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Purpose: The proactive behavior of employees is one of the key determinants of organizational development in a rapidly changing 
business environment. While much attention has been paid to the antecedents of employees’ proactive behavior, little is known about 
the mechanisms that influence their psychological state and work behavior. The aim of this research is to investigate the relationship 
between inclusive leadership (IL) and proactive behavior, along with mediating role of employee trust and the moderating role of 
procedural justice climate.
Methods: The data were collected from 40 independent project teams from 30 companies in China, and the hypotheses were tested on 
304 available samples, followed by the null model to conduct the cross-level regression analysis.
Results: The results indicated that IL significantly affects the employee proactive behavior, in which employee trust played 
a mediating role. Moreover, procedural justice climate respectively moderates the positive relationship between IL and employee 
proactive behavior, and the positive relationship between IL and employee trust.
Conclusion: IL not only provides emotional support to increase employee trust but also inspires subordinates with a non-active 
personality to take initiative. Team-oriented organizational structures should promote procedural justice measures to create a trusting 
and fair work environment that more effectively furthers the effectiveness of IL on positive work behaviors of employees.
Keywords: inclusive leadership, proactive behavior, employee trust, procedural justice climate

Introduction
Can inclusiveness of leader fuel employee proactivity and what strategies organizations should develop to boost it? The 
research investigates the role of inclusive leadership (IL) and organization contextual strategy on employees’ proactive 
behavior. As global competition intensifies, the use of teams has increased dramatically to quickly respond to constantly 
changing task requirements and emergent technologies. On the one hand, this team-oriented organizational strategy is 
characterized by dynamic diversification, often consisting of cross-departmental and cross-professional project teams.1 

On the other hand, practically, the diversity and dynamics of a team-oriented organizational structure often weaken the 
trust and belongings of employees in the workplace, which is not conducive to the full involvement of employees and 
further damages group processes and outcomes. At this time, companies not only need managers to effectively lead the 
team, but also urgently improve the proactive behavior of employees2 to actively implement corporate strategies, enhance 
sustainable viability, and achieve superior performance. The proactive behavior of employees is obviously a key 
determinant of organizational development and improving company performance.3 Therefore, how to motivate employ-
ees to take initiative has become a common concern of both academics and practitioners.4

Based on the model of proactivity proposed by Parker, a large number of scholars have supplemented antecedents and 
mechanisms of proactive behavior from two aspects- individual differences and contextual factors.4 First, much of this 
work has emphasized a proactive personality as an important antecedent for taking the initiative, including motivation 
and goal generation,5 desire for control,6 self-efficacy,7 learning, knowledge, skills, and abilities.8,9 Second, other work 
argues that while positive personality is a crucial predictor of employee proactive behavior at the individual level, 
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contextual factors tend to affect employee behavior more directly in the workplace, such as social environment,10 support 
from leaders and organizations,11 fairness of distribution and procedure.12,13

Leaders directly or indirectly influence subordinates’ active behavior by stimulating their work motivation or 
influencing the work environment atmosphere.14 Current research reveals that goal-oriented leadership, such as trans-
formational leadership and empowering leadership, plays a significant role to improve employee’s proactive behavior,15 

it is not surprising because the motivational state of such leadership is to set a challenging goal to push subordinates to 
take initiatives. But practically the diversity and dynamics of team-oriented organizational structure often weaken the 
trust and belongings of employees in the workplace which is not conducive to the full involvement of employees, and 
further damages group processes and outcomes.16,17 IL performs in a different style by inviting subordinates to 
participate in decision-making, appreciating their uniqueness, encouraging their contributions, and tolerating their fail-
ures, which positively impact employees’ psychological state and work behavior results.1,14,18 However, scant attention 
has been paid to understanding the role of IL, and how related mechanisms, such as contextual climate, enable the 
effective functioning of diverse workgroups.17

Drawn upon conservation of resources (COR) theory, employees regard leaders as a favorable resource.19 

