —0.04 0.07 0.01 (0.90)

Note. N = 207. Coefficient alpha reliabilities are reported on the main diagonal in parentheses. Age, tenure: years; Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female. * p < .05 ** p < .01.
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Table 4

Study 2 Results of confirmatory factor analyses.
Model 7 df p CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR
Measurement point: Time 1
One factor 1061.632 119 <0.001 0.494 0.421 0.211 0.160
Two factors®® 597.192 118 <0.001 0.742 0.702 0.151 0.147
Three factors® 348.966 116 <0.001 0.880 0.859 0.104 0.093
Four factors 197.345 113 <0.001 0.957 0.948 0.063 0.057

Measurement point: Time 2

One factor 1313.848 119 <0.001 0.485 0.411 0.246 0.167
Two factors® 935.085 118 <0.001 0.661 0.609 0.200 0.197
Three factors® 467.888 116 <0.001 0.853 0.827 0.133 0.101
Four factors 233.445 113 <0.001 0.950 0.940 0.078 0.048

Measurement point: Time 3

One factor 942.329 119 <0.001 0.533 0.466 0.215 0.149
Two factors™ 599.699 118 <0.001 0.736 0.696 0.163 0.157
Three factors® 380.610 116 <0.001 0.857 0.832 0.121 0.098
Four factors 179.665 113 <0.001 0.964 0.957 0.061 0.049

Note. N = 207. Estimator = MLR. CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; SRMR
= standardized root mean square. > Feedback-seeking behavior and personal initiative items are loaded into one factor. > Meaningfulness and
performance items are loaded into one factor.

Table 5
Study 2 Longitudinal Measurement Invariance test for feedback-seeking behavior, meaningfulness, personal initiative, and performance scales.
7 df ¢ CFI RMSEA SRMR A Adf ACFI ARMSEA ASRMR

Feedback seeking
Configural 10.546 14 1.077 1.000 0.000 0.018
Metric 11.572 18 1.080 1.000 0.000 0.021 2.080 4 0.000 0.000 —0.003
Scalar 29.505 22 1.079 0.991 0.041 0.029 20.175 4 0.009 —0.041 —0.008
Meaningfulness
Configural 58.992 39 1.635 0.988 0.050 0.022
Metric 70.078 45 1.545 0.985 0.052 0.041 8.362 6 0.003 —0.002 —0.019
Scalar 76.781 51 1.475 0.984 0.049 0.043 -0.777 6 0.001 0.003 —0.002

Personal initiative

Configural 268.794 165 1.177 0.957 0.055 0.044

Metric 283.140 177 1.180 0.956 0.054 0.058 73.67 12 0.001 0.001 —0.014
Scalar 315.480 189 1.168 0.950 0.056 0.061 31.76 12 0.006 —0.002 —0.003
Performance

Configural 11.584 14 1.591 1.000 0.000 0.035

Metric 14.750 18 1.507 1.000 0.000 0.065 7.061 4 0.000 0.000 —0.030
Scalar 21.986 22 1.384 1.000 0.000 0.068 3.704 4 0.000 0.000 —0.003

Note. N = 207. y* = Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square; ¢ = scaling correction factor. The first two items in feedback-seeking behavior T1 were allowed
to correlate. The Item 1 and Item 3 of performance in T3 were allowed to correlate.

5.4.4. Supplementary analyses

We tested three alternative models. Alternative Model 1 was tested to determine whether T1 performance and T1-T2 change in
performance predict T2-T3 change in feedback-seeking behavior, followed by T2-T3 change in meaningfulness and T2-T3 change in
personal initiative. The alternative LCS model yielded a model fit index similar to that of the hypothesized model: y? (523) = 863.399,
p <.001; CFI =0.945; TLI = 0.938; RMSEA = 0.056; SRMR = 0.054. However, neither T1 performance (B = —0.050, SE = 0.089, 95 %
CI [-0.229,0.121]) nor T1-T2 change in performance (B = 0.041, SE = 0.095, 95 % CI [—0.151,0.217]) had a significant effect on
T2-T3 change in feedback-seeking behavior. Therefore, neither the serial mediation model with T1 performance (B = —0.001, SE =
0.004, 95 % CI [-0.011, 0.005]) nor the one with T1-T2 change in performance (B = 0.001, SE = 0.004, 95 % CI [—0.008, 0.009]) as
predictors was significant.

