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Abstract
This study develops and tests a model of the relationship between a learning-oriented 
organizational climate, employee individual resilience and three broad categories of pro-
active behaviors, i.e. proactive work behavior, proactive strategic behavior and proactive 
person–environment fit behavior. The study tests a mediation model. Cross-sectional data 
was gathered from 108 employees in four Dutch organizations. Results demonstrate that 
employee resilience mediates the relationships between a learning-oriented organizational 
climate and proactive work behaviors. By investigating three proactive behaviors, this 
study answers to the call for studies that empirically investigate multiple related proactive 
behaviors within one study design. This design sheds light on whether a learning-oriented 
organizational climate promotes certain proactive behaviors more than others.

Keywords  Organizational learning · Proactivity · Resilience

1  Introduction

Employee resilience refers to bouncing back from challenges at work to come back bet-
ter than before (Smith et al. 2008). Employee resilience can be seen as a trait variable 
that has state-like characteristics, as it is a personal disposition that can be developed 
over time, albeit slowly (see Xanthopoulou et al. 2009; Luthans 2002). In other words, 
it is a malleable personal resource (Xanthopoulou et al. 2009). Studies show that resil-
ient employees are better in achieving various organizational goals such as job perfor-
mance and organizational commitment (Youssef and Luthans 2007; Meneghel et  al. 
2016; Wang et  al. 2017). When employees are able to cope with failure and setbacks 
they are likely to perform well and show organizational commitment even under con-
ditions of stress and change (Coutu 2002). Hence, it is in the interest of organizations 
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to identify organizational factors that can help employees build resilience (Kuntz et al. 
2017a, b). A growing body of research suggests that learning from experience and fail-
ure is positively associated with resilience (Huang and Luthans 2015; Vogus and Sut-
cliffe 2007). For example, studies in the field of organizational learning have suggested 
that an organizational climate, whose continuous improvement mechanisms include the 
open discussion of problems by employees, may be positively related to work engage-
ment and resilience in employees (Baer and Frese 2003; Van Dyck et al. 2005). It has 
been shown that a positive organizational approach to errors and failures potentially has 
long-term positive consequences, such as learning, innovation, and resilience (Sitkin 
1992; Madsen and Desai 2010). Such a constructive organizational approach to errors 
and failure can be conceived of as an organizational resource that stimulates resilience 
in employees (Meneghel et al. 2016).

Employee resilience is an antecedent to organizational outcome variables including 
job performance, job satisfaction and organizational commitment (Youssef and Luthans 
2007; Meneghel et  al. 2016), creativity (Huang and Luthans 2015), and work engage-
ment (Mache et al. 2014). Until now only a few studies have investigated how resilience 
is related to career self-management behaviors, such as seeking developmental feedback 
(e.g. Chiaburu et al. 2006). In the present paper, we relate resilience to an important set of 
self-management behaviors, namely proactive behaviors. Proactive behavior, as opposed 
to passive behavior, is defined as “self-initiated, anticipatory action that aims to change 
and improve the situation or oneself” (Parker and Collins 2010, p. 635; Grant and Ashford 
2008). Proactive behavior is focused on change and improvement (Bindl and Parker 2010, 
p. 15). This behavior requires that individuals are persistent (Frese and Fay 2001), regulate 
their efforts, and are not easily derailed by failure (Bindl and Parker 2010). The study in 
the present paper will investigate the degree in which a learning-oriented organizational 
climate will stimulate proactive behaviors of employees via employee resilience.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to the literature in several impor-
tant ways. It increases current understanding about the benefits of a learning-oriented 
organizational approach for positive individual outcomes. Specifically, we contribute to 
the existing literature on organizational learning climate (Putz et al. 2012; Van Dyck et al. 
2005) and proactive behaviors (Parker and Collins 2010), by uncovering an important 
mediating mechanism, i.e. employee resilience. Resiliency is gaining increased attention 
in current management literature and there are recent calls for more understanding of resil-
ience in the context of organizational behavior (Britt et  al. 2016; Kossek and Perrigino 
2016; Rothstein et al. 2016). However, the relationship between a learning-oriented organi-
zational climate and employee resilience is still poorly understood. Yet, fostering employee 
resilience is an important topic, because resilience can help employees to recover from 
daily setbacks at work (Britt et al. 2016) and it may induce self-management behaviors.