Characteristics of inclusive leadership-openness, fairness, and tolerance create good conditions to improve subordinators’ 
belongingness and psychological safety.17 This implies that when the subordinates recognize that the leader cares more 
about themselves, which would close the relationship with the leader, thereby increasing trust in leaders. Employee trust 
is generated by the active interaction between employees and leaders, which is a highly directional psychological state, 
which further affects a series of perceptions, attitudes, and behavior of employees.20,21 Accordingly, this research infers 
that to obtain more support (external resources) from leaders, employees will transform their trust in leaders into positive 
attitudes and extra efforts (internal resources).22 Hence, this study expects that employee trust might mediate the 
relationship between inclusive leadership and employees’ proactive behavior. Moreover, research indicates that the 
consistency of contextual and personal factors can help motivate people to be more proactive.21,23 Although prior studies 
have examined various contextual conditions at the individual level, such as work pressure and interpersonal 
relationships,24,25 little is known about the conditions under which organizational climate can influence the relationship 
between IL and individual behavior.17 Therefore, it is meaningful that this study considers the interaction of organiza-
tional climate between IL and proactive behavior.

The contribution of this research to the literature is threefold. First, we develop a cross-level moderated mediating 
model to reveal the influence mechanism of IL on proactive behavior. Secondly, we expand our knowledge of IL by 
explaining the role of employee trust in the superior-subordinate relationship. Finally, we respond to the call of Randel 
et al to study contextual factors at the organizational level by identifying the impact of procedural justice climate.17

Theory and Hypothesis
Inclusive Leadership and Employee Proactive Behavior
Inclusive leadership (IL) is a distinct style of relational leadership, facilitating subordinate proactive behavior by 
providing a psychologically safe working atmosphere.26 First, inclusive leaders provide support, encourage speaking 
up, and appreciate the contributions of subordinates, thereby enhancing the collective belongingness and the psycholo-
gical safety of employees.27,28 Second, IL demonstrates treatment of fairness and justice via openness, availability, and 
accessibility when interacting with subordinates, which convinces employees that their organization is committed to 
involving all employees in the operation of the organization.29 These positive interactive relationships inclusive leaders 
provide would bring together the final employees’ attitude and active behavior, such as voice,18 innovation,30 taking 
charge,31,32 self-efficacy,33 and creativity.34

Besides, according to proactive motivation theory, the interaction between individual differences and the correspond-
ing environmental context generates three pathways to influence motivation states and active behavior.4 First, subordi-
nates feel they can do it, even to improve the poor working conditions and problems they encounter instead of passively 
adapting to the status quo because the IL openness encourages employees to express interests, needs, and expectations, 
invite them to participate in decision-making, and appreciate their contributions, which enhance their self-efficacy.7,33 
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Second, the availability of inclusive leaders makes employees feel that the benefits and rewards they get are consistent 
with their effort goals, which enhances the proactive motivation of reasons do. Inclusive leaders always respect employee 
diversity, providing effective communication and interaction to understand their needs and self-determination to ensure 
fair treatment and distribution in different workplaces. Third, the accessible leadership style provides a fault-tolerant 
working atmosphere that improves employees energized to strive for their goals. IL narrows the distance between leaders 
and employees, so that employees do not have to worry about the negative consequences of raising different opinions, 
seeking feedback, and facing the pressure of failure.1,18 Given the above arguments, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Inclusive leadership is positively related to employee’s proactive (work) behavior.

The Mediating Role of Employee Trust
According to COR theory, employees value leaders as a favorable resource to help them to complete their tasks.19 On the 
one hand, the resources inclusive leaders offer are work-related knowledge and experiences, as well as emotional and 
relationship resources. Specifically, IL creates good conditions of openness, support, fairness, and tolerance to improve 
belongingness and psychological safety for diversified subordinates and advances the level of interpersonal care and 
attention. Such active interaction between leaders and employees and generates higher employee affective trust, which is 
a highly directional psychological state to further affects a series of perceptions, attitudes, and behavior of 
employees.20,21 As studies discussed,35–37 once employees raise their trust in direct supervisors and senior management 
teams, they would demonstrate high levels of organizational citizenship behavior and initiatives. In contrast, if followers 
feel untrustworthy with the leader’s behavior, they usually reduce their self-efficacy, voice, and initiative to protect 
themselves with their own interests as the most important principle. Since inclusive leaders treat each subordinate in 
a respectful and fair manner, employees can immediately seek help and coordination from their leaders when encounter-
ing emergencies and interpersonal conflicts. Differing from transformational and empowering leadership, the emotional 
and relationship resources provided by inclusive leaders often far exceed the psychological expectations of employees in 
the relationship between the two parties.17 This means that when the subordinates recognize that the leader cares more 
about themselves, which would close the relationship with the leader, thereby increasing trust in leaders. Therefore, we 
could infer that when employees feel the leadership’s support, fairness, and abundant work resources, employee trust will 
increase.

