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Abstract: Given the rapid changes in current technologies, business models, and work environments,
organizations and managers increasingly rely on their employees’ proactive behaviors, such as taking
charge, to gain competitive advantages. Taking charge involves a range of risky and future-oriented
behaviors, and it requires employees to work hard to achieve them in the future. For employees with
high job-insecurity, their job continuity in the future is threatened. Thus, they may not be willing
to take risks to do additional work that is “future-oriented”. To our knowledge, the effect of job
insecurity on employees’ taking charge has rarely been studied. As a result, the purpose of our study
is to investigate whether, how, and when job insecurity will influence taking charge. Drawing on the
conservation of resources theory and proactive motivation model, we develop a theoretical model.
Moreover, we employed a multi-wave and multi-source survey to test our predictions. Based on the
data from 194 full-time employees paired with their direct supervisors, the results provided consistent
support for the proposed hypotheses. Specifically, the results indicate that job insecurity prohibits
employees’ taking charge behaviors through deteriorating their work engagement. Furthermore,
employees’ perception of interactional justice moderates the negative influence of job insecurity on
their work engagement and, consequently, their taking charge behaviors. Theoretical and practical
implications are discussed.

Keywords: job insecurity; work engagement; taking charge; interactional justice; proactive behavior

1. Introduction

Rapid changes in current technologies, business models, and work environments
have restricted managers’ capabilities to deal with complex and dynamic issues [1,2]. To
cope with these changes and maintain competitive advantages, increasing organizations
are turning their attention to the employees because employees are the ones who are
truly exposed to the “front line” and are most sensitive to changes when the company
environment changes [3]. Organizations count on employees to proactively detect and solve
problems to promote their effectiveness [1,2]. Given this trend among the practitioners,
researchers have paid growing attention to proactive behaviors [2,4]. Among this research
stream of proactive behaviors, taking charge has been studied the most [5,6]. Taking
charge refers to “voluntary and constructive efforts, by individual employees, to effect
organizationally functional change with respect to how work is executed within the contexts
of their jobs, work units, or organizations” [7] (p. 403). Examples are actively modifying
defective policies or improving production processes.

Research has revealed the antecedents of employees’ taking charge. For example,
scholars have found that contextual factors such as output control [8], leader–member
exchange [9], and team-member exchange [10] may affect taking charge. Individual differ-
ences factors such as curiosity [11], other-centered trait [12], and proactive personality [13]
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may also explain employees’ taking charge. Many valuable insights regarding taking charge
have been provided to enrich our knowledge of it. However, our understanding of its
antecedents is far from enough. Taking charge involves a range of risky and future-oriented
behaviors [7]. Similar to other proactive behaviors, it requires employees to make predic-
tions in advance based on the status quo, make plans, and work hard to achieve them in the
future [14]. Hence, employees’ judgments about their future states can affect whether they
choose to perform taking charge. Accordingly, we aim at exploring one of its important but
neglected antecedents, namely job insecurity. Job insecurity is a perceptual phenomenon
caused by potential threats to an employee’s future job security [15]. If employees are
skeptical about the possibility of continuing working for their employer in the future, they
may not be willing to take risks to do additional work that is “future-oriented”.

Drawing on the conservation of resources theory (COR) [16] and proactive motivation
model (PMM) [17], we develop a theoretical model to investigate whether, how, and when
employees’ job insecurity will influence their taking charge behaviors. According to COR
theory, individuals tend to protect their current resources [16]. Moreover, those who already
lack resources will be more likely to suffer loss spirals and thus may not be able to deal
with future-loss threats [16]. Consequently, for those employees with low job-security, they
have higher cost perception, less intrinsic motivation, and less activated positive emotion,
which counter the motivational states that lead them to conduct proactive behaviors [17].
Conversely, work engagement means employees are active and committed [18], and it
reflects employees’ proactive motivational states [18]. As a discretionary, challenging, and
change-oriented behavior, taking charge can consume many resources [4]. Employees
facing job insecurity lack resources and are anxious about future-loss threats [15]. Hence,
we propose that they will pay fewer resources to their work and consequently conduct less
taking charge.