Furthermore, this study highlights the positive relationship of a learning-oriented organ-
izational climate with proactive work behaviors. It addresses the extent in which organiza-
tions with a greater capacity to learn from failures are better at capitalizing the benefits of 
resilience, in terms of proactive behaviors. Hereby, the study responds to requests for evi-
dence about consequences of proactive behavior for employees’ well-being and specifically 
resilience (Liu et al. 2016). By designing a model that includes three proactive behaviors, 
this study answers to calls for studies that empirically investigate multiple related proactive 
behaviors within one study design (Parker and Collins 2010; Tornau and Frese 2013). The 
study sheds light on whether employee resilience is more effective in promoting certain 
proactive behaviors than others.
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1.1 � Theoretical Foundation and Hypotheses

Resilience is often associated with the ability to learn from and adapt to changing circum-
stances (Bhamra et al. 2011). Resilient individuals recover from setbacks and expediently 
adjust themselves to a changed environment (Bhamra et al. 2011). Resilience at work refers 
to an employee’s capability to continuously adapt positively to adverse conditions (London 
1993; Von Eisenhart Rothe et al. 2013) and to use work resources to ensure ongoing devel-
opment and growth at work (Kuntz et al. 2017a, b). Yet, much remains unknown about fac-
tors that build resilience at work (Britt et al. 2016; Kossek and Perrigino 2016; Rothstein 
et al. 2016).

We follow Xanthopoulou et  al. (2009) and Luthans (2002) in our conceptualization 
of resilience as a trait variable that has state-like characteristics, such as determination, 
humor, and resourcefulness (Von Eisenhart Rothe et al. 2013). Resilience can be concep-
tualized as a personal resource that supports adaptation to better state. A growing body of 
research has suggested that learning from experience and failure, and hence a learning-ori-
ented organizational climate, is positively associated with resilience (Huang and Luthans 
2015; Vogus and Sutcliffe 2007).

Organizational learning from errors refers to the ability of an organization and its 
employees to adapt over time in reaction to challenges (Putz et al. 2012). A learning-ori-
ented organizational climate emphasizes the importance of consciously dealing with errors 
and failures in order to learn from them (Putz et al. 2012; Van Dyck et al. 2005). In such an 
organizational climate, employees perceive that the organization learns from experiences, 
which enables it to adapt when facing challenges in the future. Learning emphasizes posi-
tive adaptation and involves managing the trade-off between exploring new challenges and 
exploiting existing competencies (Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003, p. 104). In organizations that 
expose a learning-oriented organizational climate, failure and mistakes are used as an input 
for improvement and not as a reason for punishment.

Recent studies have suggested a relationship between an organizational learning climate 
and resilience on an organizational level (Vogus and Sutcliffe 2007), and an individual 
level (Huang and Luthans 2015). For example, Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007) argue that, on 
an organizational level, learning is an input to resilience: “Resilient organizations seem to 
employ a superior brand of learning, but more research is needed to understand the charac-
ter of this learning and what specific resources give rise to it” (p. 3421). This argument is 
in line with a broad array of studies that show that the work environment of employees is 
crucial with regard to various outcome variables at the individual level, such as job satis-
faction, job performance and resilience (Hirst et al. 2009; Griffin 2007). Failing plans and 
making mistakes can evoke negative emotions in employees, such as feeling inadequate, 
anxious and shameful (Zhao 2011; Frese and Keith 2015). These feelings may have nega-
tive consequences for individual performance, as they draw attention away from the tasks 
at hand (Frese and Keith 2015). However, a learning-oriented organizational climate in 
which failures and mistakes are positively framed (i.e. as opportunities to learn and as a 
normal part of learning) has been shown to help employees to control negative emotions, 
switch from a blaming mindset to a learning-oriented mindset, and remain concentrated on 
their work (Heimbeck et al. 2003; Frese and Keith 2015). In such an environment, employ-
ees experience psychological safety, i.e. a shared belief that it is safe to take risks and voice 
an opinion (Edmondson 1999).

