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Purpose: The prevailing literature on perceived leader trust has focused on its benefits on
employees’ work behavior. However, recent researches suggest that the feeling of leader trust
also brings strains and work overload. Thus, existing researches have not yielded consistent
conclusions about how the “trusted” employees tend to behave after being trusted by their
leaders. Integrating the trait activation theory and self-evaluation psychological states, this
study develops and tests the double-edged effects of perceived leader trust on proactive
behavior through the different mediating roles of employee’s psychological variables.
Specifically, we argued that the perceived leader trust effect is dependent on the employee’s
reciprocation wariness, which to a large extent determines employees’ response to the
perceived leader trust (ie, sense of self-worth and role overload).

Methods: The study uses a systematic literature review to identify the arguments supporting
the relationship between the constructs and propose model. Additionally, this study adopts
the multi-source design approach and collects data in a large Housing Construction &
Development Company, which comprised 372 valid samples. Besides, hierarchical regres-
sion and bootstrapping methods are also employed to test the hypotheses.

Results: This study reveals that employee’s reciprocation wariness is negatively moderated
the relationship between perceived trust and sense of self-worth while positively moderated the
relationship between perceived trust and sense of role overload. Moreover, the higher the
employee’s reciprocation wariness, the more negative the influence of perceived trust will be
on the employee’s proactive behavior via the sense of role overload; on the contrary, the lower the
employee’s reciprocation wariness, the more positive the influence of perceived trust will be on
the employee’s proactive behavior via the sense of self-worth.

Conclusion: This study examines the double-edged sword influence of perceived leader trust on
employee behavior. It found that perceived leader trust will affect proactive behavior through
employees’ subjective evaluation of the leader’s trust. Moreover, employee’s reciprocation wariness
plays a moderating role in this relationship. In a word, this paper deeply analyzes the mechanism
and boundary conditions of perceived leader trust influencing employees’ psychological state and
behavior, contributing to organizational trust and workplace proactive behavior research.
Keywords: perceived leader trust, sense of self-worth, sense of role overload, proactive

behavior, reciprocation wariness

Introduction

Proactive behavior refers to the work behavior that individuals actively change
rather than passively adapt from a long-term perspective.' It is evident that proac-
tive behavior is an important contributor to positive outcomes such as firm
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performance and firm competitiveness.”? Thus, how to
increase proactive behavior has gradually become the
focus of business and academic circles.® Previous studies
have pointed out that feeling trust will facilitate employ-
ee’s proactive behavior via positive cognitive-motivational
states.* For example, employees perceiving trust are con-
sidered to be able to increase their commitment to the
organization, gain confidence in their own abilities,
enhance their control strength, and feel more likely to
“take the risk”.*®® Therefore, scholars call on organiza-
tions to create a working atmosphere full of trust to
enhance employees’ proactive behavior.”'°

However, recently, some scholars have suggested that
there may be possible “dark sides” of perceived leader
trust.'"'? Perceived trust is different from trust. The refer-
ence object of trust is the principal, and the reference
object of perceived trust is the trustee.'® Perceived trust
means that the trustee perceives that the others trust him-
self. Even if the others do not trust himself/herself in their
heart, the trustee can still feel the others’ trust in himself/
herself from their behavior.'* Skinner et al'> showed that
perceived trusted by leader means taking on more addi-
tional responsibilities to the original role of employees.
Specifically, interpersonal trust draws the trusted recipient
into an uncomfortable exchange dilemma. Chen et al''
found that perceived trust may bring bad effects such as
emotional exhaustion and strains, thus induce employees’
subsequent counterproductive work behavior. How
employees view being trusted by their leaders depends
on their interpretation of leader’s trust.'>'® In this paper,
we extend Baer et al'? findings and suggest that perceived
leader trust may have both positive and negative influences
on employee’s proactive behavior.

Integrating the trait activation theory, we explore how
and when perceived leader trust may lead to positive and
negative effects in employee’s proactive behavior. The
trait activation theory framework notes that individual
traits will interact organically with organizational situa-
tions in work surroundings, thus prompting individuals to
show different behavioral responses.'’ Building on this
theory, we posit that perceived leader trust could lead to
a different level of employee’s proactive behaviors, which
depends on how individual trait affect their interpretation
of leader’s trust. On the one hand, employees perceiving
leader trust will think that their leader recognizes them,
and their self-esteem will be satisfied. In return for the
trust of their leader, they will complete their own tasks
more actively;® On the other hand, employees perceiving

leader trust may have certain psychological pressure,
because the trust and reliance of the leader means giving
employees more tasks and consuming their self-energy.'*
In fact, both the positive and the negative psychological
impact brought by perceived leader trust jointly show the
psychological panorama of employees perceiving trust.'”
Therefore, it is necessary to integrate two different
employee reactions in the research, to further clarify the
mechanism of employees’ perceived leader trust on proac-
tive behavior.