However, based on COR theory, such frustrating processes can be buffered by gaining
social resources in the workplace [19]. Similarly, Colquitt (2001) pointed out that if employ-
ees are treated well, they will feel better in the face of adverse situations [20]. Interactional
justice reflects the quality of treatment employees feel during the process of communica-
tion [20]. This research speculates that interactional justice can alleviate the above negative
effects. Specifically, we argue that interactional justice can buffer job insecurity’s harmful
effects on taking charge through the mediation of work engagement. If employees feel
their leaders’ and colleagues’ respect and care and have more comprehensive information
about the decision-making of their organizations and teams, it can help them to gain social
resources and then alleviate the stressful states induced by job insecurity. Figure 1 illustrates
the overall research model.
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Our theoretical model seeks to make several contributions to the existing literature.
First, this research extends taking charge’s antecedents research by examining the influ-
ences of employees’ job insecurity on their taking charge. As noted, taking charge is
resource-consuming and change-oriented behavior involving personal initiative [4]. In
the exploration of the antecedents of taking charge, individual factors and situational
factors have been unearthed systematically by existing studies. However, few studies have
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explored it from the perspective of personal resource constraints. Furthermore, limited
research has examined taking charge’s antecedents through the lens of the judgment of the
future states. Job insecurity reflects the lack of resources and fear of future loss [15]. Hence,
investigating it as an antecedent can help to better understand predictors of taking charge,
especially in the fast-developing and changing world. Second, we broaden the literature
on employees’ taking charge by enriching the knowledge of its underlying mechanism.
Based on the COR theory [16] and PMM [17], we seek to open the “black box” by examin-
ing the mediating mechanism linking employees’ job insecurity and their taking charge.
Specifically, we argue that work engagement will mediate the above relationship.

Third, we contribute to the research on taking charge by broadening its boundary
conditions. Previous research on taking charge mainly used individual and leadership
characteristics as moderating factors. However, limited studies investigated its boundary
conditions from the perspective of colleague interaction. Based on PMM [17], social contexts
such as interactional justice can moderate the processes stimulating proactive behaviors.
Thus, this research enriches the knowledge of taking charge by exploring whether the indi-
rect effects of employees’ job insecurity on their taking charge through work engagement
can be moderated by their perception of interactional justice. Moreover, by answering the
question of whether we can design environments to share and foster resources through
crossover processes among colleagues, our work has also made a contribution to the theory
of COR [19]. Specifically, we speculate that the crossover of resources among colleagues
works if organizations promote interactional justice.

Offering insights into the relationship between job insecurity and taking charge is also
beneficial for practitioners. First, while the fast-changing work environment is making
people around the world feel increasingly insecure about their jobs [21], organizations in
this dynamic work environment increasingly expect their employees to take initiatives
to gain long-term growth and success [1]. Through our findings of the harmful effects of
job insecurity on employees’ taking charge behaviors, we encourage organizations to find
solutions to alleviate employees’ perception of job insecurity. Second, interactional justice
can mitigate the negative influences of job insecurity on employees’ work engagement
and further on their taking charge behaviors. Hence, we suggest that if job insecurity is
inevitable, organizations can mitigate its harmful effects on employees’ work behaviors by
increasing interactional justice. We hope that our research will benefit the organizations
and provide guidance for them to proactively deal with fast-changing situations.

2. Theory and Hypotheses Development
2.1. Job Insecurity and Taking Charge

A core point of COR is that individuals tend to conserve and increase resources [16].
When individuals feel that they are about to lose or valuable resources, they will feel
threatened [16]. Accordingly, drawing on the COR theory, when employees face the loss
of resources, they will first take measures to prevent further loss [16]. The more precious
the resources, the stronger the employees’ intentions to avoid such losses [22]. Obviously,
stable income and work are valuable resources that employees cherish [23]. The loss of
these resources can influence employees’ attitudes and behaviors [16,24]. For example,
employees will be more perfunctory in temporary work. According to Greenhalgh and
Rosenblatt (1984), job insecurity reflects the degree of threat to job stability an employee
feels [15]. It determines the stability of income and continuity of work. When the degree of
job insecurity is high, it means that the resources employees value are threatened, such as
a steady paycheck and job opportunity [23]. This threat will lead employees to pay more
time and energy into protecting these cherished resources.