In line with prior research about the organizational benefits of psychological safety 
(e.g. Edmondson 1999), we argue that employees who perceive a learning-oriented 
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organizational climate will expose a high level of resilience. When there is a learning-ori-
ented organizational climate within an organization, employees will not be afraid to make 
mistakes. On the contrary, they are likely to feel free to take the initiative to experiment, 
take risks, and propose creative ideas. Over time, this positive attitude towards experimen-
tation and the accompanying amount of misses and errors will build resilience, because 
employees get used to a certain amount of setbacks. In all experimentation, some plans will 
work out and lead to improvements, but the majority of plans are likely to fail to work out 
in practice (Simonton 1984; Tesluk et al. 1997). When employees take risks more often, 
it is likely that a larger amount of miscalculations and misconceptions happen. As a cer-
tain ratio of ideas that are put to the test will simply fail, trying out many ideas means a 
high amount of failures. Many ideas will not work out in a desirable way. However, in a 
learning-oriented organizational climate employees will have experienced over time that 
failures and errors will induce adjustments to the original idea or behavior (Sitkin 1992). 
These adjustments may turn out to be improvements or at least generate progress, which 
would not have happened without the initial trial and error. Hence, employees who per-
ceive a learning climate that encourages experimentation are used to making mistakes and 
having negative experiences. By feeling free to experiment, many adjustments to organiza-
tional procedures will be put to the test. All this time, employees are aware that they have 
to expect a certain amount of failure. Therefore, they will not feel easily discouraged or 
distressed by negative results. Over time, this process of being exposed to failure and nega-
tive experiences accumulates into building endurance and resilience (Griffin et al. 2007), 
and employees develop the ability to successfully cope with setbacks (Wagnild and Young 
1993). If failing is not punished within the organization but rather seen as an opportunity 
for improvement, as is the case in a learning-oriented organizational climate, employ-
ees will be less prone to feelings of inadequacy, and hence be resilient. In this line, we 
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1  The degree in which employees perceive a learning-oriented organiza-
tional climate is positively related to employee resilience.

Employees who work in an organization that provides a learning climate, in which errors 
and failures are addressed by constructive ideas for adjustment rather than punishment, 
are likely to take initiative and propose new ideas. Employee resilience is likely to mediate 
this process, because a learning climate builds resilience in employees, which will in turn 
feel encouraged to shape their own future and hence be proactive in their behavior. In other 
words, a learning-oriented organizational climate will stimulate proactivity in employees via 
employee resilience. This reasoning draws on social cognitive theory (SCT), which suggests 
that it is of key importance to human agency to be able to manage one’s own functioning and 
to exercise control over the events that have an impact on one’s life (Bandura 1986).

An influential study of Parker and Collins (2010) identified three categories of proactive 
behaviors: (1) proactive work behavior, (2) proactive strategic behavior, and (3) proactive 
person–environment fit (P–E fit) behavior. Proactive work behavior is aimed at improving 
the organization’s internal work processes. This behavior includes taking charge (Morri-
son and Phelps 1999), voice (Van Dyne and LePine 1998), implementing new strategies 
(Scott and Bruce 1994), and problem prevention (Frese and Fay 2001; Parker and Collins 
2010; Bindl and Parker 2010). Proactive strategic behavior focuses on the improvement 
of the organization’s fit with its external environment. This behavior manifests itself in 
actions such as issue-selling (Ashford et al. 1998), and strategically scanning the external 
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environment to anticipate new developments and possibilities for creating competitive 
advantage (Parker and Collins 2010; Bindl and Parker 2010). Finally, proactive P–E fit 
behavior is targeted at enhancing a fit between one self and the organization. This behavior 
includes feedback seeking (Ashford and Cummings 1983) and career development negotia-
tions (Parker and Collins 2010; Bindl and Parker 2010).