Alternative Model 2 states that T1-T2 change in feedback-seeking behavior predicts T2-T3 change in performance, followed by
T2-T3 change in meaningfulness and finally, T2-T3 change in personal initiative. This alternative LCS model also yielded acceptable
model fit: f (523) = 898.099, p < .001; CFI = 0.938; TLI = 0.930; RMSEA = 0.059; SRMR = 0.055. Nevertheless, T1-T2 change in
feedback-seeking behavior did not directly predict T2-T3 change in performance (B = 0.024, SE = 0.063, 95 % CI [-0.103, 0.147]).



B. Ma et al. Journal of Vocational Behavior 144 (2023) 103896
Table 6
Study 2 Standardized results of the bootstrapped LCS model for direct and mediating effects.
Predictor variable Estimate  Standard MC 95 % CI MC 95 % CI
error Lower Upper
Outcome variable: A Meaningfulness T2 to T3
Gender 0.057 0.076 —0.095 0.206
Meaningfulness T2 —0.203 0.080 —0.349 —0.034
Feedback seeking T1 -0.131 0.087 —0.302 0.039
A Feedback seeking T1 to T2 0.244 0.092 0.059 0.418
Outcome variable: A Personal initiative T2 to T3
Gender 0.011 0.064 -0.113 0.138
Personal initiative T2 —0.581 0.086 —0.740 —0.402
Feedback seeking T1 0.046 0.072 —0.094 0.190
A Feedback seeking T1 to T2 —0.008 0.092 —0.185 0.178
Meaningfulness T2 0.286 0.085 0.126 0.460
A Meaningfulness T2 to T3 0.282 0.115 0.051 0.503
Outcome variable: A Performance T2 to T3
Gender 0.168 0.051 0.067 0.269
Performance T2 —0.928 0.085 -1.077 —0.740
Feedback seeking T1 —0.089 0.059 —0.206 0.028
A Feedback seeking T1 to T2 —0.028 0.067 —-0.163 0.105
Meaningfulness T2 0.046 0.065 —0.082 0.176
A Meaningfulness T2 to T3 -0.171 0.088 —0.346 —0.003
Personal initiative T2 0.434 0.102 0.239 0.636
A Personal initiative T2 to T3 0.310 0.081 0.152 0.473
Indirect effect estimates with 95 % confidence intervals Estimate  Standard MC 95 % CI MC 95 % CI
error Lower Upper
A Feedback seeking T1 to T2 - A Meaningfulness T2 to T3 - A Personal initiative T2 to T3 ~ 0.069 0.042 0.005 0.166
A Feedback seeking T1 to T2 - A Meaningfulness T2 to T3 - A Personal initiative T2to T3>  0.021 0.014 0.001 0.055

A Performance T2 to T3

Note. N = 207. Bootstrapping sample = 5000. A = change in; T = time. Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female.

Hence the serial mediation was not significant (B = —0.001, SE = 0.005, 95 % CI [—0.015, 0.007]).

Alternative Model 3 tests whether T1-T2 change in personal initiative predicts T2-T3 change in performance via T2-T3 change in
work meaningfulness and T2-T3 change in feedback-seeking behavior. This alternative LCS model yielded acceptable model fit: 52
(523) =840.300, p < .001; CFI = 0.948; TLI = 0.941; RMSEA = 0.054; SRMR = 0.054. However, the results show that T1-T2 change in
personal initiative did not directly predict T2-T3 change in meaningfulness (B = 0.091, SE = 0.095, 95 % CI [—0.107, 0.270]); the
serial mediation was thus not significant either (B = 0.000, SE = 0.002, 95 % CI [—-0.003, 0.006]). These results from the alternative
models provided supplementary evidence for our proposed model.?