We propose that job insecurity can prevent employees from conducting taking charge
behaviors for several reasons. First, employees experiencing job insecurity have strong
intentions to protect their job opportunities, which are valuable resources to them [16,25].
Hence, they will pay more attention and energy to activities that help them maintain
employment relationships [26]. For instance, employees may put effort into specific work
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to increase their performance in the short run. However, taking charge contains a set of
change-oriented behaviors involving individual initiative, active observation, and dealing
with setbacks [7]. It is regarded as future-oriented, resource-intensive, and highly risky [4].
Employees may worry about taking charge behaviors that can lead to poor performance in
the short term or incur disgust from leaders and colleagues and further exacerbate the risk
of losing their jobs. Consequently, when employees feel that their job insecurity is high,
they are unlikely to conduct taking charge.

Second, the COR theory also holds that people strive to make resource surpluses
to offset possible resource losses in the future [16,24]. If the degree of job insecurity is
high, an employee may invest his or her valuable resources such as time and energy into
activities with low risks, low cost, and high benefits when facing situations with multiple
tasks or making choices among multiple goals [27]. For example, they may choose to
practice impression management to establish good relationships with their leaders [28].
As a highly risky and high-cost behavior, taking charge will consume many employees’
resources in the future [29]. In addition, the benefits of taking charge are not easy to predict
and obtain [7]. Hence, employees experiencing job insecurity are less likely to perform
taking charge behaviors. Previous research suggested that job stressors (job insecurity
is a type of stressor) could decrease employees’ proactive behavior [30]. Parker and his
colleagues (2010) argued that employees with low job security have higher cost perception,
less intrinsic motivation, and less activated positive emotion, which lead them to conduct
less proactive behaviors [17]. Accordingly, we propose:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Job insecurity is negatively related to employees’ taking charge behaviors.

2.2. Mediating Role of Work Engagement

Work engagement represents a positive and committed work state [18]. We speculate
that job insecurity can reduce employees’ work engagement for several reasons based on
the COR theory. First, maintaining a high degree of mental and physical investment in the
workplace requires many resources [31]. For instance, at work, we not only have to invest
in physical and mental labor but also face various complicated interpersonal relationships.
However, employees will devote increasing resources to activities relating to maintaining
job stability or seeking new job opportunities when they feel that the security of their job is
not high. Therefore, the resources devoted to work will be reduced [32]. Second, the COR
theory suggests that losing important resources will result in strained states [16]. It further
reduces the amount of resources employees can devote to work. For example, previous
studies found that job insecurity facilitated employees to lose their resources, feel anxious
and focus less on work [33]. Obviously, such strained states can distract employees’ mental
and physical resources. Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Job insecurity is negatively related to work engagement.

In previous research, work engagement has been widely examined as the mediator
linking work requirements, job resources, and routine behaviors [27]. Hence, we need
to integrate the COR theory [16] with the PMM theory [17] to explain the mediating role
of work engagement in linking employees’ job insecurity and taking charge behaviors.
PMM theory suggests that people make decisions based on three fundamental motivational
states before they perform a task [17]. The three proactive motivational states are “can
do”, “reason to”, and “energized to” [17]. They are essential to stimulate individuals to
conduct proactive behaviors such as taking charge [34]. “Can do” motivation refers to
an individual’s self-efficacy reflecting one’s belief in successfully implementing proactive
behaviors [17,34]. Employees can build their confidence in initiating proactive goals
and further handling likely consequences only by engaging at work and investing many
resources into work roles.
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“Reason to” motivation explains why an individual chooses or insists on certain
proactive goals [17,34]. A person inclines to behave proactively if he or she has strong
intrinsic motivations or even experiences a sense of flow in doing their tasks [17]. Employ-
ees are highly engaged at work because they identify with their jobs [35,36]. Hence, they
have reasons to engage in taking charge behaviors. The motive of “energized to” reflects
the affect-related motivational states that can elicit individuals’ intentions to work hard
to achieve proactive goals [17]. In particular, activated positive emotions are significant
in inducing individuals to behave proactively [17]. Highly engaged employees put a
large amount of vigor and emotional resources into work [35]. Hence, they have a high
“energized to” incentive to conduct taking charge behaviors. To sum up and integrate
Hypotheses 1 and 2a, we propose:

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Work engagement is positively related to employees’ taking charge behaviors.

Hypothesis 2c (H2c). Work engagement mediates the negative relationship between job insecurity
and employees’ taking charge behaviors.