We argue that employees may act proactively when they experience a learning-oriented 
organizational climate, in which management and colleagues are supportive, so that one does 
not have to be afraid of failing and making mistakes, and in which they have built resilience 
against setbacks. For example, in a learning-oriented organizational climate employees have 
open discussions about things that have gone wrong in day-to-day work and co-workers will 
help each other to avoid and correct errors. These practices will build individual employ-
ees’ resilience because they confront employees with their own mistakes (as well as those 
made by co-workers) but also offer coping strategies. In turn, employee resilience generates 
awareness that one can manage and control set-backs at work. Resilient employees will feel 
comfortable by exercising proactive behaviors that further shape their work, even when cer-
tain risks may be included. For instance, a resilient employee may expose voice behavior by 
speaking up with new ideas or changes in procedures that could minimize mistakes (being 
an example of proactive work behavior), because in a learning-oriented organizational cli-
mate the employee perceives that this behavior will be valued. In such an environment the 
employee is less afraid that being critical at current practices will be punished by a leader 
or co-workers. Furthermore, being resilient will encourage an employee to engage into a 
critical discussion about current practices. Similarly, a resilient employee may expose stra-
tegic scanning behavior for example by identifying long-term opportunities and threats for 
the organization (being an example of proactive strategic behavior), because in a learning-
oriented climate the organization will be open to ideas for continuous improvement. Being 
resilient facilitates this proactive strategic behavior, because the employee is aware that he/
she can cope with possible critical reactions to his/her observations. Furthermore, a resilient 
employee may expose feedback monitoring behavior for instance by seeking feedback from 
a supervisor about work performance (being an example of proactive person–environment fit 
behavior), because in a learning-oriented organizational climate the feedback will focus on 
behavior and activities of the employee and not on personality. Being resilient facilitates this 
proactive person–environment fit behavior, because resilient employees are able to deal with 
critique on their functioning. Hence, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2  Employee resilience is positively related to (a) proactive work behavior; 
(b) proactive strategic behavior; and (c) proactive person–environment fit behavior.

Hypothesis 3  Employee resilience will mediate the relationship between a learning-ori-
ented organizational climate and (a) proactive work behavior; (b) proactive strategic behav-
ior; and (c) proactive person–environment fit behavior.

2 � Method

2.1 � Sample and Procedure

The target respondents were employees from a convenience sample of four large Dutch 
organizations, including a governmental organization, two service organizations and 
a department store. Management of all participating organizations indicated to have a 
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learning-oriented organizational climate. Data was gathered via an online questionnaire in 
three organizations and via paper and pencil in one organization. In total 1050 employees 
received the questionnaire. After 1 week a reminder was sent. The cover letter explained 
the relevance of the study and emphasized the anonymity and privacy of respondents. We 
ensured respondents that there were no right or wrong answers and that we were purely 
interested in their opinion. Respondents could stop answering questions at any time during 
the survey. We provided contact information of the research team, so that questions about 
the questionnaire or in response to the questionnaire could be dealt with. By starting the 
questionnaire, respondents were providing informed consent. In total 125 (11.9%) ques-
tionnaires were sent back to the research team. After removing incomplete and inconsist-
ent forms we were left with 108 (10.3%) usable responses. Reasons for limited response 
were the length of the questionnaire and the fact that the need for anonymity limited the 
possibilities of increasing the rate of return. For instance, the requirement of anonymity 
made it impossible to send targeted reminders, provide a monetary incentive or use person-
alization, while all of these measures have been suggested by Dillman (2000) to increase 
response rates. Table 1 shows the characteristics of our sample.

Self-reported data were used, which may present a risk associated with common method 
bias. However, in the context of a study on individual resilience, the use of self-reports is 
warranted (Conway and Lance 2010; Kim et al. 2013). External raters may not be able to 
pick up on the subtleties of the inner world of an individual that determines their resilience 
at work. External raters are therefore usually relying on general impressions (Lance et al. 