On the other hand, employee trust helps to predict their positive attitude and work behavior in the workplace.36 

Proactive people often suffer from certain risks because challenging the status quo, speaking up, mistakes and failure 
may lead to dissatisfaction and even punishment of the organization, which would weaken their initiative.14 However, the 
features of IL fault-tolerant and fair treatment that strengthen employees’ psychological security and trust have 
significantly reduced employees’ concerns about the risks of active behavior. Based on the COR theory, when the 
organization’s resources are insufficient or limited, employees would invest more in leaders in order to acquire, retain and 
preserve resources.38 This means that employees will transform their trust in the inclusive leaders into a positive attitude, 
pay more effort, and actively participate in their work (ie, resource investment) to avoid disappointing leaders (ie, 
resource loss).22 Consequently, such trust inspires the reason to escalate employees’ work initiative, and lower their fear 
of extra-role behavior, thereby facilitating proactive behavior. Therefore, this study proposes that employee trust might 
mediate the relationship between IL and employee proactive work behavior. Given the analysis, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Employee trust mediates the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee’s proactive (work) 
behavior.

The Moderating Role of Procedural Justice Climate
Procedural justice refers to the policies, processes, procedures, decisions, and outcomes of resource allocation are based 
on the foundational principles of fairness.12 Procedural justice climate emerges and aggregates at the organizational level 
when employees subjectively percept such consistent fairness.13,39 Research has demonstrated that procedural justice 
climate which helps to deliver values, expectations, fair procedures of rewards and punishments to shape the individual 
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positive psychological environment and to guide proactive behavior.40,41 Therefore, as previous studies suggested, this 
research regards procedural justice climate as a contextual factor that can influence the previously hypothesized 
relationships between IL, proactive behavior, and employees trust. While the characteristics of IL promote employee self- 
efficacy, which can be performed even without the authorization of the organization, contextual factors may hinder 
employee motivation, especially if the workplace environment is not conducive to employee initiative. Employees in 
teams with a low procedural justice climate would tend to protect their personal interests to avoid work-related concerns 
and consequences.42 Especially when their initiatives underperform or fail, no matter how tolerant and encouraging IL is, 
organizations often blame individuals rather than looking at systemic causes. In contrast, employees in teams with a high 
procedural justice climate easily perceive fair, open, and just workplace environment conveyed by the organization, 
thereby triggering organizational identification and professional commitment.40 This is consistent with the fairness 
heuristic theory that people will make judgments about the fair information they are exposed to, and then affect their 
subsequent attitudes and behavior.43 Accordingly, in a high procedural justice climate, IL has given full play to its 
characteristics of motivating and inspiring proactive behavior of employees since employees believe they would be 
treated fairly by organizations. In return, employees are more likely to behave more proactively, such as challenging the 
status quo and making constructive suggestions.13 Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Procedural justice climate moderates the relationship between inclusive leadership and proactive behavior 
of employees such that this relationship is stronger when the procedural justice climate is high than when it is low.

This research proposes that the relationship between IL and employees trust strengthens significantly in a procedural 
justice climate. As stated before (see H2), to preserve and maintain the resources of work-related knowledge, experience, 
and affective from IL, employees would input more trust in IL. However, the inconsistent and biased procedural work 
environment would make employees concerned that they are not given equal importance and the interpersonal risk of 
extra-role behavior, which would debilitate employee trust even though they are encouraged and supported by IL.12 

Instead, a procedural justice climate provides a fair, transparent, and democratic workplace where employees do not have 
to worry about the perception of negative consequences of freely expressing voices and new ideas and reduces the risk of 
uncertainty in human interactions and job feedback. Under procedural justice climate, the role of IL would maximize the 
influence to increase employee affective dependence and trust, and a stronger sense of belonging to the team in return. 
When employees who trust the organization and leaders are encouraged by this strong sense of security in fair and 
mutually beneficial relationships, they would augment their contribution through more active behavior.13 Consequently, 
under high justice procedural climate, the positive correlation between IL and employee trust will be stronger than in the 
case of a low justice procedure. Following the inference, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4: Procedural justice climate moderates the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee trust such 
that this relationship is stronger when procedural justice climate is high than when it is low.

