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Abstract
There is a gap in the current labor market of protean workers who possess the uniquely
human soft skills required by the increased reliance on artificial intelligence and
digitization brought by the fourth industrial revolution. The purpose of this qualitative
phenomenological study was to use the agentic perspective of Bandura’s social cognitive
theory to understand how existing employees’ proactive personality is seen and
experienced in the workplace. Using the human capital view on existing talent, this study
explored how the soft skill of proactive personality can be developed in existing
employees for the self-identification of opportunities for upskilling or reskilling when
faced with skills obsolescence or shifting skill requirements. Six managers and four
individual contributors at U.S. organizations participated in semistructured interviews to
describe their lived experiences of responding to shifting skill requirements. Findings
from coded analysis using Belwalkar and Tobacyk’s tripartite model taxonomy of
proactive personality indicated that existing talent can be developed by leaders to provide
positive social change that empowers individuals to become and remain relevant and
employable throughout their careers. Findings revealed that by developing existing
employees to become more proactive, organizations can create sustainable mindset shifts,
habits, and behaviors that can mitigate the soft skills gap. Findings could be used to
decrease unemployment, poverty, and inequality of income, and could increase societal

dignity by keeping people employed and organizations competitive and profitable.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

The world of work is in the midst of changing skill sets emanating from the fourth
industrial revolution (IR 4.0) in which protean workers must perform more than rote
skills in the wake of the increased use of artificial intelligence and digital synchronization
(Novakova, 2020; Sevinc et al., 2020). There is a gap in the current labor market in which
the presenting talent does not possess an adequate supply of the newly required soft skills
(Santandreu Calonge et al., 2019). Proactive personality, an increasingly valued soft skill,
is the ability to see an opportunity for change, act to implement that change, and
persevere in the face of obstacles (Belwalkar & Tobacyk, 2018). The development of
proactive personality in organizations’ existing talent could be a potential mitigator of the
soft skills gap the workforce is currently experiencing. The mitigation of this soft skills
gap through proactivity ensures that existing talent remains employable, their skills
remain relevant and viable, and the organization is enabled to attain or retain a
competitive advantage and remain profitable.

Background

Although the literature on proactive personality is new, it is wide in scope with
varied studies focusing on multiple perspectives of the phenomenon in terms of
leadership (Hao et al., 2019; Porath et al., 2012), change management (Sylva et al.,
2019), work engagement (Lebel et al., 2021; Tian et al., 2022), job satisfaction (N. Li et
al., 2010), career adaptability (Vashisht et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021), well-being,
(Wong et al., 2020) and job performance (Crant, 1995; Peral & Geldenhuys, 2020) as

well as many other emphases. This volume of exhaustive literature provided insights into



the variety of ways that proactive personality presents in the workplace, the origins and
motivations of proactivity, and potential means of the development of proactive
personality.

The literature on the skills gap is more recent than that of proactive personality
but also wide and varied given that a deficiency in skills affects industries across the
global market. Despite the difficulty in measuring or coming to a common definition of a
soft skills gap in the literature, a consensus is apparent in that organizations are struggling
to find talent with the skills required to give them a competitive advantage in the
marketplace driven by IR 4.0 (Lyons et al., 2019; McKenney & Handley, 2019;
Novakova, 2020; Sevinc et al., 2020; Singh Dubey et al., 2021).

Despite the depth of proactive personality literature, most studies have focused on
the quantitative aspects of the phenomenon. A gap in the knowledge of proactive
personality that could benefit industrial and organizational psychology was an
understanding of the lived experiences of proactive personality, particularly around
deficiencies in shifting organizational skill requirements in the face of IR 4.0. Although
there was considerable literature on the skills gap, there was a much smaller sample of
studies on how to bridge or close the gap, particularly with a focus on soft skill
development. A gap in the literature was a focus on the development of existing talent to
proactively upskill or reskill themselves to mitigate the soft skills gap organizations are
currently facing.

Addressing the issue of a global skills gap is essential because it not only impacts

individual employability but also hinders future talent pool supplies as well as
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minimizing future prosperity (Olson, 2015; Singh Dubey et al., 2021). Bridging the skills
gap is essential for a more inclusive economy, workplace, and society (Guitert et al.,
2020). The current study on understanding, developing, and leveraging proactive
personality to mitigate the organizational soft skills gap was necessary to ensure
individual employability, organizational profitability, and societal viability. The effects of
bridging the skills gap would be decreased unemployment, decreased poverty, decreased
inequality of income, and the provision of equitable social resources (Daniela et al.,
2019).

Problem Statement

The research problem addressed in this study was how existing employees’
proactive personality can be developed to identify opportunities for changing their skill
set, to take action to implement the necessary changes, and to persevere through obstacles
to be leveraged as mitigation to the soft skills gap. Lee Hecht Harrison (2022) estimated a
shortage of skilled workers will cost the 14 largest economies in the G20 $11.5 trillion in
lost gross domestic product growth by 2030. A second staffing agency found that 80% of
companies across industries and geographies in the United States recognized a serious
gap in workforce skills, with the most missing skills being those hardest to measure: soft
skills (Adecco, 2022). In 2000, jobs requiring soft skills were about 50% of the roles in
the market; in 2030 that requirement is estimated to rise to 75% (Horstmeyer, 2020).
Proactive personality can be developed to provide an organization’s existing talent with
the tripartite set of skills necessary to recognize and identify when skills are becoming

insufficient, to take the necessary steps to upskill or reskill their own diminishing skills,



and to persist in the face of challenges to ensure that they remain employable and a
relevant asset to the company’s pursuit of competitive advantage (Belwalkar & Tobacyk,
2018; Bhagat & Jain, 2020).

This drive for relevance is encompassed in industrial and organizational
psychology’s mission to ensure that individual workers remain as employable as possible
to retain their livelihood and wellness and that organizations remain profitable and
effective (American Psychological Association [APA], 2022). The current labor pool
does not possess the skills required in the face of an industrial revolution to ensure that
organizations can meet the increased demand for volume, variety, and innovation (G. Li
et al., 2021). Examining the lived experiences of proactive personality, its development,
and its potential to mitigate the skills gap was relevant to the discipline of industrial and
organizational psychology to fill a literature gap in which this soft skill has not yet been
studied as a potential mitigator of a critical gap in soft skills affecting individual,
organizational, and societal productivity, and profitability.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to use the agentic perspective of
Bandura’s (2001) social cognitive theory (SCT) to understand how existing employees’
proactive personality is seen and experienced in the workplace. Further, using the human
capital view on existing talent along with talent management theories, this study explored
how the soft skill of proactive personality can be developed in existing employees for the
self-identification of opportunities for upskilling or reskilling when faced with skills

obsolescence or shifting skill requirements. Leveraging the classification of Belwalkar
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and Tobacyk’s (2018) tripartite model of proactive personality has enabled the creation of
a final conceptualization of developing existing employees to persist through obstacles in
attainment of the skills organizations need. This understanding and resulting development
can be aimed at bridging the current soft skills gap brought on by IR 4.0, among a variety
of causes, to ensure continued productivity and employability for employees,
organizations, and macro environments of global markets.

Research Questions

The following research questions guided this study to deepen the understanding of
the presence or impact of existing employees’ proactive personalities, the development of
those levels of proactive personality, and leveraging that development to bridge the soft
skills gap:

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they perceive opportunities?

RQ2: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they implement change?

RQ3: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they persevere through obstacles when faced with shifting
skill requirements?

RQ4: What are the ways that proactive personality might be developed in existing
organizational talent?

RQS5: What are the ways that proactive personality development might help to

improve soft skills in employees?



Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
Theoretical Foundation

This study was underpinned by several theories that provided the foundation for
the examination of the current gap in skills required compared to what is available in the
labor market, an understanding of the soft skill of proactive personality in the workplace,
and the development of proactive personality as a means of mitigating the soft skills gap.
Human capital theory (HCT) posits that there is intrinsic value in the productive
capabilities and skills, both tangible and intangible, an individual brings to an
organization and should be regarded as a means of creation, innovation, and profitability
by employers (Alamu, 2016; Daniela et al., 2019; Wingreen & Blanton, 2018). This
examination of human capital and skills as an asset was combined in the study with an
investigation of the relevance and durability of those skills through skills obsolescence,
particularly as the workplace moves toward the requirement of protean workers in the
face of IR 4.0 (see Caratozzolo et al., 2020; Santandreu Calogne et al., 2019).