Table 1   Characteristics of the 
sample (n = 108)

Characteristics of respondents % of sample

Work experience in years
0–3 years 13.0
4–5 years 19.4
6–10 years 22.2
11–20 years 29.6
More than 20 years 15.7
Gender
Male 53.7
Female 46.3
Age in years
Below 25 0.0
25–35 26.9
36–45 28.7
46–55 25.9
56–65 15.7
Above 65 2.8
Education level
Basic secondary education (high school) 9.3
General level practical education 17.6
Bachelor level 38.0
Master level 30.6
Doctoral level 4.6
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1994). Hence, we follow previous studies about proactivity (Parker and Collins 2010) and 
employee well-being (Frese and Zapf 1999), who argued that the most valid source of data 
is likely to be the job incumbent oneself.

Nevertheless, we undertook several procedural remedies throughout the study process 
to ward off possible bias. In our setup we closely followed suggestions by Podsakoff et al. 
(2003), Conway and Lance (2010), and Spector (2006), who recommended useful research 
strategies for curbing the risk of common method bias. First, we protected respondents’ 
anonymity and asked respondents to answer the questions as honestly as possible to reduce 
respondents’ evaluation apprehension bias as well as social desirability bias (Podsakoff 
et  al. 2003). Also the fact that our model contains mediation effects, lowers the risk of 
respondents ‘guessing’ the desirable answers (Malhotra et al. 2006), and thereby reduces 
the risk for a common method variance biased pattern of responses.

2.2 � Measures

Multiple-item scales, closely following previous studies, were used to measure each con-
struct. Unless otherwise reported the construct variables were measured on seven-point 
Likert scales ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). The employee survey 
covered the following construct variables.

2.2.1 � Employee Resilience

An employee’s capability to adapt positively to adverse conditions was measured using the 
eleven-item scale developed by Von Eisenhart Rothe et al. (2013). This scale assesses per-
sonal characteristics such as determination, humor, and resourcefulness. All these character-
istics provide personal resources that support adaptation to better state. An example item is “I 
feel that I can handle many things at a time”. The reliability of the scale was α = .88.

2.2.2 � Learning‑Oriented Organizational Climate

Learning-oriented organizational climate was measured by adopting the sixteen-item 
measure from Putz et al. (2012). This measure assesses the employee’s perception of actual 
organizational learning from errors in his/her direct work environment, i.e., his/her daily 
experiences with how is dealt with errors. An example item is “Our supervisor praises his/
her employees when they share their experiences in dealing with errors”. The reliability of 
the scale was α = .92.

2.2.3 � Proactive Behaviors

We used Parker and Collins’ (2010) proactivity scale to assess employee proactive behav-
iors. The higher-order category ‘proactive work behaviors’ (10 items in total) was com-
posed of four proactive behaviors: ‘taking charge’ (2 items), ‘voice’ (3 items), ‘individual 
innovation’ (3 items), and ‘problem prevention’ (2 items). Three items were removed from 
the scale after executing a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), namely “How frequently 
do you try to implement solutions to pressing organization problems?”, “How frequently 
do you communicate your views about work issues to others in the workplace, even if 
your views differ and others disagree with you?”, and “How frequently do you spend time 
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planning how to prevent reoccurring problems?”. An example item of the proactive work 
behavior scale is “How frequently do you try to bring about improved procedures in your 
workplace?”. The higher-order category ‘proactive strategic behaviors’ (9 items in total) 
consisted of three proactive behaviors: ‘strategic scanning’ (3 items), ‘issue selling cred-
ibility’ (3 items), and ‘issue selling willingness’ (3 items). An example item is “How fre-
quently do you actively scan the environment to see what is happening might affect your 
organization in the future?”. Finally, the higher-order category ‘proactive person–environ-
ment fit behaviors’ (5 items in total) incorporated ‘feedback inquiry’ (2 items), and ‘feed-
back monitoring’ (3 items). Parker and Collins (2010) also identified the subscales ‘job 
change negotiation’ (3 items) and ‘career initiative’ (3 items), but these are different in 
nature as they explicitly address a change in jobs. The CFA confirmed this notion and 
showed that the items of these factors had too low loadings to be included in the scale. A 
sample item of the proactive person–environment fit behaviors scale is “How frequently 
do you seek feedback from your supervisor about your work performance?”. All higher-
order structures yielded good internal reliability (respectively α = .88, α = .92, and α = .85). 
We conducted a three-factor CFA to examine the distinctiveness of the three-factor model 
as proposed by Parker and Collins (2010). The three-factor model showed an acceptable 
model fit (χ2/df = 1.585; CFI = .91; TLI = .90; RMSEA .074; Hair et al. 2010).