We further propose that sense of self-worth and sense
of role overload as mediation mechanism, both of which
belong to individual psychological variables and are sub-
jective perceptions produced after individual cognitive
evaluation. Sense of self-worth is an individual’s subjec-
tive feeling after evaluating himself, that is, “human” sub-
jective evaluation,'® and sense of role overload is an
individual’s subjective feeling after evaluating his work,
that is, “work situation” subjective evaluation.'” In other
words, perceived trust may stimulate employees’ positive
self-evaluation, and also can cause employees’ negative
evaluation of sense of role overload. Therefore, this paper
starts from employees’ evaluation perception of trust and
discusses how employees’ perception of trust affects
proactive behavior through sense of self-worth and job
sense of role overload, and clarifies the whole picture of
employees’ behavior with perceived trust.

In addition, if the two perceptions of being trusted are
regarded as employees’ psychological states of being
trusted, when are employees more inclined to stimulate
their sense of self-worth and when are they more inclined
to trigger their sense of role overload? At present, it is not
clear under what circumstances employees who perceive
to be trusted will participate in what kind of trusted eva-
luation process. This paper introduces reciprocation wari-
ness, an important evaluation predictive factor,® to
investigate how employees choose evaluation mechanism
and produce different psychological perception when they
feel trusted by the leader. Furthermore, for employees with
high reciprocation wariness, perceived trust reduces proac-
tive behavior by producing a sense of role overload; For
employees with low reciprocation wariness, perceived
trust increases proactive behavior by improving their
sense of self-worth.

This study makes several theoretical contributions to
this field. First, we extend research on the dark side of
perceived leader trust and provide initial evidence for the
negative consequences of perceived leader trust on
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employee’s proactive behavior. Our paper provides empiri-
cal evidence for the double-edged effects of perceived
leader trust on employees’ follow-up proactive behavior.
Second, using two psychological evaluation processes,
specifically, sense of self-worth and sense of role overload,
as a manifestation of the trait activation theory, we con-
tribute to the trait activation theory by operationalizing the
mechanism of when the trustee falls into what psycholo-
gical evaluation processes. Finally, we identify employee’s
reciprocation wariness as key contingencies affecting the
proposed double-edged effects of perceived leader trust
through psychological evaluation processes. Our results
will make it easier to predict which employees are more
likely to generate proactive behavior when perceived lea-
der trust.

Literature Review and Hypothesis
Development
Influence of Perceived Trust and

Reciprocation Wariness on Sense of
Self-Worth

Reciprocation wariness refers to the individual tendency to
worry about being used by others in social exchange
relations.?” In the context of the workplace, reciprocation
wariness often indicates the employee’s tendency to worry
about being used by the leader during interaction with
them. The core of social exchange is often closely corre-
lated with the principle of reciprocity, which means that
people who are favored by others have the obligation to
repay others in a certain way.?' Previous studies show that
individuals have different levels of reciprocation wariness
in social exchanges: employees with high reciprocation
wariness tend to think that others are treating them well
with some potential purpose, rather than sincerely doing
0. Therefore, when they perceive the leader’s trust,
employees with high reciprocation wariness are more
likely to interpret it as a purposeful attempt. For fear of
being used by the leader, these employees will respond
negatively or reduce their reward behaviors. On the con-
trary, employees with low reciprocation wariness are not
worried about being used.”® They tend to understand lea-
der’s trust on them as a form of recognition and affirma-
tion, and are therefore more willing to actively repay the
trust of the leader owing to the reciprocal psychology.
The sense of self-worth refers to an individual’s com-
prehensive evaluation of himself. The evaluation and
acceptance of others is an important source of the sense