Given the above theories and hypothesiss, the conceptual model of this research is shown in Figure 1.

Inclusive leadership Employee trust Proactive behavior

Procedural justice climateTeam level

Individual level

Figure 1 Conceptual model of this research.
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Research Method
Sample and Data Collection
We collected the data from 40 project teams at 20 companies located in Beijing, Shanghai, Wuhan, and Guangzhou. In 
order to collect more useable samples, the snowball sampling method suitable for the Chinese context was adopted.44 In 
total, 400 team members from 40 project teams were invited to participate in our study, while 304 team members (76%) 
from 40 projected teams (100%) provided useable responses finally. In the sample, the average team size was 8.53 
members. Of the team supervisors, 85% were males and approximately 85% had at least attained a bachelor’s degree; 
their average age was 37.50 years old (SD = 6.03), and their average tenure was 9.48 years (SD = 4.84). Of the team 
members, 64% were males and 83.5% had at least attained a bachelor’s degree; their average age was 30.95 years old 
(SD = 7.44), and their average tenure was 4.21 years (SD = 5.07).

To avoid the problems caused by potential common method biases, we collected data from two different sources (ie, 
team supervisors and team members).45 For team members, they were asked to response the questionnaires of IL, 
employee trust, procedural justice climate, and their demographic information. For team supervisors, they were asked to 
rate each team member’s proactive behavior and their demographic information. All respondents completed the ques-
tionnaires voluntarily and were assured that their responses would be kept confidential in the survey.

Measures
Inclusive Leadership
A nine-item scale, developed by Carmeli et al, was used to measure IL.28 All nine items were measured on a five-point 
scale ranging from 1 = “Not at all” to 5 = “A large extent”. Sample items include “The direct supervisor is available for 
consultation on problems.” and “The direct supervisor encourages me to access him/her on emerging issues.”. The 
Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.96.

Employee Trust
A 11-item scale, developed by McAllister, was used to measure employee trust.46 All 11 items were measured on 
a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree”. Sample items are “I would have to say that 
we have both made considerable emotional investments in our working relationship.” and “My supervisor approaches 
his/her job with professionalism and dedication”. The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.96.

Procedural Justice Climate
A seven-item scale, developed by Colquitt, was used to measure each team member’s perception of procedural justice.47 

Because procedural justice climate is a team level construct, according to Chan’s typology of composition models, we 
adopted the additive composition approach, which involved averaging across individual team members’ own procedural 
justice perceptions, regardless of within-team variability in those perceptions.48 All seven items were measured on 
a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = “to a small extent” to 5 = “to a large extent”. A sample item is “To what extent have you 
been able to express your views and feelings during the procedures used to arrive at your outcome?” Consistent with the 
level theory and past research that has theorized and tested this construct at the team level,49 we aggregated team 
members’ perceptions of procedural justice to the team level to form the measure of procedural justice climate. In order 
to check the viability of procedural justice climate, we computed rwg values and obtained an average rwg of 0.96 (median 
= 0.94). The rwg values were above the conventionally acceptable rwg value of 0.70.50 In addition, we also calculated the 
intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC1) and reliability of group mean (ICC2).51 The results for ICC1 is 0.91 and ICC2 is 
0.98. These results showed the appropriateness of data aggregation. The Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.97.