2.3. Moderating Role of Interactional Justice

We have highlighted job insecurity predicted taking charge through the mediation
of work engagement. However, this process can be alleviated. Based on the COR theory,
obtaining personal, social, and material resources, such as good interpersonal relationships
and support and care from colleagues, can help people adapt to the stressful situations re-
sulting from the loss of resources [16]. Hence, once people have access to gain enough such
resources, they can suffer less for losing their resources. Moreover, research has found that
if employees are treated well, they will feel better in the face of adverse situations [20]. This
research suggests that interactional justice can moderate job insecurity’s negative effect on
employees’ work engagement for two reasons. First, based on the theory mentioned above,
our research speculates if employees can obtain abundant social resources, the likelihood
of resource loss caused by job insecurity threatening their intention to engage in work
may be reduced. Typical social resources are social support from organizations, leaders,
and colleagues [16,19]. According to Colquitt (2001), interactional justice is the degree of
respect and care employees receive from their organization, leaders, and colleagues [20]. It
is an important social support for them. Consequently, if an employee experiences strong
interactional justice, the destructive impacts of job insecurity may be alleviated.

Second, Hobfoll and colleagues (2018) articulated that resources can be gained through
the crossover processes among colleagues [19]. If an employee has a good relationship
with his or her colleagues, then he or she has a higher probability of obtaining resources
from those colleagues [19]. Similarly, some research found that good relationships between
followers and their leaders can help them gain resources [37]. High interactional justice
means that the relationship between the employee and colleagues is of high quality [20].
The resources are more likely to crossover from colleagues to employees who experience a
high extent of interactional justice. Hence, the unfavorable impact on employees’ work en-
gagement caused by job insecurity can be alleviated by interactional justice. This is because
employees experiencing high interactional justice may accumulate resources through the
crossover processes. To sum up, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Interactional justice moderates the negative relationship between job
insecurity and employees’ work engagement. Specifically, such a negative relationship will be weaker
when employees experience a high rather than a low extent of interactional justice.

Integrating Hypothesis 2c and Hypothesis 3a, we propose:
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Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Interactional justice moderates the mediating effect of job insecurity on em-
ployees’ taking charge behaviors through their work engagement. Specifically, such mediating effect
will be weaker among employees experiencing a high rather than a low extent of interactional justice.

3. Method
3.1. Participants and Procedure

We designed a multi-wave and multi-source survey to verify our hypotheses. Specif-
ically, data were collected in eight Chinese companies across various industries such as
communications services, financial services, and automobile manufacturing. These com-
panies’ executive managers were Executive Master of Business Administration (EMBA)
alumni of a business school the authors affiliated with and located in central China. With
their approval, each companies’ HR manager assisted us in completing the data collection
processes. It is worth highlighting that the executive managers and HR managers only
acted as the “gatekeeper”. We randomly selected and invited tens of employees with
their direct supervisors in each company to participate in our survey. In the invitation
processes, we emphasized the complete confidentiality of this survey to them. Furthermore,
we assured them 30 Chinese yuan (about 4.6 U.S. dollars) as a reward after they finished a
three-wave survey. All questionnaires were labeled IDs to match the data.

In the first round, 236 employees evaluated their experiences of job insecurity, percep-
tions of interactional justice, and the control variables. After two weeks, 223 of the original
236 participants completed the second round of surveys evaluating their experiences of
work engagement. After two weeks, again, 212 direct supervisors matched with the em-
ployees participated in the former two rounds of surveys completed the third round of
surveys rating their employees’ taking charge behaviors. We excluded the questionnaires
with incomplete responses. Therefore, our final sample consisted of 194 employees paired
with their direct supervisors. The effective response rate was 82.20%. The final sample’s
average age was 31.16 (SD = 7.11). A total of 42.8% were female, 72.2% of them had a
bachelor’s degree or higher, and the average tenure was 5.62 years (SD = 5.29).

3.2. Measures

Following Brislin’s (1986) translation-back translation procedures, we translated all
English scales into Chinese versions [38]. All items were measured using 5-point Likert
scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) unless otherwise indicated.

Job insecurity. Employees rated their experiences of job insecurity at work. We used
three items developed by Hellgren and Sverke (2003) [39]. A representative item was
“There is a risk that I will have to leave my present job in the year to come”. Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.79.

Interactional justice. We used a classic nine-item measurement from Colquitt (2001) [20].
A representative item was “My colleagues treated me with dignity” (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95.

Work engagement. Employees assessed their work engagement by the 13 items
from May and colleagues (2004) [40]. A representative item was “I exert a lot of energy
performing my job”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.74.