Once the skills gap was explained through these theories, an understanding of
proactive personality through the lens of Bandura’s (1999, 2001) SCT with an agentic
perspective aimed to explore how people can intentionally overcome, change, and create
alternative circumstances that lead them to success in the face of skills obsolescence (see
Prabhu, 2018; Shaw, 2005). With an emphasis on career adaptability, the study relied on
the career construction (CCT) and talent management (TM) theories as a means of
developing soft skills in existing organizational employees instead of seeking external

talent, which is scarce in the labor force, to bridge and mitigate the soft skills gap. To



create successful careers, human soft skills such as proactive personality can be
developed and leveraged to position employees to continuously reskill, upskill, and
develop themselves (Dash et al., 2019). Used in conjunction, SCT, HCT, CTT, skills
obsolescence, and talent management theories provided the necessary structure to
understand proactive personality, the behaviors that are associated with people who have
high levels of proactivity, the skills that have lowered durability, and the means of
developing existing talent to be proactive in affecting their environment by continuously
upskilling and reskilling themselves.
Conceptual Framework

Throughout the literature, there was a consensus that across industries in the
global workforce a deficiency exists between the skills that organizations need and the
capabilities that talent possesses (McKenney & Handley, 2019; Sevinc et al., 2020). To
understand and propose a potential mitigator of this deficiency, the skills gap, proactive
personality, and the development of proactive personality are conceptualized in depth in
Chapter 2. This conceptualization begins with an examination of skills, or competencies,
that are defined in this study through the lens of human capital and market orientation as
being either hard (occupation specific), academic, or soft (human and interpersonal) skills
(Nikadimovs & Ivanchenko, 2020; Sun et al., 2021).

A soft skill conceptualized for the focus of the current study was proactive
personality. Proactive personality was defined by Bateman and Crant (1993) as a
personality trait that is a “relatively stable tendency to effect environmental change” (p.

103). Personality, proactivity, proactive behavior, and personal initiative are all captured



throughout the proactive personality literature and defined, compared, and contrasted in
Chapter 2 to operationalize proactive personality through the tripartite model. Belwalkar
and Tobacyk (2018) posited that proactive personality consists of three main
components: having the ability to recognize an opportunity for change (perception),
planning and executing that change (implementation), and persisting through obstacles or
challenges until the change is realized (perseverance). The conceptualization of proactive
personality by the tripartite model and the focus on the soft skills category of the skills
gap through both a skills obsolescence and a human capital framework aided the current
study in determining the most effective means of developing proactive personality to
bridge the soft skills gap.
Nature of the Study

Qualitative phenomenological research was the best method to answer the
research questions in this study aimed at examining the lived experiences of proactive
personality in the face of shifting skill requirements. Qualitative research is often the best
approach for obtaining meaning and an understanding of feelings and behaviors
(Frankfort-Nachmias et al., 2015). Additionally, phenomenology focuses on individual
perceptions of the world in relation to a particular phenomenon to situate those concepts
within a particular context (Burkholder et al., 2016). The phenomenon being investigated
in the current study was proactive personality as a stable tendency to affect a person’s
environment as defined by Bateman & Crant (1993). This conceptualization of proactive
personality was further developed by Belwalkar and Tobacyk (2018) as a tripartite model

consisting of the ability to affect a person’s environment by perceiving opportunities to



change, the ability to implement changes around those opportunities, and the ability to
persevere through obstacles to bring the change to fruition. In the current study, the
phenomenon of proactive personality was set within the context of the soft skills gap as a
potential mitigator and bridge to existing talent’s agency to upskill their diminishing skill
relevance (see Burkholder et al., 2016).

To examine the lived experience of proactive personality, I investigated the
workplace actions and impacts of those who had recently experienced shifting skill
requirements. The data for this study were collected via interviews with participants
selected through a LinkedIn recruiting post (see Appendix A) and vetted through a poll to
determine qualifying hiring managers or employees whose organizations have undergone
shifting skill requirements within the past 2 years. Additionally, the interview data were
complemented by archival documents from the corresponding organizations that
contained information on job orders and job fills within the time period of shifting skill
requirements. The analysis of the interview and archival data was done iteratively to
determine patterns and themes in relation to proactive personality in the workplace in
face of shifting skills requirements, the development of proactive personality, and its
potential use as a mitigator to the soft skills gap.

Definitions

The concepts and constructs associated with the skills gap and proactive
personality are defined for the purposes of this study:

Industrial Revolution 4.0 (IR 4.0): The set of evolving, converging, fusing, and

amplification of technologies that create digital transformation to generate, automate, and



10
analyze data yielding a higher output with less human effort (Azmat et al., 2020; Cotet et
al., 2017; Dash et al., 2019; Doyle, 2020; Horstmeyer, 2020; Kamaruzaman et al., 2019).

Personality: A filter that assists in understanding, making sense of, and adapting
to an environment composed of diverse traits (intellect, character, temperament, and
disposition), which help clarify why individuals act differently in similar situations (Doan
et al., 2021; Vashisht et al., 2021; Woo, 2018).

Proactive behavior: A dispositional construct differentiating the extent to which
individuals move from proactive tendencies to taking definitive, discretionary action
influencing the environment and challenging the status quo (Bateman & Crant, 1993;
Parker & Collins, 2010; Sonnentag, 2003; Trifiletti et al., 2009).

Proactive personality: A dispositional, compound personality trait and value
factor that is the stable tendency in which individuals have the agency to effect
environmental change by scanning for and recognizing opportunities, showing initiative,
taking action, and persevering through challenges to solve problems (Bateman & Crant,
1993; Greguras & Diefendorff, 2010; Hao et al., 2019; Rohma & Zakiyah, 2022;
Spitzmuller et al., 2015).

Proactivity: A self-directed anticipatory action in which control is taken to cause
personal and environmental change through planning and striving (De Vos et al., 2009;
Grant et al., 2009; Parker & Collins, 2010; Thomas et al., 2010).

Protean workers: Workers with technical expertise who are also in possession of
a proactive and dynamic attitude with mastery of the soft skills to self-direct, problem

solve, interact, and communicate with all others (including artificial intelligence and
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digital platforms) to achieve their goals (Arcelay et al., 2021; Hyrnsalmi et al., 2021;
Touahmia et al., 2020).

Skills: The competencies employees possess as examined in contrast to the
competencies required in the marketplace for an organization to become or remain
competitive (Fachrunissa & Hussain, 2020; Sevinc et al., 2020).

Skills gap: The distance between the current capability of employees and the
requirements of organizations to be successful leading to the creation of job requisitions
that are increasingly harder to fill (Apergis & Apergis, 2020; Duong et al., 2020;
Shivaramu et al., 2019).

Soft skills: Human skills that artificial intelligence and digitization cannot replace,
which are clusters of learned personality traits and qualities, characteristics, and attitudes
(Burns, 2020; Coates, 2020; Cotet et al., 2017; Shivaramu et al., 2019; Singh Dubey et
al., 2021).

Assumptions

There were certain aspects of this study that were believed to be true but could not
be demonstrated to be true including the assumption that respondents to the LinkedIn
invitation for potential participants answered the survey questions honestly and without
embellishment. Additionally, I assumed that those selected for participation understood
the interview questions and chose to answer truthfully to share their lived experiences.
These ontological assumptions were necessary in the context of the study to gain an
understanding of the perceived reality of those employees and managers who have faced

shifting skill requirements for themselves or their teams. Through follow-up vetting and
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questioning, I made every effort to ascertain the truth of their statements. To encourage
understanding and truthful responses, I used open-ended questions to avoid influencing
participant responses, and confidentiality and privacy were emphasized to maximize
participant comfort with sharing details and experiences. Additionally, archival data were
requested, and job requisitions compared to job fills were reviewed to confirm the
accuracy of the participants’ perception of skills gap due to shifting skill requirements at
their organization.

Scope and Delimitations

The research problem addressed in this study focused on how existing employees’
proactive personality can be developed to identify opportunities for changing their skill
set, to take action to implement the necessary changes, and to persevere through obstacles
to be leveraged as mitigation to the soft skills gap currently occurring in the workforce in
reaction to IR 4.0 and the need for protean workers. This focus was chosen to increase
existing organizational talent’s individual employability and viability, to increase the
profitability and competitive advantage of the company, and to increase the sustainability
of living standards throughout communities. The initial boundaries of this study were the
American organizational work populations included in the research focus as hiring
managers and employees of organizations who have experienced shifting skill
requirements within the past 2 years. This study aimed to be transferable to organizations
that have not yet experienced these shifts but might in the future as the development of
proactive personality maximizes employees’ abilities to recognize any opportunity for

change and improvement to the environment or self. The larger scope for this study was
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the global labor markets and communities that have benefited from their talent pools’
lifelong attention to the relevance of their skills and career adaptability. Although the
study contained interviews of employees at American-based organizations, the scope of
the teams identified was focused on global organizations when possible. This focus on
global teams produced a potential transferability of understanding, developing, and
leveraging proactive personality as a mitigator of the soft skills talent gap in global
markets, global organizations, and global employees.