Proactive Behaviour
Proactive behavior was measured by using a seven-item scale of Frese et al.52 Each team supervisor was asked to respond 
to this scale in this study. All seven items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = 
“Strongly Agree”. A sample items is “Whenever something goes wrong, he/she searches for a solution immediately.” The 
Cronbach’s α for this scale was 0.91.
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Control Variables
Prior research has demonstrated that some individual variables are related to proactive behavior, such as tenure,52 

education level,4 age and gender.53 In addition, team size was also controlled for because prior research suggested that 
size might influence the level of proactive behavior on the part of employees.54

Results
Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Discriminant Validity
We conducted a confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) to compare our hypothesized 4-factor model (ie inclusive leadership, 
employee trust, procedural justice climate, and proactive behavior) to a series of alternative models (three-factor model, 
two-factor model, and one-factor model). Table 1 presents the CFA results. As shown, the hypothesized four-factor 
model [χ2(521) = 953.21, NFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.95, CFI = 0.96, SRMR = 0.04, and RMSEA = 0.05] fits the data best. 
Therefore, these results supported our measures’ discriminant validity.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 2 presents the results of correlation analysis. As shown in the table, at the individual level, IL was positively related 
to both employee trust (r = 0.53, p < 0.001) and proactive behavior (r = 0.34, p < 0.001) and employee trust was 
positively related to proactive behavior (r = 0.41, p < 0.001). These results provide initial support for some of our 
hypotheses. In addition, as all demographic variables did not significantly correlate with the outcome variable, these will 
be excluded as control variables in the following analysis.

Hypotheses Testing
We used SPSS 21.0 and HLM 6.02 to conducted hierarchical regression and hierarchical linear models for our 
hypotheses testing. H1 predicted that IL is positively related to proactive behavior. Findings provide empirical evidence 
that shows the significant effect of IL on proactive behavior (B = 0.34, p < 0.001, Model 2). Thus, H1 was supported. H2 
predicted that employee trust mediates the relationship between IL and proactive behavior. To examine this mediation 
effect, we followed Hayes procedure.55 The finding can be observed in Table 3. IL was significantly associated with 
employee trust (B = 0.53, p < 0.001, Model 1) and the mediator was significantly related to proactive behavior (B = 0.32, 
p < 0.001, Model 3) when the predictor variable was in the model (B = 0.17, p< 0.001, Model 3). This result suggests that 
IL partially mediated the relationship between IL and proactive behavior. Bootstrapping of the sampling distribution was 
also conducted regarding the indirect effect. The results showed that the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effect 
was between 0.07 and 0.23. Thus, H2 was supported.

H3 and H4 predicted that procedural justice climate moderates the relationship between IL and proactive behavior and 
the relationship between IL and employee trust, respectively. These two hypotheses were tested by using HLM. As shown 
in Table 3, the interaction of IL and procedural justice climate was significant when the dependent variable is proactive 
behavior (γ = 0.13, p < 0.05) and when the dependent variable is employee trust (γ = 0.14, p < 0.05). In order to reveal the 
interaction effect more clearly, we followed the procedures proposed by Aiken and West to plot interaction by using a cut 
value of one standard deviation above and below the mean of procedural justice climate (see Figures 2 and 3).56 As 
predicted, when procedural justice climate was high, the relationship between IL and proactive behavior and the relationship 

Table 1 Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Measurement Model χ2 df Δχ2/Δdf NFI TLI CFI SRMR RMSEA

Hypothesized four-factor model 953.21 521 0.91 0.95 0.96 0.04 0.05

Three-factor model 2841.78 524 629.52*** 0.73 0.75 0.77 0.11 0.10

Two-factor model 3770.09 526 563.38*** 0.64 0.65 0.67 0.13 0.14
One-factor model 6208.97 527 875.96*** 0.41 0.39 0.43 0.20 0.19

Note: ***p < 0.001.
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between IL and employee trust were stronger. These outcomes further supported the moderating effect of procedural justice 
climate, as depicted in H3 and H4.

Discussion
The proactive behavior of employees is one of the key determinants of organizational development in a competitative 
business environment. While much work has contributed to our knowledge of the antecedents of employees’ proactive 
behavior, scant attention has been paid to the mechanisms that influence their psychological state and work behavior. The 
aim of this research is to investigate the relationship between inclusive leadership (IL) and employee proactive behavior, 
along with mediating role of employee trust and the moderating role of procedural justice climate. Drawing upon COR 
theory and fairness heuristic theory, this study develops a cross-level moderated mediation model and obtained three 
findings through leader-member matching data analysis.