2.2.4 � Controls

We assessed several control variables. Age was measured in years. Tenure was measured 
by years of experience in the current or similar function. Gender was measured as a dichot-
omous variable coded as 0 for male and 1 for female. Furthermore, we included control 
variables for education level and organization.

2.3 � Analytical Strategy

To examine the hypothesized mediation effects, we conducted linear multiple regression 
analysis by using the Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013), which facilitates bootstrap-
ping. A series of linear regressions (OLS) was conducted that examine the mediating effect 
of employee resilience on the three proactive behaviors (template 4 in PROCESS). PRO-
CESS uses bootstrapping to overcome the drawbacks of a causal steps approach (Hayes 
2009), in which a direct path is compared with a mediated path (Baron and Kenny 1986). 
Measures were mean-centered to eliminate some of the effects in case of multicollinearity. 
We checked for robustness of the model by investigating alternative specifications, such 
as reversing the order between mediator and outcome variables. These analyses indicated 
that the variance explained by alternative model specifications were less than the variance 
explained by our current model specification.

3 � Results

Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations and correlations between the main variables 
in our study. We observe that the control variables do not structurally associate with any 
of the main variables, as all correlations are below .3. Hence, to increase the power of our 
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tests, we have left the control variables out of the regression analyses (Becker 2005). As 
expected, we find medium to strong correlations between different proactive behaviors.

Table  2 shows that the perception of a learning-oriented organizational climate is 
positively and significantly related to employee resilience. A linear regression analysis 
(Table 3, M0) confirms this finding, thereby supporting Hypothesis 1.

Table 3 shows that employee resilience is positively related to each of the three proac-
tive behaviors (M1, M2, M3), thereby supporting Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c. The media-
tions are modelled in M4, M5 and M6. We find that the total effect of each mediation 
model is significant (p < .01). The 95% bias-corrected confidence interval (CI) for the total 
effects (derived from 1000 bootstrap samples) did not contain zero for any of the proposed 
models (M1, M2, M3). Furthermore, the analysis showed a positive significant indirect 
effect of resilience on proactive work behavior (b = .122, p < .01, CI = [.0457; .2196]) and 
on proactive strategic behavior (b = .111, p < .05, CI = [.0353; .2096]), but not on proactive 
person environment fit behavior (b = .065, p = .131, CI = [.0005; .1733]). This pattern of 
results is consistent with partial mediating effects of resilience in the relationship between 
a learning-oriented organizational climate and proactive work behavior, as well as proac-
tive strategic behavior. Figure 1 summarizes the results for our hypothesized model.

4 � Discussion

This study investigated whether and how employee resilience mediates the relation-
ship between organizational learning and three broad categories of proactive behaviors. 
Learning from failure is a relevant performance-enhancing strategy (Madsen and Desai 
2010; Kim et al. 2013). Prior studies have related a learning-oriented organizational cli-
mate to firm performance (van Dyck et al. 2005; Madsen and Desai 2010) and individual 
performance (Heimbeck et  al. 2003). We add to these studies by showing the role of a 
learning-oriented organizational climate for employee resilience and in turn for proactive 
behaviors. We found that resilience mediates the relationship between a learning-oriented 

ΒSB = .33 **Learning-oriented 
organiza�onal climate

ΒWB = .12**
ΒSB = .11* 
ΒPEFB = .07n.s.

Proac�ve work behavior

Employee 
resilience 

Proac�ve strategic behavior

ΒWB = .33***

Proac�ve person-environment fit 
behavior

ΒPEFB = .27 * .

Fig. 1   Results for the hypothesized model
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organizational climate and proactive work and proactive strategic behaviors. In contrast to 
our expectations, no mediating effect was found of resilience for proactive environment fit 
behavior.