Taking charge. Each employee’s direct supervisor rated their subordinates’ taking
charge behaviors. We used ten items from Morrison and Phelps (1999) to measure this
variable [7]. A representative item was “This employee often tries to institute new work
methods that are more effective for the company”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94.

Control variables. Our analyses identified demographic variables (e.g., gender, age,
tenure, and education) as control variables. Moreover, based on the theoretical rationale
of PMM [17], we speculated that procedural and distributive justice might influence em-
ployees’ “reason to” motivation to perform proactive behaviors. Meanwhile, empirical
findings suggested that procedural justice and distributive justice could predict taking
charge. For example, McAllister et al. (2007) found that procedural justice had a positive
effect on taking charge [41]. Moon et al. (2008) found that distributive justice positively
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influenced taking charge [12]. To rule out their effects, we controlled for procedural justice
and distributive justice in the analyses. Procedural justice and distributive justice were
assessed using Colquitt’s (2001) classic scale [20]. A representative item of the procedural
justice scale was “I’ve been able to express my views and feelings during the decision-
making procedures” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91.
A representative item of the distributive justice scale was “My outcome reflects the effort
I have put into my work” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.93.

4. Results
4.1. Preliminary Analysis

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics and correlations of this research. A CFA with
Amos 17.0 software was conducted to examine the discriminant validity of our latent vari-
ables. Recommended by previous research [42], we applied the item parceling procedures
before running the CFAs. The proposed six-factor model showed good fit (χ2 = 725.88,
df = 362, CFI = 0.91, IFI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.07). Relative to the alternative nested models, the
above results indicated that our focal variables had appropriate distinctiveness. For exam-
ple, a five-factor model that constrained procedural justice and distributive justice to load
on the same factor showed poorer fit (CFI = 0.88, IFI = 0.88, RMSEA = 0.08, ∆χ2 = 119.66,
∆df = 5, p < 0.001).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations of variables.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender 0.57 0.50 -
2. Educational level 1.73 0.62 −0.17 * -
3. Age 31.16 7.11 0.14 −0.08 -
4. Tenure 5.62 5.29 −0.00 0.01 0.74 ** -
5. Procedural justice 4.84 1.08 0.01 0.18 * −0.05 −0.02 (0.91)
6. Distributive justice 5.04 1.23 0.01 0.10 −0.08 −0.02 0.47 * (0.93)
7. Job insecurity 2.43 0.93 0.18 * −0.07 0.05 −0.06 −0.15 * −0.14 * (0.79)
8. Work engagement 3.67 0.51 −0.12 0.11 −0.06 −0.04 0.23 ** 0.19 ** −0.37 ** (0.74)
9. Interactional justice 5.27 1.07 −0.07 0.17 * −0.03 −0.02 0.37 ** 0.35 ** −0.29 ** 0.33 ** (0.95)
10. Taking charge 3.46 0.79 0.20 ** 0.15 * −0.10 0.01 0.18 * 0.22 ** −0.36 ** 0.36 ** 0.38 ** (0.94)

Note. n = 194; Reliabilities are in parentheses on the diagonal; SD is short for standard deviation; * p < 0.05;
** p < 0.01.

4.2. Hypotheses Testing

We conducted hierarchical regression analyses using SPSS 23.0 (IBM, New York,
USA) to verify our hypotheses. All the predicting variables (except the dummies) were
standardized, transformed to make it easier to interpret the findings. Table 2 presents
the results of the hierarchical regression analyses. As shown in Model 4, job insecurity
had a negative effect on employees’ taking charge (B = −0.46, p < 0.001). The results in
Model 2 indicated that job insecurity had a negative effect on employees’ work engagement
(B = −0.18, p < 0.001). The results in Model 6 showed that employees’ work engagement
had a positive effect on their taking charge (B = 0.22, p < 0.001) after controlling for job
insecurity. Thus, hypotheses 1, 2a, and 2b were supported.

Following recommendations from Baron and Kenny (1986) [43], we continued to test
the mediating effect of work engagement in linking job insecurity and taking charge (Hy-
pothesis 2c). Based on the results supporting Hypothesis 1, 2a, and 2c, and the diminished
coefficient in Model 6 (B = −0.39, p < 0.001), all the requirements for testing mediating
effects were fulfilled. Hence, Hypothesis 2c was supported. Moreover, we conducted
a bootstrapping procedure to further directly test this mediating effect using RMedia-
tion [44]. The results showed that the negative mediating effect of job insecurity on employ-
ees’ taking charge through their work engagement is significant (indirect effect = −0.04,
95% CI = [−0.06, −0.02]). Accordingly, Hypothesis 2c was further supported.
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Table 2. The results of hierarchical regression analyses.