of self-worth.'® Previous studies have shown that the per-
ceived trust is an important way for employees to perceive
the sense of self-worth in organizations. For example,
Parker et al* believed that perceived trust of the leader
can increase employees’ positive evaluation of themselves.
According to the Trait Activation Theory, perceived leader
trust is an organizational context and reciprocation wari-
ness is a personality trait of employees, and the latter often
affects employees’ evaluation and reward of the former.
Specifically, for fear of being used in interpersonal rela-
tionships, employees with high reciprocation wariness will
reduce their gratitude to their leader while reducing their
work engagement.”?> Employees with high reciprocation
wariness are more likely to evaluate perceived trust as
purposeful behavior of their leader. These employees
tend to consider the leader trust as the foreshadowing of
more responsibilities and obligations to be imposed on
them, and will therefore not experience an increase of self-
worth. However, employees with low reciprocation wari-
ness tend to evaluate perceived trust as their leader’s
genuine kindness. They believe it is the affirmation and
recognition of themselves, which will enhance their own
positive evaluation and generate a higher sense of self-
worth. Based on the above analysis, this paper argues that
for employees with low reciprocation wariness, perceived
leader trust will lead to an increase of their sense of self-
worth; However, for employees with high reciprocation
wariness, perceived leader trust will not lead to an increase
of their sense of self-worth. As such, we propose:

Hypothesis 1: Reciprocation wariness moderates the rela-
tionship between perceived trust and sense of self-worth,
such that the relationship is positive and stronger when
employee’s reciprocation wariness is low (rather than
high).

Influences of Perceived Trust and
Reciprocation Wariness on Sense of Role

Overload

There are three definitions of the sense of role overload
based on three different perspectives, namely, the time
perspectives, the resources perspective, and the integration
of both. From the time perspective, the sense of role over-
load refers to too many demands and too much work
pressure within too limited period of time;*® From the
perspective of resources, the sense of role overload hap-
pens on employees who lack sufficient personal resources
but undertake too complex and difficult tasks.** From the
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perspective of the integration of time and resources, the
sense of role overload indicates the role pressure perceived
by employees who take on too many tasks and responsi-
bilities under the condition of limited available time and
resources.”> This paper chooses the third definition which
combines the perspectives of time and resources to define
employees’ sense of role overload. This is because per-
ceived trust always accompany with the feeling of more
role expectation from the leader, which will potentially
lead employees to take on more challenging roles with
limited time and resources while generating more stressful
feeling in employees. Therefore, the sense of role overload
is a subjective feeling when the role expectation (job
requirement) exceeds the employee’s available time and
self-ability (resources).

The perceived leader trust is usually conveyed by the
leader through the assignment of more tasks and the
implication of higher expectations to the employees.
This kind of leader trust will increase employees’
lead to
exhaustion.'? On the one hand, perceived trust and depen-

pressure’”  and employees’  emotional
dence from the leader will increase employees’ role
expectations and tasks. When employees feel weakness
and burnout due to the increase of workload and work
difficulty,?® their sense of role overload will occur. On the
other hand, the leader’s trust means that the leader will
share more information with employees.?” Although the
information sharing by the leader will not lead to a direct
increase in tasks and responsibilities, it often means
a multi-faceted expectation for employees, which may
lead to the increase of employees’ sense of responsibility
and the expansion of their role scope.® In a word, the
leader’s trust will increase extra-role expectations for
employees, and when this expectation exceeds the time
and ability range of employees, it will cause role overload
of employees. Based on the Trait Activation Theory,
employees with high reciprocation wariness tend to
think that the leader’s trust indicates the leader’s attempt
of utilizing them to solve his own problems. Therefore,
when perceiving the leader’s trust, they may doubt the
leader’s motivation and worry that the leader will use
themselves for his own interests, for which reason they
may evaluate the leader’s trust as a purposeful act.”’ At
this time, employees who are unable to take on additional
workload and yet are afraid to refuse their leaders’ expec-
tations will experience a higher sense of role overload.
However, employees with low reciprocation wariness are
more likely to evaluate the leader’s trust as a positive

event, and to recognize the affirmation and recognition
of the leader as a beneficial organizational resource for
themselves, thus leading to the reduction of their sense of
role overload.?® Therefore, Therefore, in the confronta-
tion of the leader’s trust, employees with high reciproca-
tion wariness may perceive more sense of role overload,
while employees with low reciprocation wariness may
perceive less sense of role overload. Therefore, we
propose:

Hypothesis 2: Reciprocation wariness moderates the rela-
tionship between perceived trust and sense of role overload,
such the relationship between them is positive and stronger
when reciprocation wariness is high (rather than low).