4.1 � Theoretical Contribution

This study extends current knowledge about organizational learning, resilience and proac-
tivity in several ways. First, whereas previous studies have shown a direct positive relation-
ship between a learning-oriented organizational climate and well-being at work (e.g. Van 
Der Heijden et al. 2009) or individual task performance (Heimbeck et al. 2003), our study 
is one of the first to identify its relationship with employee individual resilience. Study into 
this topic is of key importance, because resilience can help employees to recover after fail-
ure (Britt et al. 2016), which may be part of daily practice in innovative organizations. By 
addressing factors that are related to resilience, we answer the call for more understanding 
of resilience in the context of organizational behavior (Britt et al. 2016; Kossek and Per-
rigino 2016; Rothstein et al. 2016).

Second, our study is the first which identifies employee resilience as a mechanism which 
relates a learning-oriented organizational climate to proactive work and strategic behav-
iors. Employee resilience, and hence the capability to exercise some measure of adaptation 
in the face of taxing circumstances, promotes proactive work and proactive strategic behav-
iors. This finding is in line with social cognitive theory and empirical studies that found a 
positive relationship between the ability to recover from stressful events and the perceived 
amount of control over life (Benight and Bandura 2004).

Third, we add to the literature that investigates how organizations can encourage 
employees to engage in proactive work behaviors (e.g. Den Hartog and Belschak 2012; 
Zhou and George 2001). Our results demonstrate a positive relationship between a learn-
ing-oriented organizational climate and proactive work behaviors, such as taking charge, 
preventing problems and express voice. These results are consistent with work of Nemb-
hard and Edmondson (2006), who show that people are more willing to speak up and take 
charge about an error if they do not fear negative consequences of their proactive behav-
ior. Our empirical findings are in line with, and add to, studies that advocate the benefi-
cial organizational outcomes of a culture characterized by openness to new ideas, and an 
unjudgemental assessment of contributions of employees (Zhou and George 2001), and the 
importance of psychological safety (Edmondson 1999) and participative safety (Ander-
son and West 1998). Specifically, our findings suggest that in a learning-oriented organi-
zational climate (as opposed to a non-learning climate) employees will experiment more, 
take charge more often, express voice and innovate frequently, as they are not afraid for 
organizational repercussions for failure. With undertaking more trial and error, employ-
ees get accustomed to the fact that a large part of plans fails to work out in the desired 
way. Employees will expect setbacks and are hence less prone to negative emotions that are 
often associated with failure (Zhao 2011; Frese and Keith 2015). This continuous experi-
ence will internalize into the ability to accept setbacks and hence the ability to be resilient.

Fourth, our study suggests that by exposing resiliency, employees may predomi-
nantly increase their proactive work behaviors and strategic behaviors, and less their per-
son–environment fit behaviors. By addressing multiple related proactive behaviors within 
one study design, we answered the call for research that identifies the key drivers of par-
ticular outcomes (Parker and Collins 2010; Tornau and Frese 2013). Our results suggest 
that employee resilience plays a key role in stimulating individual’s proactive behaviors in 
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the form of, for example, improving work methods, influencing work colleagues, or cham-
pion ideas to others. In doing so, we highlight that resilience actively stimulates employ-
ees to take control of and bring about change within the internal organizational environ-
ment. Moreover, we find a clear distinction between different proactivity behaviors in how 
their relationship with a learning-oriented organizational climate is mediated by employee 
resilience. Contrary to what was expected, a comparison of multiple proactive behavior 
constructs indicates that employee resilience is not positively associated with engaging in 
proactive person–environment fit behavior. Apparently the way how employees manage 
their careers proactively is not stimulated by a learning-oriented organizational climate and 
employee resilience. A possible explanation for this finding could be that proactive work 
and strategic behaviors include behaviors that are explicitly targeted at improving daily 
work practices and long term organizational improvement, instead of person–organization 
fit. In a learning-oriented organizational learning climate, this particular set of proactive 
behaviors addresses daily practices and overall improvement, and therefore is stimulated by 
individual resilience to setbacks during innovation projects.