Limitations
Due to the use of a phenomenological design, one limitation of this study was that
its findings may be hard to replicate because the data analyzed came from particular lived
experiences that may not be true of other lived experiences (see Burkholder et al., 2016).
An additional limitation of conducting qualitative research was the potential bias of the
researcher. Working as a talent development professional and organizational
psychologist, my lived experiences and personal insight into existing talent in
organizations could have had an impact on the perception of interview responses and data
analysis. To address these issues, I followed an interview protocol (see Appendix B) to
guide a semistructured and consistent approach to asking the interview questions.
Significance
Industrial and organizational psychology focuses on the scientific study of
behavior in the workplace to solve organizational, group, and individual problems to
improve the quality of work life, structures, and relationships (APA, 2022). The current

study addressed the research and organizational problem of how existing employees’
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proactive personality can be developed to identify opportunities for changing a skill set
that is becoming obsolete, to take action to implement the necessary changes, and to
persevere through obstacles to that change to be leveraged as mitigation to the soft skills
gap. As detailed throughout the literature and verified by current labor statistics, the skills
gap is impacting organizations in varied industries, geographies, emerging economies,
and labor markets with financial and socioeconomic consequences such as profitability
and employability issues at the individual, organizational, and societal levels (Adecco,
2020; BLS, 2021; Shivaramu et al., 2019; Singh Dubey et al., 2021; World Economic
Forum [WEF], 2020). Finding a solution in existing talent through the development of
their own proactive personality empowers individuals to become and remain relevant and
employable throughout their careers and increases organizational profitability and
innovation, which contributes to a more robust economy for the communities in which
organizations exist and those that they serve (Arcelay et al., 2021; Bhagat, 2020; S.
Brown et al., 2019).

Summary
The world of work is changing in the face of IR 4.0, and the need for a new,
protean worker has emerged that is not being met by the talent in the labor market
(Belschak et al., 2010; Fuller & Marler, 2009; Thomas et al., 2010; Van Ronk, 2021).
Underpinned by the theories of SCT, HCT, skills obsolescence, CCT, and talent
management theory, the constructs of proactivity, soft skills, and the skills gap were
conceptualized to provide a framework with which to examine the phenomenon of

proactive personality. [ used this framework to understand how proactive personality
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affects an existing employee’s ability to perceive an opportunity to change in the face of
shifting skill requirements, to plan an implementation for that change to take place, to
persevere through obstacles to realize a change in upskilling or reskilling their
competencies, and to mitigate a deficiency in those skill sets for organizations. This
understanding has come through an examination of the lived experiences of hiring
managers and employees whose organizations have faced shifting skill requirements
within the last 2 years. With the intent of maximizing an individual’s potential for
employability and relevance, the organization’s potential for profitability, and
competitive advantage, this study sought to have a societal and economic impact on the
workplace and labor markets. Chapter 2 includes a review of the literature on the skills
gap due to the advances of IR 4.0, proactive personality as a soft skill that employees can
use to affect change in their environment, and the development of proactive personality

as a means of mitigating that soft skills gap.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Rapid and consistent changes that impact employees and organizations are
creating an imminent need for a unique combination of skills that are not being found by
organizations but may be developed by activating the proactive tendencies of existing
talent to improve themselves and their environment. Changes to the world of work are
coming from forces that are external to the organization, such as the labor and product
markets, as well as forces that are emanating internally from the organization, their labor
force, and rapidly changing environmental situations. These changes can be met by
developing and leveraging soft skills such as proactive personality from existing
employees enabling self-management of upskilling and reskilling to remain relevant
regardless of the changes that are faced.

Critical issues that contribute to the gap in skills required are the technological
and digital advancements around IR 4.0, an aging workforce, outdated workforce
planning, and the changing nature of work that is leading to skills becoming obsolete at a
rapid pace (G. Li et al., 2021). Contributing factors to what Adecco (2020) estimated
could be a global lack of 85 million workers include this new and emerging technology in
IR 4.0 meeting the broader job descriptions that came out of the previous recessions’
leaner payroll and smaller team structures. As the means of working continue to change,
this evolution alters working methods, tasks, activities, and the perception of the concept
of what work is (Valenti, 2021).

The massive technology changes in the 1990s includes a major restructuring of

labor markets with routine-cognitive jobs decreasing by an estimated 7 million jobs from
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1996 to 2015, from about 25% of the workforce to 21% of German employees who were
left without the necessary cross-disciplinary skills (Restrepo, 2015). Additionally, 80% of
companies across industries and geographies in the United States who participated in a
staffing survey acknowledged that there is a serious gap in workforce skills and that the
most missing skills are those that are hardest to measure: soft skills (Adecco, 2020).
Commensurately, 88% of manufacturers responded that missing skills were the biggest
barrier to their ability to roll out new solutions, and 2 out of 3 companies struggled to fill
vacancies for digital roles due to a gap in skills that continues to widen (Azmat et al.,
2020). In 2000, jobs that required soft skills were at about 50% of roles; in 2030 that
requirement is estimated to rise to 75% (Horstmeyer, 2020). Novakova (2020) agreed and
found that in Slovakia 33% of all current jobs are automated and are replacing the work
traditionally done by individuals creating new types of professions and applying pressure
to employees to adapt, change, and become increasingly more digitally literate so that
their skills remain valuable, and their organizations remain sustainable. Two thirds of
decision makers have reported a gap in the disparity between the skill level of their teams
and the knowledge or competency required to ensure that organizations achieve their
goals (Jones, 2020).

The scarcity of skilled talent is also a critical problem in emerging economies
such as India and China, according to Singh Dubey et al. (2021), which has led to
employability issues. Eighty percent of companies responding to Willcocks’s (2020)
survey reported changes such as an increased reliance on mobile technologies and the

Internet of Things, which have accelerated the pace of work requiring 313 organizations
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to reskill 54% of their workforce in alignment with the estimation that by 2030 up to 14%
of global workers will be required to change occupations and that 9% of jobs will be
newly formed. By the year 2022, nearly one third of skills required 5 years prior, or 35%
of previous skills, had changed (Cotet et al., 2017). Guitert et al. (2020) found that 35%
of the labor market in the European Union lacked the basic skills that organizations
required to meet these shifting skill requirements.

These company estimates have been verified by the Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS, 2021), which showed the number of job orders hit a historic high of 9.3 million in
April of 2021, while during the same period hires were nearly unchanged at 6.1 million
with a hire rate of 4.2%. Seventy-five percent of professionals in the human resources
space reported a shortage of candidates with 83% having trouble recruiting those
candidates as well as a one third decrease in applicant quality and a 45% decrease in
specific qualifications (BLS, 2021; Society for Human Resource Management, 2019).
Worldwide, it is estimated that moving forward 9 out of 10 jobs will require IR 4.0 skills
while less than half of currently employed talent possess those skills and are able to meet
the challenges being posed (Lyons et al., 2019).

Organizations now seek talent who perform at consistently high levels as well as
those who can be trained to perform new tasks and who possess the types of skills
required to solve fundamental and complex unknown problems (Bhatnagar, 2021). In a
2019 Romanian study, an estimated deficit of 600,000 people was found, which created a
need to import labor forces; in studies from 2018, it was shown that Japan and Taiwan

were countries in which employers reported finding the appropriate skills difficult in the
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labor market, the United States had above-average difficulty, and Switzerland found it the
least difficult to find workers with the appropriate skills (Daniela et al., 2019).

This gap in the required skills, whether hard or soft, can affect both the employees
in the labor force and organizations through lowered employability and decreased
profitability, as shown by Azmat et al.’s (2020) study presenting a potential loss of 63
billion pounds per year to companies in the United Kingdom. Organizational as well as
economic growth and the ability to realize the potential of new technologies are also
hampered by a gap in skills in both the local and the global labor markets (Novakova,
2020). In the United States, there is a growing skills gap that is threatening the nation and
its long-term economic prosperity leaving 7 million open jobs with 6.3 million
unemployed, unqualified workers having a tremendous impact on both the economy as
well as innovation demands (Society for Human Resource Management, 2019). Looking
forward, G. Li et al. (2021) related a projected skills gap for manufacturing and
engineering that would leave an anticipated 2.4 million American positions unfilled by
2028.

At the individual level, the effect of the skills gap is palpable. Current employees
are overworked because they are picking up the slack of unfilled jobs (Jones, 2020). The
skills gap is also threatening to displace workers who have not developed IR 4.0 skills
and is creating situations in which those individuals are struggling with income insecurity
and are striving to achieve economic stability and self-sufficiency (Burns, 2020; Guitert
et al., 2020; Santandreu Calonge et al., 2019). As IR 4.0 continues to evolve

technologies, markets, and workplaces, the levels and types of skills needed for these new
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jobs and development throughout an employee’s career are also changing (Santandreu
Calonge et al., 2019). The pace and scale of change resulting from IR 4.0 have created an
environment in which technology has begun to outpace employees’ and organizations’
ability to adapt (Whysall et al., 2019).