First, the results show that IL has a significant positive effect on employee’s proactive work behavior. The openness, 
accessibility, and availability of leaders not only increase employees’ perceptions of inclusiveness, but also improve self- 
efficacy.7,33 Besides, IL helps to close the distance with employees and promote effective communication because they 
appreciate their diversity and are willing to understand their needs.15,26 Furthermore, a fault-tolerant working atmosphere 
IL provides encourages employees to raise different opinion, and encourage innovation behavior and creativity.34 Such 
positive interaction would bring together to the final employees’ attitude and active behavior, which is consistent with the 
prior literature (see Qi et al, 2017; Zeng et al, 2020).18,32

Secondly, the finding sheds light on the mediating role of employee trust in the relationship between IL and employee 
proactive behavior. It means that IL has a positive impact on employee trust, and employee trust is positively related to 
employee proactive behavior. The characteristics of IL could provide work-related knowledge and interpersonal care and 

Table 3 Results of Hypotheses Testing

Variables ET (Model 1) PB (Model 2) PB (Model 3) PB ET

Individual level (N = 304)
Intercept 3.80*** 3.94***
IL 0.53*** 0.34*** 0.17** 0.28*** 0.53***

ET 0.32***

Team level (N = 40)
PJC 0.04 0.00

Cross-level interactions
IL × PJC 0.13* 0.14*

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: IL, inclusive leadership; ET, employee trust; PB, proactive behaviour; PJC, procedural justice climate.

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Individual level
1. Gender 0.64 0.48

2. Age 30.95 7.44 −0.01

3. Education level 2.94 0.57 0.01 0.02
4. Tenure 4.21 5.07 0.02 0.52*** −0.04

5. Inclusive leadership 4.05 0.78 −0.06 0.03 −0.09 −0.02

6. Employee trust 3.95 0.77 −0.06 0.03 −0.05 −0.01 0.53***
7. Proactive behavior 3.79 0.65 −0.00 0.01 0.06 0.07 0.34*** 0.41***

Team level
1. Team size 8.53 1.54

2. Procedural justice climate 3.20 1.28 0.11

Note: ***p < 0.001.
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attention, which creates calm and supportive workplace conditions to improve belongingness and psychological safety for 
diversified subordinates.20 Our results are in line with existing research, that often inclusive leaders provide emotional and 
relationship resources that far exceed the psychological expectations of employees in the relationship between the two 
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Figure 3 Moderating effect of procedural justice climate on the relationship between inclusive leadership and proactive behaviour.
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Figure 2 Moderating effect of procedural justice climate on the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee trust.
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parties. When employees generate a highly directional psychological state, it increases higher affective trust.21 In return, 
employees would take the initiative to challenge the status quo and make constructive suggestions by lowering their fear of 
extra-role behavior to take initiative. The reasonable explanation is that fault tolerance and fair treatment of IL could reduce 
employee concerns about the risk of proactive behavior. Our results are in line with existing research,35–37 once employees 
raise their trust in direct supervisors and senior management teams, they would perform high levels of organizational 
citizenship behavior and initiatives. Therefore, employee trust plays as a mediator to further closely link the relationship 
between employees, their own cross-professional project team, and the organization.

Finally, the procedural justice climate has a significant moderating impact on the relationship between IL and 
employees’ active behavior and the relationship between IL and employee trust. The results illustrate that the cross- 
level effect of procedural justice climate is consistent with the argument of Tangirala and Ramanujam.41 This means that 
in teams with a strong atmosphere of procedural justice conveyed by the organization, employees make judgments about 
the fair information they are exposed to, which shapes their individual positive psychological and guides their subsequent 
proactive attitudes and behaviors.40,41,43 Moreover, a procedural justice climate provides a transparent workplace 
environment where the role of IL would maximize the influence to increase employee affective dependence and trust 
in the team. It is because when the just contextual factor provides favorable conditions to make employees feel equal 
importance and stronger social network relationships, the concerns of interpersonal risk of extra-role behavior would be 
reduced.12 That is, employees who perceive a strong sense of security from the organization and leadership in a fair and 
mutually beneficial relationship will increase their contribution through more positive behavior.