4.2 � Recommendations for Practice

Our study has implications for managerial practice. Our finding supports a mediating effect 
of employee resilience in the relationship between a learning-oriented organizational cli-
mate and proactive work and proactive strategic behaviors. Organizational management is 
therefore advised to actively stimulate employee resilience, for example by designing sup-
portive cultures within the organization that provide room for learning from trial and error 
(Frese and Fay 2001). Furthermore, interventions aimed at the development of resilient 
behavior could be particularly suitable (Strauss and Parker 2015). Human resource prac-
tices can be employed that are oriented at developing and nurturing employee resilience. 
In this respect, coaching and mentoring trajectories could be offered to employees (Ver-
bruggen et al. 2007).

4.3 � Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. The cross-sectional design of the study harbors cau-
tiousness with interpreting the findings with respect to antecedents, as our data does not 
allow for drawing conclusions about causality. Although other studies have shown the cau-
sality between a learning-oriented organizational climate and proactivity-related behavior 
(e.g. Den Hartog and Belschak 2012), as well as between proactivity and organizational 
outcomes, such as well-being (e.g. Van Der Heijden et al. 2009), longitudinal studies are 
warranted to unravel the effects of relevant variables on the hypothesized relationships. 
Relatedly, using cross-sectional data to test a mediation model requires a strong theoretical 
underpinning of the proposed relationships. Therefore, we investigated a model in which 
relationships were reversed, i.e. a model in which the three proactive behaviors were medi-
ating the relationship between a learning-oriented organizational climate and employee 
resilience. The results indicated that the variance explained by such a model was much 
less than the variance explained by our model specification. Hence, we assume that our 
model specification is warranted. Nevertheless, longitudinal research is needed to test this 
assumption. In this respect, it would also be interesting to test for cross-lagging effect to 
explore whether the enactment of proactive behaviors and the capacity to bounce back 
from challenges are mutually-enhancing.



574	 M. C. J. Caniëls, S. M. J. Baaten 

1 3

Furthermore, although we can justify the use of self-reports for measuring individ-
ual resilience, future research may want to add independent ratings of resilience to self-
reported data in order to avoid dependence on single source data. For example, with respect 
to resilience, spouse ratings could be used. Spouses may be very apt in assessing their part-
ners’ resilience. When external raters know the target respondent well, as is likely to be the 
case for spouses, informant reports can provide substantial improvements over self-reports 
in predicting a variety of variables, especially variables related to social desirable behavior 
or traits (Smith and Williams 2016; Connelly and Ones 2010; Vazire and Carlson 2011). 
Additional research would be needed to assess whether spouse-rated scores can sufficiently 
capture individual resilience in an objective way (Frese and Zapf 1999; Parker and Collins 
2010).

Another limitation is the use of the scale by Von Eisenhart Rothe et al. (2013). Recently, 
other scales have become available that may better capture the ongoing development of 
employees beyond the ability to bounce back (Näswall et  al. 2015). In hindsight such a 
scale may have been more suitable for the purpose of this study. Therefore, for future 
research we encourage scholars to use a resilience scale that explicitly takes into account a 
work context and includes developmental aspects. Our study would benefit from a replica-
tion with another resilience scale.

Finally, future research may want to include other variables into a model that relates a 
learning-oriented organizational climate to employee resilience. For instance, specific per-
sonality traits may moderate the relationships that were hypothesized in our model. For 
example, Naveh et al. (2015) demonstrated the relationship between an active learning cli-
mate and the error rates of different personality types. Following this line of thought, it 
may be that individuals with a high openness to experience more easily display proactive 
behavior than individuals that score low on this character trait. Similarly, individuals who 
have a high level of conscientiousness may be less likely to display proactive behavior than 
individuals that score low on this character trait. Proactive employees show high degrees 
of rule breaking (Belschak and Den Hartog 2010), which is likely to be out of the comfort 
zone of conscientious individuals. Future research may look into these factors and investi-
gate how they influence the results from our study.

Despite these limitations, examining the relationship between a learning-oriented organ-
izational climate, employee resilience, and proactive behaviors is useful for further refining 
our understanding of the mechanisms that enhance self-management behaviors at work.
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