6. Discussion

The existing research from various domains has investigated a wide range of proactive behaviors (e.g., Taber & Blankemeyer, 2015;
Thomas et al., 2010). However, very few studies have explored the relationship among them, including whether one proactive
behavior leads to another. In this study, we investigate the dynamic process between two types of proactive behaviors: feedback-
seeking behavior and personal initiative. Specifically, based on the sensemaking theory, our theoretical model suggests that
feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with performance, through meaningfulness and personal initiative. Our hypotheses
were supported by the multi-source and multi-wave data of Study 1 and the panel data of Study 2, providing consistent evidence. The
findings highlight the importance of examining and comprehending the relationships between different forms of proactive behaviors.
Moreover, this research contributes to our understanding of the development of work meaningfulness by showing that employees are
proactive in seeking and incorporating feedback from others at work, indicating their agentic aspect.

6.1. Theoretical contribution

This study makes several contributions to the literature on proactive behaviors, work meaningfulness, and performance. First, the
study fills a gap in the literature by investigating the dynamic process by which one proactive behavior (feedback-seeking behavior) is
linked to another proactive behavior (personal initiative) through the mediating role of work meaningfulness. The findings provide

support for the notion that different forms of proactive behaviors serve different purposes and are generated in different contexts (e.g.,
Taber & Blankemeyer, 2015; Wu et al., 2018). While earlier studies have recognized distinct proactive behaviors (e.g., Crant, 2000),

2 Results of supplementary analyses are provided in the supplementary tables.
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only recently have scholars started to link these distinct behaviors and investigate their relationships (e.g., Schilpzand et al., 2018).
Thus, this study provides a temporal and dynamic perspective to help develop a fuller understanding of various proactive behaviors
and reveals the underlying cognitive mechanism (i.e., work meaningfulness) linking feedback-seeking behavior and personal
initiative.

Furthermore, this temporal and dynamic perspective of proactivity contributes to the trait versus state discussion in the literature
on career proactivity. Earlier research has examined proactivity from a trait perspective. For example, feedback seeking has been
operationalized as a trait construct (see Anseel et al., 2015, for a review), suggesting that an individual's feedback seeking tends to be
relatively stable. However, other studies have indicated that feedback seeking fluctuates based on the level of uncertainty in the
workplace (Ashford & Black, 1996; Ashford & Cummings, 1983) and gradually decreases for newcomers as their knowledge of the job
and the organization improves (Vandenberghe et al., 2021). Our work aligns with this more recent state perspective of proactivity
(Jiang et al., 2023) by capturing the intrapersonal changes in feedback seeking and personal initiative over time. In this sense, em-
ployees may continually choose to increase or decrease their feedback seeking to effectively manage the uncertainty in their job and
career proactively.

Second, previous studies on the relationship between feedback seeking and performance have shown mixed results (e.g., Ashford &
Black, 1996; Huang, 2012; Nae et al., 2015), which suggests the need for further research on the intermediate process in this rela-
tionship (Anseel et al., 2015). Our study highlights both the direct linear relationship and the within-person dynamics of feedback-
seeking behavior and its sequential outcomes, including work meaningfulness, personal initiative, and performance, which added
new insights to the line of research on feedback seeking in performance and career self-management literature (e.g., Hirschi & Koen,
2021).