The inefficiencies experienced in a skills gap have led to decreased organizational
productivity and profitability, which poses a threat to economic progress around the
world affecting not only individual employability but also the prosperity of the
organization and the nations they are a part of or serve (Fachrunnisa & Hussain, 2020;
Olson, 2015). The skills gap costs between 3 and 8 hours per employee per week at an
average of $22,000 per employee per year, which equates to a long-term shortage of
skilled labor to upwards of a $2.5 trillion negative impact on the global economy (Jones,
2020; G. Li et al., 2021). In addition to fiscal productivity, a deficiency of competent
workers has and will continue to constrain organizations’ abilities to grow, innovate, and
produce quality products and services (Kranov & Khalaf, 2017; Sevinc et al., 2020; Sing
Dubey et al., 2021).

The effects of the skills gap are not limited and can apply in nearly every industry,
geographic region, and organization and, if left unchecked, can cripple progress
economically, which puts a strain on governments whereby unemployment is a
possibility for millions of employees around the world (Lyons et al., 2019; Malik &
Venkatraman, 2017; Morris et al., 2020; Olson, 2015). Businesses in all industries are
finding the disparity between the skills needed to remain viable and the skills possessed

by employees difficult to overcome for productivity to remain sustainable (Shivaramu et
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al., 2019; WEF, 2020). This deficiency of employees with the required combination of
skills will lead to a noticeable decrease in performance, economic strength, and
competitiveness in organizations (Combs, 2019; Maisiri et al., 2019). A lack of skilled
workers leads to decreased levels of productivity, product or service quality,
organizational performance, and profitability (Morris et al., 2020; Nikadimovs &
Ivanchenko, 2020). Due to a lack of skills in the workforce, Jones (2020) estimated that
90% of all organizations have been forced to adjust their project plans, halt or delay
product and service releases, incur increased or unexpected costs, and lose revenue
equating to $390 billion annually.

Bridging the skills gap is essential for a more inclusive economy, workplace, and
society (Guitert et al., 2020). Addressing the issue of a global skills gap is essential
because it not only impacts individual employability but also hinders future talent pool
supplies and global prosperity (Olson, 2015; Singh Dubey et al., 2021). Finding a means
of bridging this gap by developing the soft skills of existing talent has been a key driver
for organizations to maintain their profitability and drive their competitive advantage
(Prabhu, 2018). Toffler (1970) explained that “the illiterate of the 21 century will not be
those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn” (p.
414). Competencies required for the modern work environment are those that are
reflective, proactive, and interactive within and without networks (Akkermans et al.,
2013). Proactive personality is a soft skill that can provide a means for employees to
influence their environment and develop their skills throughout their careers (Zhang,

2020).
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The effects of bridging the skills gap would be decreased unemployment,
decreased poverty, decreased inequality of income, and the provision of equitable social
resources (Daniela et al., 2019). This bridge would contribute to social change by keeping
people gainfully employed and engaged with their work, increasing their individual and
societal dignity, and decreasing the undesirable effects of unemployment (Alamu, 2016).
The consistent thread of work throughout previous industrial revolutions was that work is
always changing, and that change is dynamic and uncertain, which makes proactivity a
necessity for organizations and employees to survive and thrive (Prabhu, 2016, 2018).
Workers in the turbulent IR 4.0 environment have to combat challenges such as
managing change, especially in their skills and work contexts, to remain employed
(Fugate et al., 2004). In an environment marked by volatility and uncertainty, employees
are required to be more resourceful and able to acclimatize to unanticipated changes
rather than simply completing assigned tasks (Grant et al., 2009; Vashisht et al., 2021;
Wu et al., 2018). When an employee can proactively self-start their job and career, take
initiative, and actively pursue learning opportunities, there are great benefits in a labor
market marked by uncertainty and insecurity (Kuo et al., 2018; Plomp et al., 2016;
Sonnentag, 2003).

As individual responsibilities increase and structures shift to be less rigid,
employees are required to be self-reliant to ensure their motivation and instill their
decision-making policies (Frese & Fay, 2001). Employers expect their talent to fix things
they see as wrong (Prabhu, 2016). Project-based and remote work are changing the

supervisory channels and hierarchical structures of authority and direction and are
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shifting the onus of development to the employees to proactively develop their
knowledge, skills, and competencies as well as their career progression by recognizing
and seizing opportunities, taking self-directed actions, and persevering in the face of
obstacles (Meyers, 2020).

The changes that are affecting the workplace and leading to a lack of relevant
skills require employees to use personal initiative, detect and solve problems, and identify
and capitalize on opportunities in the face of greater decentralization, globalization, and
demand for innovation (Sears et al., 2018; Spitzmuller et al., 2015). The
interdependencies among nations, regions, and communities that have come from
decentralization and globalization have influenced the way work is performed and
managed, and there is now a global demand for a self-starting approach to work with less
or remote supervision (Parker et al., 2006; Spitzmuller et al., 2015; Unsworth & Parker,
2003). In a longitudinal study, T. Y. Kim et al. (2009) found that the workplace was
rapidly changing and becoming so decentralized that managers could not anticipate
situations that could arise or forecast employees’ needed behaviors or skills, and that
responsibility had come to fall on the employees themselves in their moment of need.

In this decentralized, globalized world, organizations are shifting from mostly
manufacturing and production profitability to prevalent knowledge economies (Daniela et
al., 2019; Grant et al., 2009), causing an increased need for employees to display
proactive tendencies such as identifying opportunities for change, the ability to innovate,
and a drive for creation (Grant & Ashford, 2008). Tornau and Frese (2012) concurred that

there is a shift away from work structures based on traditional hierarchies to an increased



24
reliance on work that is team based, temporary or gig based, or planned around projects.
This shift creates a need for employees who are developed to influence their
environment, have the ability to proactively identify problems, and can work to
implement changes to solve them (Tornau & Frese, 2012). Knowledge work is volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous, requiring more theoretical and analytical skills than
the world of hands-on production and labor-focused work previously required (Van
Ronk, 2021).

These origins of proactive personality apply to more than individual work as
heterogeneous patterns have emerged for careers across industries and regions seen in
shifts in organizational structures, psychological contracts, and economic factors
requiring employees to proactively adapt and construct their meaning for their work and
their careers from a less conventional view (Rudolph et al., 2019; Uy et al., 2015).
Individuals’ previously homogeneous work experience is changing to one with multiple
employers over a career and a variety of work contracts and expectations coming from
different types of organizations for which employees are expected to manage and
transition their careers proactively and resourcefully to be successful and to create their
opportunities for growth and development (Hirschi et al., 2013; Seibert et al., 2001;
Thompson, 2005). This shift away from traditional career pathing means that employees
and employers need to adapt to a new way of managing careers if those careers are to be
successful for the individual and productive for the organization (Vande Griek et al.,

2020).
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Taking the origins and effects of the skills gap and proactive personality into
account, it should be imperative that the proactive personality of existing organizational
employees be developed to identify change opportunities, take action to implement the
identified change, and persevere through obstacles and challenges (Belwalkar &
Tobacyk, 2018; Brown et al., 2019). This developed proactive personality can then be
leveraged as a mitigation to the soft skills gap in the workforce (Bhagat & Jain, 2020).
Skill gaps can be closed using curiosity by recognizing, pursuing, and exploring
unfamiliar, unclear, and complex events (Horstmeyer, 2020).

As explored, the literature on proactive personality is moderately new but
incredibly wide in scope with the concept studied in terms of leadership (Porath et al.,
2012; Hao et al., 2019), change management (Sylva et al., 2019), work engagement
(Lebel et al., 2021; Tian et al., 2022), job satisfaction (Li et al., 2010), career adaptability
(Vasisht et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021), well-being (Wong et al., 2020) and job
performance (Crant, 1995; Peral & Geldenhuys, 2020) among many other perspectives.
The literature on the skills gap is also growing amid changes in the workforce, job
concepts (WEF, 2020), organizational structuring (Novakova, 2020), globalization (Singh
Dubey et al., 2021), and digitization/automation (Cukier, 2019; Dash et al., 2019;
Horstmeyer, 2020).

An overview of the theories supporting proactive personality, the current soft
skills gap, and the development of proactive personality will be outlined in this literature
review. The literature review then focuses on the operationalization of both proactive

personality and the skills gap to lay the foundation for the understanding of lived
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experiences of proactive personality. The key concepts found in the literature review
connect to the examination of the development of proactive personality in existing
employees to bridge the soft skills gap affecting individuals and organizations.