Theoretical Implications
The contribution of this work is threefold. First, this research develops a cross-level moderated mediation model to reveal 
the influence mechanism of IL on employee proactive behavior. The findings demonstrate that the openness, accessibility, 
and availability of leaders increase employees’ perceptions of inclusiveness and then positively promote the employees’ 
proactivity, which is consistent with the prior literature (see Qi et al, 2017; Zeng et al, 2020).18,32

Secondly, drawing upon COR theory, this study dedicated to to identify the influence mechanism of IL by examining 
the role of employee trust in the superior-subordinate relationship. Existing studies mainly focus on the mediating 
mechanism of work engagement and psychological empowerment,57 overlooking other possible factors. Moreover, some 
commonalities have been identified with the theoretical model of IL,17 this research, however, further conceptualizes the 
perceptions of followers on workgroup identification and psychological empowerment to provide a more abundant, 
dynamic picture. Although the preconditions and model framework of this research are similar to the IL approach, it is 
not superficial to add and test some variables to their framework, but rather an essential practical expression. Specifically, 
based on COR theory, we highlight the mutual interaction between leaders and employees and the influence of the 
establishment of trust relationships on employee behavior, which has never been done before.

Finally, drawing upon fairness heuristic theory, this paper contributes to determining the necessary condition of 
procedural justice climate on individual initiative and contextual factors, extending our understanding of the boundary 
conditions of proactive behavior. Prior research mainly emphasizes the individual-level antecedents of employee 
proactive behavior (ie, personality, motivation, self-efficacy) which neglects the contextual factors.17 Our findings not 
only fill the research gap, but also explain why individuals without proactive personality traits may still have initiative 
and proactive behavior in the workplace.

Practical Implications
This study has several practical implications. Firstly, from the leadership aspect, leaders should cultivate inclusiveness to 
provide emotional support and work resources for subordinates to increase employee trust. IL can enhance the team 
members’ perception of belonging and group identity, reduce resources competition within the team, and help team 
members to cope with work challenges and performance pressures. Moreover, IL not only navigates employees with 
proactive traits but also inspires non-active personality subordinates to take the initiative to change and improve work 
performance. This is because those employees of any personality type can feel the support and encouragement of IL, 
thereby enhancing their trust in leaders and organizations, and are more willing to work commitment. Finally, it points to 
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that from the perspective of organizational development, it is important to urge an inclusive atmosphere and measures of 
procedural justice. To achieve performance efficiently, only goal-oriented leadership is not sufficient, especially, team- 
oriented organizational structures are often temporary cross-professional teams formed for short-term goals. In such 
a situation, it is difficult to lead subordinates to complete the job tasks and achieve the goals. Therefore, organizations 
should create a just workplace environment to improve team trust, cooperate with each other, and share successful 
experiences and knowledge, which would more effectively and efficiently benefit the organizational performance.

Limitation and Future Research
This study has some limitations. First, although this study supports all hypotheses proposed by the rational theory 
perspective, our research design uses cross-sectional data, which limits conclusions about causality. Second, given the 
time and resource constraints, the findings are only from some parts of China, so future research may expand data 
collection sources to improve generalizability. Third, since the empirical findings show partial mediation effects between 
IL and proactive behavior, such results imply the existence of other possible variables. Future research may consider 
different mediation variables from different theoretical viewpoints for discussion. Finally, although we revealed the role 
of procedural justice climate as the most crucial contextual factor to respectively strengthen the relationship among 
inclusive leadership, proactive behavior, and employee trust, future research may include Randel et al the top manage-
ment’s commitment to inclusion as another cross-level moderator in their research models.17

Conclusion
Theoretically, drawing upon COR theory and fairness heuristic theory, this research develops a cross-level moderated 
mediation model to explain how employees perceive leaders’ inclusiveness to generate proactive behavior. All our 
hypotheses are supported. Specifically, the results highlight that the characteristics (ie, openness, accessibility, avail-
ability, support, and fault-tolerance) of IL significantly improve employees’ enthusiasm for proactive work behavior. 
Besides, employee trust plays a mediating role within the relationship. Meanwhile, the procedural justice climate 
moderates the relationship between IL and proactive behavior, and the relationship between IL and employee trust, 
respectively. Practically, IL not only provides emotional support to increase employee trust but also inspires subordinates 
with a non-active personality to take initiative. Team-oriented organizational structures should promote procedural justice 
measures to create a trusting and fair work environment that more effectively furthers the effectiveness of IL on positive 
work behaviors of employees.
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