A Moderated-Mediated Model

Proactive behavior refers to the behavior in which employ-
ees actively overcome difficulties and obstacles to com-
plete tasks and achieve established goals. Proactive
behavior is featured by three characteristics, namely, spon-
taneity, forward-looking, and the strength to overcome
difficulties.”” Spontaneity means that employees will spon-
taneously and proactively complete tasks inside and out-
side the scope of employees’ job responsibilities even if no
tasks have been assigned by the leader; Forward-looking
refers to the tendency to consider problems from a long-
term perspective and make preparations in advance so that
when the problems do occur, they will be dealt with
quickly and smoothly; The strength to overcome difficul-
ties means that when encountering difficulties, the employ-
ees can be self-driven and courageous enough to accept
challenges overcome the obstacles. The resources owned
by employees will affect their proactive behaviors. The
resources owned by employees will affect their proactive
behaviors.*® As an important individual resource, the sense
of self-worth is an essential factor that may affect employ-
ees’ initiative and proactive behavior. Previous studies
have also shown that employees with a high sense of self-
worth will engage in more proactive behavior.*' On the
contrary, when employees perceive a higher sense of role
overload, their available time and resources will decrease,
which will reduce employees’ ability to control their work
and lead to their reduced proactive behavior.*
Accordingly, this paper has put forward the moderating
effect of reciprocation wariness on perceived leader trust and
the sense of self-worth (Hypothesis 1), the moderating effect
of reciprocation wariness on perceived leader trust and the
sense of role overload (Hypothesis 2), and the influence of
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sense of the self-worth and the sense of role overload on
proactive behavior, respectively. Based on the above hypoth-
eses, this paper further proposes a moderated mediation
model. To be specific, the influence of perceived leader trust
on proactive behavior is dependent on how employees evalu-
ate the leader’s trust. Employees with high reciprocation wari-
ness are more likely to regard the leader’s trust as a tool of the
leader to press more workload on employees, thus having
fewer willingness to reciprocate the trust of their leaders,
showing less sense of self-worth and more sense of role over-
load; On the contrary, employees with low reciprocation wari-
ness are more likely to regard leader’s trust as a kind of
recognition and dependence of the leader on themselves, as
well as an important organizational resource, thus feeling
more willingly to work hard to repay the trust of the leader,
more sense of self-worth and less sense of role overload.
Therefore, we continue to propose the following hypotheses
(Figure 1 summarizes our overall theoretical model):

Hypothesis 3a: perceived leader trust is more positively
related to employee’s proactive behavior via the sense of self-
worth when an employee’s reciprocation wariness is lower.

Hypothesis 3b: perceived leader trust is more negatively
related to employee’s proactive behavior via the sense of
role overload when an employee’s reciprocation wariness is
higher.

Method

Sample and Procedure
We collected data from a large housing Construction &
Development company located in the southern of China.
The major businesses of this company are housing, trans-
portation, roads and bridges construction. It is one of the top
in China.

50 private enterprises According to our

Employee’ s
reciprocation wariness

preliminary interviews, this sample is particularly suitable
for testing our research model for several reasons. First, this
working surrounding requires a lot of interpersonal interac-
tions. Factory workers always work closely with their super-
visors, providing an excellent context for studying perceived
leader trust and employee’s proactive behavior. Second,
factory workers had personal agendas, such as behavior
outstanding in teams and achieving individual awards and
promotions. Thus, those workers might choose how to repay
the trust of the leader, depending on their reciprocation
wariness.

In order to reduce the concerns about common method
bias, we adopt a multi-source design to collect data.*?
Specifically, we collect data from both employees and
their direct leaders. The survey was supported by the
company’s chief executive, and the HR manager provided
the roster of the surveyed employees’ names and their
direct leaders’ names for this study. In this study, two
waves of data were collected, with an interval of 2 months.
We used the employee’s work IDs and names to match the
two-wave responses. Each employee and his/her leader
were investigated via a sealed paper questionnaire to guar-
antee confidentiality. Eighty-six team leaders with a total
of 534 subordinates completed all surveys. The average
number of subordinates rated by the leader is 6.1.

At time point 1, employees were asked to self-
evaluation on perceived trust and reciprocation wariness,
where 497 questionnaires were collected, and 456 ques-
tionnaires were valid (the effective rate was 91.75%). Two
months later, the employees evaluated their sense of self-
worth and sense of role overload, while the leaders were
asked to evaluate the proactive behavior of their subordi-
nates. At Time 2, 406 questionnaires were collected and

372 questionnaires were valid (the effective rate was

Sense of self-
worth

Perceived

Employee’ s

i proactive
leader trust behavior
Sense of role /
overload
Figure | The hypothesized model.
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Table | Demographics