Literature Search Strategy

The research presented in this literature review was derived from three main
sources: Walden University’s comprehensive Thoreau library database, the ProQuest
dissertation and theses database, and Google Scholar’s article repository. Literature on
both proactive personality and the skills gap was abundant. A keyword search of the term
‘proactive personality’ yielded 368,000 results and required narrowing the focus of date
published to the last five years (lowering the results to 27,400) as well as significant
refining through the addition of such terms such as ‘development’ (23,900 results),
‘organizational’ (17,200 results), and ‘skills gap’ (16,900 results). A keyword search of
the term ‘skill gap’ yielded a smaller but still significant amount of research with 113,000
results in the past five years. Refining the search by narrowing the term to ‘soft skills
gap’ yielded a more manageable 25,400 results. By an examination of the gap in the
literature through a combination of both ‘proactive personality’ and ‘bridge(ing) skill(s)
gap’ a search of the literature from the previous five years yielded 176 results which
formed the basis for this literature review.

Theoretical Foundation

The notion that people can intentionally overcome, change, and even create the

circumstances that can lead them to success is at the heart of what it means to be human

(Bandura, 2001; Prabhu, 2018; Shaw, 2005). This proactive intention of effect and
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change over the environment is of critical importance in developing existing talent for the
modern way of work (Tournau & Frese, 2013).

Proactive personality is supported by Bandura’s (2001) social cognitive theory
with an emphasis on an agentic perspective of personality. The central tenets of SCT
examine and describe individuals as active agents in their environments who intentionally
make things happen (Bandura, 1999). A main principle of the agentic perspective is that
people are not just reactive or passive recipients of environmental situations but rather
that people have the agency of being less constrained to affect and change their
environments to better suit their needs and purposes (Zhou et al., 2021). Agency is
comprised of the ways, beliefs, capabilities, and structures through which individuals
exercise influence and are empowered to take a self-starting approach to development
and change adaptation rather than simply undergo experiences (Bandura, 2001). Bandura
(2001) delineated that SCT is the examination of the cognitive processes which emerge to
exert influence while the agentic perspective examines the social constructions of how
the brain functions to wield human agency through intentionality, a proactive realization
to bring about future action, through forethought as self-motivation, through self-
reactiveness as the ability to transform intention to appropriate action, and through self-
reflectiveness to choose the appropriate action.

People with proactive personalities can activate and maintain their agency through
a triadic reciprocal causation of the environment affecting the individual which also
affects the environment and is rooted in human adaptation and change (Bandura, 1999;

Bateman & Crant, 1993). The triadic reciprocal causation cycles between interrelated
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personal factors, behaviors, and the factors brought by the environment to mutually
impact each other (Anwar et al., 2019). Through this reciprocity, individuals can select
situations, interpret their meaning through an individual context, and make plans to alter
them (Crant, 1995). As the work environment cycles through continuous change, SCT
posits that individuals can and do affect and shape the environmental outcomes of that
change to develop themselves, meet job demands, and fully exploit opportunities (Sylva
et al., 2019). Individuals do this by leveraging uniquely human characteristics and soft
skills such as proactivity to be both producers and products of their environments and
shape them in service to a desired future state (Bandura, 1999).

Another central tenet of SCT is an exploration of how environmental factors such
as geography, culture, and socio-economic circumstances mix with personal factors such
as trust and motivation to impact behavior by an individual (Anwar et al., 2019). SCT is
used to further examine how employees cognitively process this information from the
environment and use it to construct awareness which may turn into acted behavior
(Pervaiz et al., 2021). According to SCT, individuals form expectations and then create
action plans based on the situation or environment and their ability to self-manage and
influence (Yao et al., 2021). This triadic reciprocal causation of people and the attributes
of their work environment affecting and changing each other over a course of time is
dynamic and happens cyclically (W. D. Li et al., 2014).

Work agentic capabilities are a means of showing proactivity in employees as human
agents of their self-development; those capabilities are significant resources for lifelong

learning attitudes, psychological capital, and an ability to promote or adapt to change
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(Cenciotti et al., 2020). The resulting resources are sorely needed during the rapid
evolution of the skills required for IR 4.0 which provides a critical opportunity for
employees to self-initiate and maintain their continual development to remain employable
and productive (Wang et al., 2021). Employees with higher levels of proactive
personality are better poised to take on challenges such as the skills gap because
proactive characteristics and behavior reflect the complementary tendencies and actions
SCT posits that individuals use to shape themselves and their environment (Bandura,
2001; Zhang, 2020). A main component of SCT is that in agentic transactions, people are
not only the products of social systems, but they also proactively produce those systems
(Bandura, 2001). When facing the challenges posed by the soft skills gap, human
qualities need to be developed and then leveraged by proactive employees to
continuously reskill, upskill, and develop themselves (Dash et al, 2019).

The skills gap is braced by the theory of human capital which encompasses the
intrinsic value in all the productive capabilities, skills, and knowledge that an individual
brings to an enterprise to engage in a reciprocal relationship of professional, economic,
and financial development (Alamu, 2016; Daniela et al., 2019; Wingreen & Blanton,
2018). As first conceptualized by Gary Becker and Theodore Schultz in the early 1960s,
the tangible and intangible skills that individuals possess relate directly to the profitability
and competitive advantage of organizations (Combs, 2019; Krieger et al., 2021; White,
2017). The origin of human capital was rooted in the routines and competencies of the
workforce, however, with the shift away from a production economy, the capital now

valued is the knowledge those employees possess, both individually and socially
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(Canibano & Potts, 2019). Human capital refers to the essential productive capability of
an individual and an organization’s workforce, especially a highly qualified one, as its
means of creation, innovation, and profitability (Daniela et al., 2019). As such, human
capital contains the substantial, yet intangible resources required by the changes in the
markets and workforce such as mental, social, physical, and personal traits that are
developed and embodied by people (Brown et al., 2019; Pervaiz et al., 2021). Human
capital becomes increasingly critical as the challenges of IR 4.0 increase in volume and
severity to create and maintain an organization’s competitive advantage through an
appropriately skilled workforce I contrast to artificial intelligence and digitization (WEF,
2020).

Underlying skill relevance is one of the main ingredients of HCT (Shivaramu et
al., 2019). Without the proper skills in place as organizations move into IR 4.0, their
profitability, productivity, and competitive advantage suffer (Arcelay et al., 2021; Morris
et al., 2020). Alamu (2016) found that human capital and the abilities, knowledge, skills,
and social assets it encompasses, are acquired, and can be developed through an
educational process, on-the-job training, and experience (Krieger et al., 2021). Taking the
initiative to understand employees’ distinct personalities allows organizations the
opportunity to leverage the behaviors and outcomes that can shape an organization by
continually enhancing their human capital and increasing retention (Aftab & Waheeb,
2021; Peral & Geldenhuys, 2020; Pervaiz et al., 2021).

While human capital investments help individual workers in the form of

employment, wages, and earnings, and are beneficial to the profitability of organizations,
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the macroeconomic perspective of HCT views those investments as the foundation for
economic growth and prosperity in local communities, wider regions, nations, global
markets, and socially responsible states (Brown, 2017; Kim & Park, 2020; Malik &
Venkatraman, 2017; Pravdiuk et al., 2019). A belief relevant to this study of HCT is that
an organization’s productivity can be positively changed by investments in its most asset,
the education, skills, and knowledge of its employees (Adecco, 2020; White, 2017).

A focus on the gap of skills that are needed in the current workforce, such as soft
skills, can additionally be understood through the skills or occupational obsolescence
framework in which the degree of skill capacity is examined and compared to the skills
necessary to maintain effective performance, employability, and organizational
competitive advantage (Caratozzolo et al., 2020; Santandreu Calogne et al., 2019). With
work begun by Rexford Tugwell (1931) and later enhanced by the changes of the post-
World War II-era workforce, the focus of obsolescence theory is the requirements for
employees to remain effective and employable through the relevance of their skills and
knowledge. Brown (2017) found that 75% of respondent employers cited a negative
impact on their company through an inability to develop products and services due to a
shortage of the skills required.

As the dynamics of the workplace and workforce evolve through IR 4.0, trends
such as globalization, demographics, and project-based work skills are continually
changing, and their durability grows increasingly shorter leading to the continuation of a
soft skills gap (Singh, 2019). A major technical revolution, IR 4.0 exploits the

convergence of emerging technologies and digital transformations and encompasses the
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merging of computers and automation (Azmat et al., 2020; Doyle, 2020). IR 4.0 is
essentially the set of rapidly evolving and converging technologies in which digital
transformation results from the fusion and amplification of these technologies in addition
to the increased connectivity of mobile devices providing unprecedented access to data
and knowledge which is integrated and leveraged (Cotet et al., 2017; Kamaruzaman et
al., 2019). The focus of IR 4.0 is an end-to-end digitization of assets that were once solely
physical and is accomplished by generating, analyzing, and automating data that yields a
higher output with less human effort (Dash et al., 2019; Horstmeyer, 2020). This merging
of technologies can empower organizations to make quicker, smarter, and more profitable
decisions as well as the ability to reduce or minimize previous costs (Dash et al., 2019).