Third, this study extends the research on work meaningfulness by taking an employee-centric view (Boeck et al., 2019) and
showing that employees proactively take ongoing interpersonal actions (i.e., feedback-seeking behavior) to constantly modify their
work meaningfulness and behaviors. This complements earlier research that views work meaningfulness as a subjective experience
susceptible to an individual's personal construction (e.g., Martela et al., 2021; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010). Moreover,
this study contributes to the line of research that uses a third-person perspective on one's work meaningfulness (e.g., Arnold et al.,
2007; Colbert et al., 2016; Tosti-Kharas & Michaelson, 2021; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Our findings not only echo the prior research
on the role of others in the construction of one's meaningfulness but also suggest that employees can seek feedback proactively to
develop their work meaningfulness, highlighting the agentic nature of employees.

In addition, studies across various fields have identified numerous proactive behaviors with various measurement scales, raising
concerns about the potential duplication of similar concepts (Parker & Collins, 2010). Past literature has attempted to address this issue
by examining the antecedents and outcomes of various proactive behavior measures through the study of their nomological network
(e.g., Parker & Collins, 2010; Thomas et al., 2010; Tornau & Frese, 2013). This research contributes to this discussion by introducing a
temporal perspective for solving this measurement issue.

Methodologically, the two independent studies conducted in this paper are complementary, supporting the robustness and reli-
ability of our findings. Regarding the samples, Study 1 included a sample of supervisor-subordinate dyads from a large organization in
China. By having supervisors report their subordinates' feedback-seeking behavior and performance, we mitigated potential self-
serving biases. Study 2 recruited a sample of full-time employees from the UK via Prolific, which provides a diverse range of orga-
nizational contexts and enhances the external validity of our findings. Moreover, while Study 1 employed OLS regression analyses to
test the proposed relationships in our model, Study 2 examined the intrapersonal effects of changes in one variable on changes in other
variables, also known as “change-to-change” effects, thereby providing additional evidence for the proposed relationships (Selig &
Preacher, 2009; Wang et al., 2017). Overall, the combination of these two studies offers a rigorous examination of the proposed re-
lationships, increasing confidence in our findings. Future studies can adopt this practice of testing both between-person effects from
multi-source data and within-person effects (i.e., intrapersonal effects) from longitudinal data to enhance rigor, as well as answering
the call for research that distinguishes between the between- and within-person effects of proactive behaviors (Anseel et al., 2015;
Grant & Ashford, 2008).

6.2. Practical implications

The findings of this study provide practical insights for organizations. Firstly, our study highlights the importance of feedback-
seeking behavior in proactively self-managing one's career in terms of constructing meaningfulness, which is a fundamental need
for employees (Yeoman, 2014). Work meaningfulness is related to various positive outcomes, such as job satisfaction, life satisfaction,
and general health (Arnold et al., 2007; Shockley et al., 2016; Steger et al., 2012). Moreover, Michaelson (2011) argued that orga-
nizations have a moral obligation to provide their employees with meaningful work, and organizations today strive to manage work
meaningfulness (Bailey et al., 2017). Our study suggests that organizations should recognize the agentic aspect of employees and
encourage them to proactively seek feedback to facilitate their work meaningfulness. To create an environment conducive to feedback-
seeking, organizations should provide employees with more autonomy (Beenen et al., 2017), which can help them overcome the fear of
a negative image that hinders feedback-seeking behavior (Anseel et al., 2007).

In addition to practical implications for work meaningfulness, our study also has implications for organizational effectiveness.
Personal initiative can bring positive changes from the bottom of the organizational hierarchy, but employees may be hesitant to
engage in such proactive behavior due to the stigma of seeming rebellious (Frese & Fay, 2001). Our study suggests that creating an
environment that helps employees proactively make sense of their own position in the organization can motivate them to engage in
personal initiative. Human resources departments and leaders can organize training to help employees experience more
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meaningfulness in the organization (Fletcher & Schofield, 2021). Transformational leadership and the organization's commitment to
corporate social responsibility can also boost employees' sense of meaningfulness (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019; Frieder et al., 2018), which
can stimulate personal initiative that is constructive toward the organization's goals (Frohman, 1997). By recognizing and encouraging
employees' agentic aspect, organizations can facilitate both employee well-being and organizational effectiveness.