Statistical Option % of Number
Variables Respondents
Gender Male 61.29% 228
Female 38.70% 144
Age <24 21.77% 8l
25-34 52.96% 197
3544 18% 67
245 7.26% 27
Education High school or 25.54% 95
Level below
Junior college 26.61% 99
Undergraduate 37.90% 141
education
Graduate education | 9.94% 37
or above
Working years | <5 years 23.92% 89
6—10 years 50.00% 186
I1-15 years 15.05% 56
More than 16 years | 11.02% 41

91.62%). Among the valid response, the proportion of
males is 61.29% and that of females is 38.70%. The age
is mainly between 25 and 35 years old, with an average
age of 28 years old. In terms of educational background,
25.54% of the participants have education of high school
or below, 26.61% have junior college, 37.90% receive
undergraduate education and 9.94% have graduate educa-
tion or above. The result is shown in Table 1.

Measures

All the scales used in this study are the previous maturity
scales, which all adopt the 7-Point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”) to
each of the items. The specific measurement are as
follows:

(1) Perceived trust (time 1): it is measured with the
scale of Gillespie (2011),%” with a total of 6 items evalu-
ated by employees. The representative item is “My leader
is willing to let me handle key tasks”. The Cronbach’s
alpha value is 0.88 in this study.

(2) Sense of self-worth (time 2): it is measured with the
scale of Rosenberg (1965),>* which is to measure the
overall evaluation of employees on themselves, with
a total of 7 items. The representative item is “I feel like
a valuable person, at least on the same level as others”. In
this study, the Cronbach’s alpha value is 0.93.

(3) Sense of role overload (time 2): it is measured with
the scale of Li Chaoping & Zhang Yi, (2009),*> with
a total of 4 items for employees to score their role stress.
The representative item is “I need to reduce part of my
workload”. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha value
is 0.91.

(4) Proactive behavior (time 2): it is measured with the
scale of Frese & Fay (2001),” with a total of 9 items,
which is scored by the leaders to evaluate the employee’s
proactive behavior. The representative item is “The
employee is good at putting ideas into practice”. In this
study, the Cronbach’s alpha value of proactive behavior
is 0.90.

(5) Reciprocation wariness (time 1): it is measured
with the scale developed by Eisenberger, Cotterell, and
Marvel (1987).*® There are 9 items in total which ask
employees to score their actual cognition of themselves.
The representative item is “I often feel like being used
when others ask me for help.” The Cronbach’s alpha value
of reciprocation wariness is 0.86 in this study.

(6) Control variables (time 1): The control variables in
this paper include the gender (1= male, 2= female), age
(years old), educational background (1= high school and
below, 2= junior college, 3= undergraduate, 4= graduate
student and above), and working years (1= less than five
years, 2= six to ten years, 3=eleven to fifteen years,
4=more than sixteen years). Previous studies have pointed
out that demographic characteristics will affect employees’
cognitive style and behavior style, so this paper controlled
these control variables.

Results

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using
Mplus 7.4 to test the factor structure of five variables
measured (perceived trust, sense of self-worth, sense of
role overload, proactive behavior and reciprocation wari-
ness). According to Table 2, results shown that the
hypothesized five-factor measurement model fit the data
well (y%/df = 2.41, df = 550, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.95,
TLI = 0.95). Specifically, we used the five-factor measure-
ment model to compare with the fit of other models. The
detailed factor model information in noted is Table 2. The
results presented also showed that the alternative four-
factor, three-factor, two-factor and single-factor models
all achieved obviously poor fits. Thus, these analyses
indicated the discriminant validity of these measures. In
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Table 2 Comparison of Measurement Model

Model Ve df 7 RMSEA | CFI | TLI
Idf

Single-factor | 2.95 | 560 | 161049 | 0.085 | 0.773 | 0.712
Two-factor 2.87 | 559 | 160561 | 0.076 | 0.897 | 0.880
Three-factor | 2.85 | 557 | 1589.79 | 0.071 | 0.901 | 0.891
Four-factor 2.77 | 554 | 153831 | 0.069 | 0.923 | 0916
Baseline 241 | 550 | 143196 | 0.058 | 0.951 | 0.949
model

Notes: |) Single factor model: perceived trust + sense of self-worth + sense of role
overload + proactive behavior + reciprocation wariness; 2) two-factor model:
perceived trust + sense of self-worth + sense of role overload, proactive behavior
+ reciprocation wariness; 3) three-factor model: perceived trust, sense of self-
worth + sense of role overload, proactive behavior + reciprocation wariness; 4)
four-factor model: perceived trust, sense of self-worth + sense of role overload,
proactive behavior, reciprocation wariness.