The changes brought by IR 4.0 have meant drastic structural changes in business
operations, with the work executed by humans leading to an alteration of employee
requirements across industries and processes and has uncovered missing combinations of
basic, soft, and hard skills that are newly required (Moldovan, 2019). IR 4.0 increases the
amount of routine and manual tasks that are being automated, however, that does not
equate to all employees losing those jobs as there are an abundant number of new job
types being created (Lyons et al., 2019). The benefits of IR 4.0 can only be leveraged,
however, if there are the appropriate number of workers with the correct skills to realize
its adoption which has become a challenge for today’s organizations (Fachrunissa &
Hussain, 2020).

The increasingly rapid development in technologies leads to a faster depreciation

of skills than in the past creating ever-widening gaps in the skills that employees bring to
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their work and the need for the acquisition of more appropriate skills along with a
dynamic lifelong learning attitude (Kim & Park, 2020). In addition to new skills being
required, another reason for the skill gap is that the skills employees currently possess are
deteriorating at an historically rapid rate leading to perpetual skills obsolescence (Singh,
2019). With a dramatic shift in the way work is organized and performed, there is an
increased demand for hot or soft skills which are focused on non-robotic capabilities such
as social and emotional skills as well as proactivity in identifying issues and
implementing solutions (Horstmeyer, 2020). The results of a study by Touahmia et al.
(2020) showed that there is an emphasized need for new skill sets to be effective in a new
era of rapidly changing technological changes.

Skills obsolescence occurs when the usefulness of an employee’s skills decays
and can be viewed as either an economic issue in which the skills previously demanded
are no longer required or appropriate or skills obsolescence can be viewed through the
perspective of an organization’s outdated opinions and beliefs about work and the labor
environment (Apergis & Apergis, 2020; Caratozzolo et al., 2020). The decaying of skills
can occur through the physical aging of a workforce, through technological and economic
changes such as those seen in IR 4.0, through the underutilization or atrophy of skills, and
is affected by global environmental factors posing a global risk creating a crucial need to
determine strategies to bridge the skills gap through upskilling or reskilling (Caratozzolo
et al., 2020; McGuinness et al., 2018).

The bridging of the soft skills gap through the development of soft skills such as

proactive personality in the existing human capital has been examined through the lens of
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CCT (AlKhemeiri, et al., 2021). CCT seeks to explain the dynamics in work and
adaptability behaviors such as proactivity and an employee’s willingness to focus on
future abilities and work engagement to ensure person-environment fit over the span of
their career which will assist in the achievement of individual and organizational goals
(Cai et al., 2015). CCT is beneficial in explaining an employee’s changing aspects in
work behavior throughout their career through the process of adaptability and
development (Rudolph et al., 2019). Through CCT it is explained that these behavioral
changes through an examination of adaptive readiness, adaptability, adapting responses,
and adaptation results as the means for employees to proactively manage their careers
(van der Horst & Klehe, 2019). The more adaptable an individual, according to CCT, the
more competence and psychosocial resources they are likely to possess (Bi et al., 2021).
Among those psychosocial resources, career adaptability is a core construction of CCT
and 1s defined as readiness in which one engages to achieve person-environment fit by
demonstrating adaptivity or the willingness to change; the adaptability of change; and
adapting or engaging in the change (Cai et al., 2015; Haenggli & Hirschi, 2020). Person-
environment fit then allows for the employee to derive career meaning and adapt to
environments more effectively (Peng, et al., 2021).

People with proactive personalities who exhibit proactive work behaviors provide
meaningful benefits not only to themselves and their work life but also to their teams,
department, and the organization at large (Spitzmuller et al., 2015). Those benefits can be
examined in three distinct categories: proactive personality is positively related to career

success, it is a proven determinant of individual well-being exhibited by job satisfaction,
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commitment, and affect, and people with higher levels of proactive personality have been
shown to perform better than non-proactive employees (Belschak et al., 2010; Rank et al.,
2007). Because proactive individuals do not remain passive and accepting of the
situation, they can succeed in areas such as the management of their career, creating
situations for their well-being, and performing in situations they have crafted (Thomas et
al., 2010).

CCT provides a framework to examine why individuals gain new skills and
develop resilience which allows them to influence their career outcomes and
employability (Peng et al., 2021). The focus CCT places on the personal agency of
individuals to control their resources in the attainment of meeting demands allows for the
examination of the role proactive personality plays as an important component of career
adaptability and competencies and aligns with the agentic perspective of SCT agentic
perspectives (AlKhemeiri, et al., 2021).

As CCT specifically examines adaptability, readiness, and self-management, the
theory can provide a framework for why and how individuals gain new skills in the face
of obsolescence and how employees develop resilience and the ability to influence their
outcomes through personal agency through an alignment with proactive personality (Peng
etal., 2021; Wong et al., 2020). As a core construction of CCT, career adaptability maps
onto the development of proactive personality by examining the willingness, ability, and
engagement aspects of adaptability and has been useful in understanding interventions
that can contribute to the three proactive career behavior characteristics of can-do,

reason-to, and energized-to (Haenggli & Hirschi, 2020; Hirschi et al., 2013).
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The determination of interventions that are in alignment with these workplace
behavioral dynamics and the development of proactive personality can also be managed
and supported by talent management theory. Talent management theory is comprised of
the specific practices in human resources management that aim to maximize employee
talents, abilities, and skills through interventions, training, development, upskilling, and
reskilling to attract, select, develop, and retain high performers with high potential in
critical organizational positions and, as such, is a key driver of firm performance, growth,
and competitive advantage (Doyle, 2020; Meyers, 2019). The main aim of talent
management practices is to ensure that human capital is used efficiently, and that the
quality of personnel is continually improved (Nikadimovs & Ivanchenko, 2020).

Talent management theory also proposes a strategic process for meeting talent
needs and identifying critical positions that can be an additional impetus for
organizational performance (Cross Walker, 2020; Meyers, 2020; Singh Dubey et al.,
2021). More than simply hiring and retaining employees, the emphasis has shifted for
talent management to become a process organizations undertake to forecast and
proactively meet the needs for talent in strategically critical roles as well as develop talent
appropriately to fill those needs (Cross Walker, 2020). Talent management theory can
advance this study by guiding the selection of human resources practices that would best
develop and retain employees who can, in turn, be pivotal to the innovation and
profitability of the company.

Used in conjunction, SCT, HCT, CTT, skills obsolescence, and talent

management theories have been foundational for this study. These theories have provided
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the necessary structure to understand proactive personality, the behaviors that are
associated with people who have high levels of proactivity, the skills that have lowered
durability, and the means of developing existing talent to be proactive in affecting their
environment by upskilling and reskilling themselves.

Conceptual Framework

Reviewing the literature has assisted with the establishment of an understanding
that across industries in the global workforce there currently exists a significant gap
between the skills that organizations need to achieve their goals and the capabilities
possessed by candidates and existing employees which decreases an organization’s
ability to grow (McKenney & Handley, 2019; Sevinc et al., 2020). The skills gap is the
distance between the current capability of employees and organizations and where both
need to be to achieve their goals (Duong et al., 2020; Shivaramu et al., 2019). Studies in
the literature revealed that a gap in skills is not necessarily the result of a lack of quantity
in the workforce but of an inability to find appropriately skilled candidates or existing
talent within an organization (Singh Dubey et al., 2021). Hard, technical skills and
knowledge are no longer sufficient to make candidates effective or employable
(Bhatnagar, 2021).

Skill shortages or mismatches created by skills obsolescence lead to unfilled or
hard-to-fill vacancies without qualified candidates or existing talent to fill them which
can be difficult to both provide accurate accounting and reasoning around (Apergis &
Apergis, 2020; McGuinness et al., 2018). While the research points to the difficulty in

measuring and quantifying the actual gap in skills given the breadth of impact across
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industries, sectors, geographic regions, and skill types there is consensus that a critical
skilled talent supply deficiency will continue to fail to meet employers’ demand (Lyons
et al.,2019, McKenney & Handley, 2019, Novakova, 2020, Sevinc et al., 2020; Singh
Dubey et al., 2021). Skills or competencies, as part of human capital, are an integral part
of the means for an organization to become or remain competitive by driving innovation,
creativity, and production (Fachrunnisa & Hussain, 2020; Sevinc et al., 2020). Because
the skills gap is an internal issue that affects employees’ abilities to perform their jobs
effectively and productively, a basic understanding of what constitutes skills, then, is
required for an examination into how to bridge a skills gap (Morris et al., 2020).