Variables
Employees’ Work Engagement Employees’ Taking Charge

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Intercept 3.73 *** 3.69 *** 3.67 *** 3.61 *** 3.52 *** 3.51 ***
Control variables

Gender −0.11 −0.03 −0.03 −0.26 * −0.10 −0.09
Educational level 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.07 0.05 0.05

Age 0.00 0.01 0.01 −0.11 −0.06 −0.06
Tenure −0.02 −0.03 −0.03 0.09 0.03 0.04

Procedural justice 0.09 0.03 0.03 0.01 −0.07 −0.09
Distributive justice 0.02 −0.02 −0.04 0.15 0.10 0.11

Independent variable
Job insecurity −0.18 *** −0.18 *** −0.46 *** −0.39 ***

Mediator
Employees’ work

engagement 0.22 ***

Moderator
Interactional justice 0.22 *** 0.21 *** 0.15 ** 0.06

Interaction term
Job insecurity ×

Interactional justice 0.07 *

R2 0.07 0.39 0.41 0.11 0.50 0.55
∆R2 0.32 *** 0.02 * 0.39 *** 0.05 *

Note. n = 194; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

In addition, the results of Model 3 suggested interactional justice interacted with job
insecurity to predict employees’ work engagement (B = 0.07, p < 0.05). We also followed
Aiken and West’s (1991) recommendation [45] and plotted the moderating effect in Figure 2.
Supporting Hypothesis 3a, the results of simple slope analyses showed job insecurity was
more negatively related to employees’ work engagement when interactional justice was
low (simple slope = −0.25, p < 0.001) than when interactional justice was high (simple
slope = −0.11, p < 0.05).
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To assess the moderated mediation effect (Hypothesis 3b), we used the Monte Carlo tech-
nique in R software following Preacher and Selig’s (2012) recommendation [46]. The results
showed when interactional justice was low (indirect effect = −0.06, 95% CI = [−0.09, −0.03])
than when interactional justice was high (indirect effect = −0.02, 95% CI = [−0.04, −0.01];
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difference = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.06]), the indirect effect of job insecurity on employees’
taking charge via their work engagement was more significant. Overall, Hypothesis 3b
was supported.

5. Discussion

We integrate the theory of COR and PMM to explore whether, how, and when job
insecurity can decrease employees’ taking charge behaviors. Specifically, the results indicate
that job insecurity hurts employees’ taking charge behaviors. Employees’ work engagement
mediates this effect. Moreover, employees’ perception of interactional justice moderates job
insecurity’s negative influence on their work engagement. Furthermore, the interactional
justice moderates the indirect effect of job insecurity on their taking charge behaviors
through work engagement. We next discuss the theoretical and practical implications and
limitations of this research.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Our research has several theoretical implications. First, we contribute to the literature
on the outcomes of job insecurity and the antecedents of proactive behaviors. By exploring
how employees’ concerns about job security have a consequence for their taking charge,
we have revealed the critical factor of job insecurity. Increasing research has found some
important antecedents, such as leadership (e.g., empowering leadership) [47,48], individual
traits (e.g., curiosity; proactive personality) [11,13]. These studies provide us with many
valuable insights regarding taking charge. However, taking charge behaviors are risky and
resource-intensive [4]. Few studies have examined whether social context with resources
constraint can prohibit employees from conducting taking charge behaviors. Job insecurity
reflects employees’ perception of the organizational underemployment policies which fore-
shadows the lack of resources [15]. Hence, by investigating its negative effect on employee’
taking charge behaviors, we can broaden the research on proactive behaviors such as taking
charge by suggesting that social context lacking resources will inhibit employees’ proactive
behaviors. To our knowledge, no research has examined the antecedents of taking charge
through the lens of the judgment of future states. Job insecurity reflects the fear of future
resources loss [15]. Accordingly, examining its influence on taking charge can enrich our un-
derstanding of the antecedents of proactive behaviors by, to some extent, incorporating the
dimension of “time.” Our findings are consistent with the previous literature that explored
the impact of job insecurity on proactive behaviors. For example, Koen and van Bezouuw
(2021) demonstrated that people’s worry about job security undermined their proactive
career behavior [49]. Probst et al. (2007) found that job insecurity had a detrimental impact
on employees’ creativity [50]. Yao et al. (2021) found that job insecurity could negatively
impact employees’ proactive behavior [51].