addition, further tested.
According to Table 3, the square root of AVE of each
variable is larger than the correlations between the variable

the wvalidity analysis was

and other variables, also indicating that the discriminant

validity is adequate.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation
Analysis

Table 4 describes the mean, standard deviation and corre-
lation coefficient of all variable in our study. According to
Table 4, perceived trust is positively correlated with sense

Table 3 Model Discriminant Results

of self-worth (r = 0.45, p < 0.01), sense of role overload (r
= 0.12, p < 0.05) and proactive behavior (r = 0.37, p <
0.01). In addition, there was a positive correlation between
sense of self-worth and proactive behavior (r = 0.27, p <
0.01); and there was a negative correlation between sense
of role overload and proactive behavior (r = —0.12, p <
0.05). The inclusion or exclusion of control variables in
this analysis did not change the study results.

Results of Hypotheses

The moderation effect is tested by hierarchical regression,
and the results of regression analysis are shown in Table 5.
Hypothesis 1 predicted that the relationship between per-
ceived trust and sense of self-worth is moderated by reci-
procation wariness, just as M2 of Table 5 shows that
reciprocation wariness has a significant interaction effect
on perceived trust. Specifically, the moderating effect of
reciprocation wariness weakens the positive relationship
between perceived trust and sense of self-worth (B =
—0.19, p < 0.001). In this paper, a simple slope analysis is
carried out according to the relevant recommendations of
Aiken & West (1991)*7 (see Figure 2). It can be seen from
Figure 2 that the employees have low reciprocation wari-
ness, the relationship between perceived leader trust and
sense of role overload has a significant positive effect (1
SD, B = 0.90, p < 0.001). But when employees have high

Variables Item Factor Loading CR AVE Square Root of AVE
| Perceived leader trust 6 0.57~0.86 0.88 0.71 0.84
2 Sense of self-worth 7 0.82~0.91 0.93 0.6l 0.78
3 Sense of role overload 4 0.87~0.92 091 0.67 0.82
4 Reciprocation wariness 9 0.76~0.84 0.86 0.66 0.81
5 Employee’s proactive behavior 9 0.68~0.86 0.90 0.72 0.85
Table 4 Descriptive Statistics: Mean, SD, and Inter-ltem Correlation Co-Efficient
Variable Mean SD I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
| Gender 1.47 0.50 |
2 Age 224 .03 | —0.0I |
3 Educational background 2.78 0.74 0.0l —-0.07 |
4 Working year 2.06 0.83 0.06 0.1 * | —0.14% |
5 Perceived leader trust 4.74 1.08 | —0.03 0.05 0.08 —0.13* |
6 Reciprocation wariness 433 1.41 —0.04 0.04 0.04 0.09 —0.34* |
7 Sense of self-worth 5.14 1.24 0.04 0.05 0.05 —-0.09 0.45%F | —0.32%* |
8 Sense of role overload 4.6l 1.04 0.12% 0.19 0.05 —0.03 0.12% 0.05 —-0.10 |
9 Employee’s proactive behavior 5.10 090 | -0.02 0.02 —0.06 —0.01 0.37%* —0.34% | 0.27% | —0.12* |

Note: Two-tailed test; N = 372. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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Table 5 Regression Results

Variable Sense of Self-Worth Sense of Role Overload

Mi M2 M3 M4
Gender 0.12(0.11) 0.12(0.10) 0.41(0.16) 0.41(0.16)
Age 0.05(0.05) 0.04(0.05) 0.02(0.08) 0.03(0.08)
Educational background 0.03(0.08) —0.02(0.07) 0.07(0.11) 0.09(0.11)
Working year —0.05(0.07) —0.05(0.07) —0.05(0.10) —0.05(0.10)
Perceived leader trust 0.33%* (0.06) I.11%%(0.22) 0.22*%(0.08) —0.27(0.22)
Reciprocation wariness —0.20%%(0.04) 0.74%* (0.13) 0.14*(.06) —0.32 (0.21)
Sense of self-worth
Sense of role overload
Perceived trustx Reciprocation wariness —0.19%% (0.03) 0.11% (0.04)
R? 0.23 0.33 0.04 0.05
AR? 0.22%* 0.097* 0.02* 0.01%*