A central tenet of HCT is that the workforce that an organization accumulates can
be its most asset as it is the foundation of productivity, innovation, and sustained
competitive advantage through the knowledge, skills, and capabilities those employees
utilize to achieve established goals (Adecco, 2020; Malik & Venkatraman, 2017). The
literature revealed that defining skills can be challenging and is dependent on the
perspective of the researcher (Maisiri et al., 2019). For this study, the market-oriented
perspective of skills has been used in which the competencies employees possess are
examined in the context of the competencies required by IR 4.0 (Sun et al., 2021). Skills
can be categorized into those that are hard, occupation-specific, or industry-specific,
those that are academic, and soft skills that are non-cognitive and interpersonal
(Nikadimovs & Ivanchenko, 2020). The skills a workforce possesses are a key driver for
the individual’s employability, the team’s productivity, for an organization, an industry,

or even a region (Sevinc et al., 2020). If those skills are lacking, the individual, team,
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organization, industry, and region can suffer economic and employability losses (Brown,
2017). A combination of aligned hard and soft skills is needed for the employability of
today’s workforce across industries and regions which may not yet be possessed by those
employees, or which may be in short supply (Fachrunnisa & Hussain, 2020;
Kamaruzaman et al., 2019; Manjunath et al., 2019; Moldovan, 2019).

To be successful in this new world of work, employees need, in addition to solely
technical skills, to have soft skills and lifelong capabilities focusing on how humans
connect with technology such as creativity, emotional intelligence, and proactive thinking
(Cotet et al., 2017; Maisiri et al., 2019). The increased interaction between humans and
machines has required and will continue to require, different, higher-level cognitive and
socio-emotional combinations of skill sets (Kim & Park, 2020). This rise in dependence
on machines that can process data and perform advanced analytics will showcase the
difference between human and artificial intelligence (Brown et al., 2019). The key to
bridging the IR 4.0 skills gap is to identify and develop those capabilities that cannot be
done by a machine by a ‘smart’ employee who has hot, technology-aligned skills which
are enhanced by performance that is innovative, creative, collaborative, and flexible
(Dash et al., 2019; Fachrunnisa & Hussain, 2020).

The intersection of the literature reviews of the origin of the skills gap and the
origin of the need for proactive personality merges at the understanding of the new
necessity for protean workers. The workplace, an environment that is usually changing
rapidly, is in the midst of transforming, uncertain times where flattening hierarchies and

more complex work tasks have led to the requirement of a new type of employee who is



40
primarily categorized by having the ability to be self-starting and able to work
proactively without the need for close supervision (Belschak et al., 2010).

Protean, or versatile, frequently agile changers and boundaryless careers require
proactive individuals (Fuller & Marler, 2009). Problems and challenges that are dynamic
and shifting will require more proactive solutions than managers and organizations can
forecast, and successful employees has been able to proactively challenge the status quo
for positive organizational growth (Thomas et al., 2010; Van Ronk, 2021).

Hard skills are those teachable, specific, and technical skills that can be
transferrable by employees (Burns, 2020). Hard skills have been the domain of past
demands on the workforce but with the changes brought by the IR 4.0 leading to
increasingly shortened skill durability, more attention is paid in the recent literature to the
skills necessary for work that is increasingly becoming more digitized and automated
(Azmat et al., 2020; Doyle, 2020; Park & Kim, 2020; Shivaramu et al., 2019). There is an
increased need for employees to have the soft skills that those digitized and automated
processes lack (Arcelay et al., 2021).

Soft skills are explained as clusters of learned personality traits and qualities,
characteristics, and attitudes that translate to societal improvements, being able to
communicate effectively, and marked individual positivity such as flexibility,
adaptability, and interpersonal skills (Burns, 2020; Cotet et al., 2017; Singh Dubey et al.,
2021). Soft skills are described in the literature as quintessentially human skills that

digitization and artificial intelligence cannot replicate such as interpersonal skills or
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having the social qualifications to successfully interact with others and communication or
the successful transmission of information (Coates, 2020; Shivaramu et al., 2019).

As a specific soft skill, the concept of proactive personality was introduced by
Bateman and Crant (1993) as a personality trait that is a “relatively stable tendency to
effect environmental change” (103) in which individuals have the agency to intentionally
alter their environments through the dispositional construct of proactive behaviors
(Bandura, 2001). There are multiple aspects of proactive personality as a trait that have
been useful to this study and the operationalization of proactive personality, its
measurement, and its relation to the skills gap are necessary for a foundational
understanding of each. The foundational understanding this operationalization has
provided allowed for the examination of lived experiences of proactive personality in the
face of skills obsolescence to determine the most effective means of developing proactive
personality to bridge the soft skills gap.

Personality

Personality is a filter that assists people in understanding, making sense of, and
adapting to their environment which is composed of diverse traits including intellect,
character, temperament, disposition, and temper as well as stable motives, attitudes, and
individual experiences, actions, or behaviors (Doan et al., 2021; Vasisht et al., 2021;
Woo, 2018). Personality traits help to clarify why individuals act differently in similar
situations, why some employees are better able to mobilize job resources than others even
as consistent change approaches, and how interactions or reactions can differ depending

on the people involved (Bakker et al., 2014; Presenza et al., 2020; Sari Najmudin, 2021).
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Defined as a personality trait, which is the dynamic structure of mental processes,
proactive personality is seen as a filter or measure of an individual’s proclivity to affect
or accept their environment or situation (Doan et al., 2021; Vashist et al., 2021).

While defined through the lens of personality, proactive personality has been
shown to be uniquely distinct from the universally accepted hierarchical taxonomy of
personality which seeks to explain individual differences in work and career outcomes
defined by the big five factors (B5) (Guan et al., 2017; Peral & Geldenhuys, 2020). The
BS5 factors include openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and
neuroticism (Doan et al., 2021; Maurer & Chapman, 2018). It has been determined in
multiple studies that proactive personality has unique, stand-alone, predictive effects over
and above BS5 for important outcomes such as employee motivation and job performance
(Major et al., 2006; Maurer & Chapman, 2018; Rodrigues & Rebelo, 2019). Spitzmuller
et al. (2015) found that 50% of the variance in proactive personality is not related to the
BS5 traits but accounts for overall unique variance in areas such as job performance, task
performance, organizational citizenship behaviors, and learning performance (Liu et al.,
2019).

With the personality aspect of proactive personality understood, determining what
proactivity includes is critical in its examination. As a group, proactive constructs include
proactive personality, personal initiative, proactive behavior, taking charge, and voice
(Prabhu, 2016; Tornau & Frese, 2013). The conceptual difference lies in whether the
concept is inherent in the individual, as proactive personality lies on a continuum as a

personality trait, while initiative is behavior and leads to action (or inaction) (W. D. Li et
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al., 2014). Research by Trifletti et al. (2009) helped to explain that this distinction lies in
the differences of an individual versus the differences in their actions or behaviors.
Increases in either the trait or the behavior tends to lead to a reciprocal increase in the
other in that people with a greater amount of proactive personality tend to take more
personal initiative and vice versa (Wu et al., 2018).

Proactivity

As the basis of proactive personality, proactivity has been identified as self-
directed anticipatory action wherein control is taken to cause personal and environmental
change through planning and striving (De Vos et al., 2009; Grant et al., 2009; Parker &
Collins, 2010; Thomas et al., 2010). The phenomenon of proactivity is a personal
resource that involves expectancy, preparation, being change-oriented and future-
focused, and is characterized by initiative and assertiveness (Aftab & Waheed, 2021;
Bjorkelo, et al., 2010; Callea et al., 2022; Tornau & Frese, 2013). Taking an active role is
key in proactivity to solve problems ahead of them becoming an issue, soliciting
feedback to improve performance, proposing innovative, unique ideas, and seeking out
the means for personal development (Zhang, 2020). Proactivity is a personal resource that
enables the employee to promote their lifelong self- and relational management (Callea et
al., 2022).

Proactivity has been observed and measured in individuals through proactive
personality, proactive behaviors such as personal initiative, taking charge and voice, as
well as job crafting at the job level and competency development at the career level

(Bjorkelo, et al., 2010; Fugate et al., 2004; Plomp et al., 2016). Team proactivity is the
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elevation of these behavioral tendencies to a collective level (Zhang, 2020). At the
individual level, proactivity is seen in anticipating and acting on the external environment
to achieve personal goals; from a team member it is the self-structuring and future-
oriented behavior to change a team situation; and from an organizational member, it can
be observed as a change to the way the organization or its processes works (Griffin et al.,
2007). The movement from personality to behavior and effect is an important aspect of
the studied phenomenon to understand when seeking to develop proactive personality.