We also contribute to research on proactive behaviors by enriching the knowledge
of how social context influences taking charge behaviors. As noted, based on the theory
of COR [16] and PMM [17], this study opens the “black box” by examining how the
relationship between employees’ job insecurity and their taking charge is affected by work
engagement. In accordance with the theoretical framework of Cai et al. (2019) [33], we
demonstrate that the resource constraint perception caused by social context (i.e., job
insecurity in this study) can weaken employees’ intentions to behave proactively via
harming their “can do”, “reason to”, and “energized to” motivations (integrated as the
experience of work engagement in this study). Hence, we answer the call for examining
whether and how employees’ proactive behavior is hindered by social context. Our research
findings enrich recent studies investigating the relationship and underlying mechanism
between social context factors and proactive behaviors. For example, Liu et al. (2021)
found that perceived crisis strength in COVID-19 reduced an employee’s taking charge
behavior by reducing their work engagement [52]. Li et al. (2021) demonstrated that the
negative impact of authoritarian leadership and abusive supervision on employees’ proactive
behavior was mediated by their feelings of powerlessness [53].
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Finally, we broaden the theory on proactive behaviors by enriching its boundary
conditions. Previous studies are concerned mainly about the buffer factors of individual
and leadership characteristics [33]. Nevertheless, the moderating role of other factors of
social context was neglected. Thus, this research answers Cai, Parker, and colleagues’
(2019) call to consider the interaction of social context elements [33]. Specifically, our
research highlights the harmful influence of employees’ job insecurity on their taking
charge through work engagement can be buffered by their interactional justice. Moreover,
this research answers Hobfoll and colleagues’ (2018) call to examine whether we can design
environments to share and foster resources through crossover processes among colleagues
by finding the buffering effects of interactional justice [19]. Our findings enrich current
research that explored social context factors as the moderators. For example, Liu et al.
(2021) demonstrated that employees’ perception of meaningful work could moderate the
negative effect of perceived COVID-19 crisis strength on taking charge [52]. Tian et al.
(2021) found that work group status diversity could moderate the relationship between job
crafting and employee creativity [54].

5.2. Practical Implications

The organizations can benefit from our research findings by drawing insights into
when the organization can hurt employees’ intentions to take initiatives and behave proac-
tively. Specifically, we suggest that organizations should increase job security because
employees will seek to conserve their resources, hold on to their energy, and avoid con-
ducting proactive behaviors that are risky and resource-consuming when they experience
job insecurity. Moreover, when job insecurity is unavoidable, organizations can alleviate
its harmful effects on proactive behavior by increasing interactional justice. For exam-
ple, organizations should advocate that the managers show more respect and care to
their employees, keep the transparency of their decision-making processes, establish open
communication channels, and try to achieve fair procedures.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

Our research has some limitations. First, although our study employed a multi-wave
and multi-source survey to minimize the common method bias, this design still prevents
us from making causal inferences. Hence, future studies can consider longitudinal or
experimental studies to further test our model. Second, although based on the literature on
work engagement, we believe it can appropriately reflect employees’ proactive motivation
(i.e., “can do”, “reason to”, and “energized to”). However, it threatens the possibility to
compare and analyze the nuanced differences of the three different proactive motivations in
linking job insecurity and taking charge. We encourage future research can further explore
the mediating effects of the three proactive motivations, respectively.

6. Conclusions

This study explored whether, when, and how employees’ job insecurity could influ-
ence their taking charge behaviors. Based on the multi-source and multi-wave data from
194 full-time employees paired with their direct supervisors, we found that employees’
job insecurity negatively affected their taking charge behaviors, indicating that employees
with high job insecurity perceptions were less likely to conduct proactive behaviors such
as taking charge. Moreover, the results showed that employees’ work engagement was
the underlying mechanism linking job insecurity and taking charge behaviors. In addi-
tion, we also found that employees’ perception of interactional justice was the boundary
condition of the above relationships. Specifically, in the context with low rather than high
interactional justice, employees’ feeling of job insecurity was more likely to deteriorate their
work engagement and consequently decrease their taking charge behaviors. In sum, we
broadened the literature of taking charge by examining job insecurity as a critical predictor.
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