Notes: N = 372; unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Values in bold are relevant to tests of hypotheses. **p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

reciprocation wariness, the relationship between perceived
leader trust and sense of self-worth is weakened (1 SD, =
0.28, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is supported.
Hypothesis 2 predicted that the relationship between
perceived leader trust and sense of role overload is mod-
erated by reciprocation wariness. As M4 of Table 5 shows,
the coefficient for the interaction of the perceived trust and
employee’s reciprocation wariness is positive and signifi-
cant (B = 0.11, p < 0.05). Using Aiken and West (1991)*’
to plot the interaction effect (see Figure 3), we find that
when employees have high reciprocation wariness,

perceived leader trust has a significant positive effect on
sense of role overload (1 SD, B = 0.31, p < 0.001), but
when employees have low reciprocation wariness, the
relationship between perceived leader trust and sense of
role overload is not significant (-1 SD, f = —0.04, p =
0.77). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Hypothesis 3 further proposes a moderated mediated
model: H3a predicts that the indirect effect of perceived
leader trust on proactive behavior via sense of self-worth
is moderated by employee’s reciprocation wariness. H3b
predicts that the indirect effect of perceived leader trust on

7
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=
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--4--- high reciprocation
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Figure 2 The interactive effects of perceived leader trust and reciprocation on sense of self-worth.
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Figure 3 The interactive effects of perceived leader trust and reciprocation on sense of role overload.

proactive behavior via sense of role overload is moderated
by employee’s reciprocation wariness. In order to further
verify hypothesis 3a and hypothesis 3b, this paper adopts
the method recommended by Hayes*® and uses bootstrap
to analyze the indirect effect at high or low values of the
moderator. The results of the study are shown in Table 6.
Specifically, the positive indirect effect between perceived
trust and proactive behavior is mediated by sense of self-
worth, which is more significant when reciprocation wari-
ness is low (indirect effect = 0.06; 95% CI [0.007, 0.126]),
but not significant when reciprocation wariness is high
(indirect effect = 0.03; 95% CI [-.004, 0.67]). The differ-
ence between these indirect effects was statistically sig-
nificant (difference = —0.03, 95% CI [-.011, —0.002]).
Thus, Hypothesis 3a was supported. At the same time,
the results showed the negative indirect effect between
perceived trust and proactive behavior is mediated by
sense of role overload, which is more significant when
reciprocation wariness is high (indirect effect = —0.03;
95% CI [-.047, —0.010]), but not significant when

Table 6 Conditional Indirect Effect

reciprocation wariness is low (indirect effect = 0.01; 95%
CI [-.022, 0.022]). The difference between these indirect
effects was statistically significant (difference = —0.03,
95% CI [-.056, —0.006]). Therefore, Hypothesis 3b was
supported.

Discussion

From the perspective of the perceived leader trust of
employees, this paper examines the double-edged sword
influence of perceived leader trust on employee behavior.
We found that perceived leader trust will affect proactive
behavior through employees’ subjective evaluation of the
leader’s trust. Employee’s reciprocation wariness plays
a moderating role in this relationship: when reciprocation
wariness is high, perceived leader’s trust has a more sig-
nificant negative indirect impact on proactive behavior
through sense of role overload; When reciprocation wari-
ness is low, perceived leader’s trust has a more significant
positive and indirect influence on proactive behavior
through sense of self-worth. In a word, by testing the

Mediating Variable Regulating Variable Effect Standard Error Lower 95%BC CI Upper 95%BC CI
Sense of self-worth High value 0.03 0.02 —0.004 0.067

Low value 0.06 0.03 0.007 0.126

Difference value —0.03 0.02 —0.011 —0.002
Sense of role overload High value —0.03 0.01 —0.047 —0.010

Low value 0.01 0.01 —0.022 0.022

Difference value —0.03 0.01 —0.056 —0.006

Note: Cls were calculated using the Monte Carlo method with 5000 repetitions.
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moderated mediation model, this paper deeply analyzes
the mechanism and boundary conditions of perceived lea-
der trust influencing on employees’ psychological state
and behavior, which contributes to the organizational
trust and workplace proactive behavior research.