6.3. Limitations and directions for future research

There are several limitations to our study. First, while our study utilized a three-wave survey design in Study 2 to examine the
proposed relationships, it does not permit us to determine the time lags between meaningfulness, personal initiative, and performance.
Thus, we recommend future research employ additional rounds of surveys and/or complementary designs to improve in this regard.

Second, we controlled for proactive personality in both studies. However, the correlations between proactive personality and the
studied variables are significant in Study 1 but not in Study 2. Although previous studies have shown that proactive personality is not
always correlated with proactive behaviors (e.g., Fuller et al., 2006; Hong et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2018), the dominant assumption in
this field is that proactive personality automatically increases proactive behaviors. Thus, there is a lack of recognition of these
nonsignificant correlations in previous studies, as well as an absence of effort to uncover possible reasons behind them. Conceptually,
these (non)significant correlations between proactive personality and proactive behaviors may imply that proactive personality does
not necessarily translate into proactive behaviors. Exploring the boundary conditions and underlying mechanisms, such as attitudes,
cognition, and specific individual and organizational characteristics, deserves further research attention.

Additionally, in our Study 2, we collected data on proactive personality in the last section of the Time 3 data collection, which may
have caused fatigue or a lack of focus at the end of a month-long multi-wave survey. This could potentially be a factor contributing to
the nonsignificant correlations between proactive personality and behaviors. Therefore, future studies may consider measuring pro-
active personality on multiple occasions (e.g., both at the start and the end of the survey) in order to 1) assess its intrapersonal
consistency and 2) eliminate the potential influence of fatigue.

Third, to advance our understanding of the relationships among different forms of proactive behaviors, future research should
consider the possibility that feedback-seeking behavior may lead to other proactive behaviors, such as network-building in newcomers'
onboarding process and beyond (Ferris et al., 2005; Vandenberghe et al., 2021). Furthermore, our study focused on the frequency
fluctuation of feedback-seeking behavior and its impact on meaningfulness, but did not explore other aspects, such as the affective tone
or target of feedback-seeking behavior (e.g., VandeWalle, 2003). Therefore, future studies should explore the effects of feedback-
seeking behavior from these nuanced perspectives.

Lastly, the samples of our two studies are from different countries. Therefore, we conducted invariance tests to assess the equiv-
alence of the measures of our four studied variables across the two study groups. We compared all four measures in Study 1 (two self-
reported and two leader-reported) with the respective measures from Study 2 Time 1 (all self-reported) using the MLR estimation
procedure in Mplus version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). The results indicate that the scales measure the same construct similarly in
both studies (see the supplementary material for the table of full results). These findings provide confidence in the use of these
measures in a cross-cultural setting, thereby opening opportunities to investigate the role of cultural differences in career proactivity.
For instance, previous research has demonstrated that certain cultural characteristics, such as individualism-collectivism and un-
certainty avoidance, can influence individuals' feedback-seeking behavior (see Sully De Luque & Sommer, 2000, for a review). Hence,
it is reasonable to speculate that similar cultural characteristics may have comparable impacts on personal initiative, as well as on the
relationships proposed and examined in this study. Future research can further explore this avenue by employing a cross-cultural
framework.

7. Conclusion

In this study, we investigated the relationship between two proactive behaviors, feedback-seeking behavior and personal initiative,
and their importance for work meaningfulness and performance from a sensemaking perspective. Our findings demonstrate that
feedback-seeking behavior is positively associated with performance, with meaningfulness and personal initiative serving as the
underlying cognitive and behavioral mechanisms, respectively. These results make important theoretical contributions to the litera-
ture on career self-management, job and career crafting, and work meaningfulness. Additionally, our findings have practical impli-
cations for human resource managers seeking to enhance employee initiative and performance by fostering a work environment that
values proactive behaviors and promotes meaningful work experiences.
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