Theoretical Contributions
First and foremost, we contribute to the trait activation
theory by building the linkages of two important organi-
zational variables: perceived leader trust and employee’s
proactive behavior. Nearly all previous studies consid-
ered being trust as beneficial to all concerned.'” At the
same time, this perspective ignoring the individuals may
differ in their willingness to exchange and reciprocity
when being trusted. In practice, not all employees uni-
formly want being trust by their leaders.'? Based on the
trait activation theory of perceived leader trust, our paper
provides a new way of thinking to study of perceived
leader trust. We also propose employees’ psychological
state as an underlying mechanism linking perceived lea-
der trust and its positive and negative employees’ fol-
low-up work behavior and performance. By doing so, we
contribute to a better understanding of the trait activation
theory when applied in the organization workplace.
Secondly, this study further reveals the double-edged
sword influences of perceived leader trust, specifically, the
evaluation of sense of self-worth and the evaluation of sense
of role overload, thereby promotes the cognition of the
mechanism of perceived trust. Previous studies on the
mechanism of trust mainly focus on positive aspects such
as intrinsic motivation®” and team reflection.”® As a matter
of fact, the role of perceived leader trust depends on the
subjective evaluation of the trusted person.'* Therefore, this
paper explores the mechanism of perceived trust from
a new perspective. It is found that on the one hand per-
ceived leader trust may have a positive impact on proactive
behavior through increasing employees’ sense of self-worth,
and on the other hand it may also have a negative impact on
proactive behavior via increasing sense of role overload.
Previous studies on perceived leader trust almost all exam-
ined the organizational impact of perceived trust from
a single perspective, but did not integrate holistic perspec-
tives. Therefore, this paper comprehensively expounds the
overall mechanism of perceived leader trust on employees.
Thirdly, this paper introduces the important contin-
gency condition of whether employees take proactive
behavior when perceived their leader’s trust, that is,
employee’s wariness.

reciprocation Reciprocation

wariness moderates the relationship between perceived
trust, sense of self-worth and sense of role overload. This
paper further investigates how reciprocation wariness
moderates proactive behavior induced by perceived leader
trust. The results show that when employee has high
reciprocation wariness, perceived leader trust will increase
the sense of role overload and then reduce the proactive
behavior of employees; When employee’s reciprocation
wariness is low, perceived leader trust will increase proac-
tive behavior by improving their sense of self-worth. This
shows that reciprocation wariness can effectively adjust
the behavior pattern of employees coping with the leader’s
trust, and provides a beneficial perspective for the research
field of proactive behavior.

Practical Implications

Our findings shed light on important practical implications
for organization managers who aim to promote employees’
proactive behavior, thereby generating a competitive
advantage for their organization. First, our results imply
that managers should choose appropriate management
styles for employees with different reciprocation wariness
level, so as to reduce employees’ negative feelings, such
as sense of role overload. For employees with lower reci-
procation wariness, simply expressing trust to them can
motivate employees to make more feedback behaviors to
their organization; For employees with high reciprocation
wariness, managers need to adjust their encouragement
strategies and express their trust through some practical
behaviors, so as to adopt different management strategies
according to the different personality traits of employees,
to making the best use of their talents.

Second, managers also should consider the traits of
employees when they are selecting the employees for the
job.*! Based on our study result, individual differences,
such as reciprocation wariness, are highly connected with
the workplace behavior of how employees face their lea-
der’s trust. These practices can enhance more proactive
behavior when employees feel trust by their leaders, thus
facilitating the organization’s thriving.

Limitations and Directions for Future

Research

There are also some limitations in this study. First of all,
although we adopt multi-source data collection method,
the data of mediating variables (sense of self-worth and
sense of role overload) and dependent variable (proactive
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behavior) are collected at the same time due to the limited
conditions. However, the dependent variables proactive
behavior, is evaluated by the direct leader, which can
reduce the possible common method bias to a certain
extent. Thus, we suggested that diary data collected across
multiple time points or experimental method should be
adopted in future research to better verify the causal rela-
tionship between these relationships. Secondly, although
this study examines the moderating effect of reciprocation
wariness, holding that reciprocation wariness affects
employees’ view of their leader’s trust, additional modera-
tors are recommended to be studied in further research.
For instance, the relationship between employees and the
leader may also determine how employees view their
leader’s trust.** Therefore, we encourage the future
research to explore new contingency conditions from inter-
personal relationship perspectives such as the dyadic rela-
tionship between employees and their leader.

Conclusion

This study extends the understanding of perceived leader
trust, and explores the double-edged effects of perceived
leader trust on employee’s proactive behavior. In particu-
lar, drawing on the social exchange theory and denoting
the sense of self-evaluation as the vital transferring
mechanism, we link perceived leader trust to both positive
and negative influences on employees’ proactive behavior.
We found that when reciprocation wariness is high, per-
ceived leader’s trust has a more significant negative indir-
ect impact on proactive behavior through the sense of role
overload; When reciprocation wariness is low, perceived
leader’s trust has a more significant positive and indirect
influence on proactive behavior through the sense of self-
worth. We hope that our study will encourage scholars to
explore the consequences of perceived leader trust more
comprehensively and identify possible moderators that can
amplify the positive effects of perceived leader trust.
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