Proactive Behavior

Proactive behavior is a dispositional construct differentiating the extent to which
individuals move from proactive tendencies to taking definitive, discretionary action
which will influence their environment and challenge the status quo (Bateman & Crant,
1993; Parker & Collins, 2010; Sonnentag, 2003; Trifiletti et al., 2009). Proactive
behaviors are anticipatory actions emanating from an employee’s proactive personality
and are potentially combined with personal initiative which impacts and improves the self
and/or the environment or creates a new environment more conducive to success at the
individual, team, or organizational level (Callea et al., 2022; Grant & Ashford, 2008; Kuo
et al., 2018; Lebel, 2017; Tornau & Frese, 2013; Van Ronk, 2021). In alignment with
proactivity, proactive behaviors are characterized by their self-starting, anticipatory
nature aimed at improving work or individual situations and bringing about positive
change for oneself, others, or the entire organization (Fay & Sonnentag, 2012; Sylva et
al., 2019; Unsworth & Parker, 2003; Van Ronk, 2021). Aimed at preventing problems,

identifying and grasping opportunities, and focusing on constructive improvements,
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proactive behaviors can be seen in organizational performance and production results as
well as in individual self-development and upskilling efforts (Kuo et al., 2018; Meyers,
2020). Proactive behaviors are the result of a person acting on their proactive
personalities to create a new, improved, and more beneficial environment (Callea et al.,
2022). These behaviors are intended to bring improvements to one or more of three
intended targets: work behaviors affecting the internal organizational environment,
strategic behaviors which affect the external organizational environment, and/or the
behaviors that impact the well-being which is generated from the ideal person-
environment fit (Parker & Collins, 2010; Sylva et al., 2019).

Proactive behaviors are the means for employees to intentionally take action to
change an existing situation which usually results in positive outcomes, environments,
and experiences for those who display it (Bjorkelo, et al., 2010; Maurer & Chapman,
2018). Characteristics of proactive behavior are exhibited when a person is spontaneous,
has foresight, and seeks to transform situations (Yao et al., 2021). The operationalization
of proactive work behaviors can be seen when employees seek to take charge, prevent
problems, innovate, and use voice to positively improve aspects of work or self (Meyers,
2019; Urbach et al., 2021).

Because work is becoming ever more dynamic and decentralized, these types of
proactive behaviors become more important drivers of an organization’s success (Crant,
2000). More definitively, for the organization, proactive citizenship behaviors are an
explicit form of organizational citizenship behaviors that encompass positive change-

oriented behaviors such as initiative, voicing opinions, and suggesting change for the



46
benefit of the team, department, or organization at large (DenHartog & Belschak, 2012).
These behaviors can be operationalized as proactively seeking out feedback, taking
initiative in their role and their career, networking, expanding, and acting outside of their
role or expected responsibilities, and/or revising and crafting their job (Grant & Ashford,
2008; Hirschi et al., 2013).

Personal initiative is a specific form of proactively behaving and is a syndrome, or
a set of co-occurring behaviors, which results in taking an active, self-starting approach
to work, going beyond formal job requirements in a way that is consistent with the
organization’s mission, is focused on the long-term, is directed towards goals and action,
is proactive and persistent, and constructively challenges the status quo (DenHartog &
Belschak, 2012; Frese et al., 1997; Grant & Ashford, 2008; Ohly et al., 2006). Being
ready for adaptation is another means of demonstrating proactive behaviors by
demonstrating creativity and innovation in an employee’s role as well as successfully
self-manage their careers (Green et al., 2020).

Proactive behaviors, personal initiative, and proactive personality as supported by
the SCT conception of individuals as agents who seek to improve work situations without
external directives (Fugate et al., 2004). Proactive behaviors can vary and depend on
socioeconomic factors, cultural backgrounds, and the employee’s placement in their
career or talent life cycle (Aftab & Waheed, 2021; Zhang, 2020).

Proactive Personality
Taking those foundational conceptualizations into consideration, proactive

personality, then, is defined as a dispositional, compound personality trait and value
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factor that is a stable tendency in which one is relatively unconstrained by situational
forces and is able to effect change on their environment by scanning for opportunities,
showing initiative, taking action, and persevering through challenges and obstacles to
solve problems and is observable at the individual, team, and organizational levels
(Bateman & Crant, 1993; Greguras & Diefendorff, 2010; Haoet al., 2019; Rohma &
Zakiyah, 2022; Spitzmuller et al., 2015). The adaptive readiness examined in CCT is
operationalized as proactivity and a self-starting approach (Green et al., 2020;
Spitzmuller et al., 2015). Through the development of self-regulating and adaptability
resources people are enabled by proactive personality to successfully manage diverse,
unexpected situations, persist despite challenges, and create favorable conditions to
improve work (Zhang, 2020; Zhu & Li, 2021).

Proactive behaviors are shown when an employee takes initiative to improve
their environment or challenge the situation by creating an entirely new one in opposition
to passively accepting what is happening (Zhang, 2020). People with proactive behaviors
tend to make a positive impact on their work world as they are more apt to look for
methods of improvement to realize their own goals and those of their organization
(Bateman & Crant, 1993; Vignoli & Depolo, 2019). Attunement to their environment, a
heightened tendency to engage in learning, and putting oneself in or creating situations
for thriving are some of the ways in which proactive personality propels an individual
toward success in the workplace (Jiang, 2017; Young et al., 2018).

Proactive personality can be operationalized in the form of confronting, directly

facing change, and/or transforming by recognizing and acting upon opportunities (Rohma
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& Zakiyah, 2022). Additional operationalizations come in the form of motivation to
change, the ability to respond to the environment with change, and improvements to
create something new through persistence, being unyielding, and actively implementing
(Honet al., 2009; Mubarak et al., 2021; Sari Najmudin, 2021).

Proactive people display SCT’s agentic capability to identify and act upon
opportunities to intentionally pursue self-improvement prospects and proactively put
themselves in positions to thrive despite situational constraints (Greguras & Diefendorft,
2010; Porath et al., 2012; Rodrigues & Rebelo, 2019). Proactive personality consists of
setting a goal, striving to achieve it, and anticipating and preventing problems until the
change has been implemented (Doan et al., 2021; Parker et al., 2010) as proactive people
are the master of their destiny, risk-takers who are on the lookout for challenging
situations, and intentionally manipulate environmental conditions so that they run
according to expectation or long-term need (Caniéls et al., 2018; Kusuma et al., 2021;
Mubarak et al., 2021; Van Ronk, 2021). Shying away from situations and simply
responding to environments are not limitations of proactive people as they are pathfinders
that think critically and speak up to improve their workplace to find a unique way
forward (Kim & Park, 2017; Mubarak et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2018; Zhu & Li, 2021). By
putting themselves in positions to thrive, proactive individuals are dynamic agents who
are better able to handle intentional change by identifying and pursuing opportunities for
self-improvement and the means to excel in current and future-forward, unknown

situations (Greguras & Diefendorff, 2010; Mubarak et al., 2021; Porath et al., 2012).
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To examine and develop existing talents’ proactive personality, it is important to
understand how proactive personality is quantitatively measured. The seminal
measurement of proactive personality was introduced and validated through Bateman and
Crant’s (1993) proactive personality scale (PPS). The PPS is a measure of a personal
disposition or inclination to act and make a change to an environment in the pursuit of
realizing goals that has been validated and found to be reliable in studies such as Trifletti
et al.’s (2009) (Crant, 1995). The PPS and resulting measurements of proactive
personality seek to rate a person’s tendency for proactivity on a continuum from passive
to proactive. The original PPS has also been updated in several notable instances such as
Seibert et al.’s (2001)10-statement PPS, Baer and Frese’s team-level proactivity scale
(Zhang, 2020), and Belwalkar and Tobacyk (2018) through the development of the
tripartite model of proactive personality.

This study has relied upon the tripartite model’s conceptualization of proactive
personality as a blueprint for an individual’s development of proactivity which has three
main characteristics: perception as the ability to recognize an opportunity for change,
implementation which includes the planning and execution of that change, and the
perseverance to persist through obstacles or challenges until the change is realized
(Belwalkar & Tobacyk, 2018). Viewing proactive personality through the tripartite lens
assisted in the examination and categorization of lived experiences of how this
personality trait can be developed to help bridge the skills gap.

The successful professional in today’s workforce is a protean worker with

technical expertise but is also in possession of a proactive and dynamic attitude with



50
mastery of the soft skills to self-direct, problem-solve, interact, and communicate with all
others (including Al and digital platforms) to achieve their goals (Arcelay et al., 2021;
Hyrnsalmi et al., 2021; Touahmia et al., 2020). The conceptualization of proactive
personality by the tripartite model and the focus on the soft skills category of the skills
gap through both a skills obsolescence and human capital framework has aided this study
in determining the most effective means of development of proactive personality to
bridge the critical soft skills gap.

Literature Review

Given that measuring proactive personality has been most prevalently
accomplished through self-report questionnaires such as the PPS (Bateman & Crant,
1993) as well as the tripartite model (Belwalkar & Tobacyk, 2018) and that the skills gap
has been captured in terms of productivity and jobs unfilled (BLS, 2021; Sevinc et al.,
2020), most studies for both streams of the literature review have been quantitative in
nature. Quantitative examinations have analyzed measurements of proactive personality
in longitudinal studies such as W. D. Li et al.’s (2014) study in which it was found that
job demands and control have positive lagged effects on reciprocal proactive personality
development; Prabhu’s (2016) study of 900 nonprofit employees which determined that
proactive personality leads to robust positive job outcomes; Sylva et al.’s (2019)
examination of how person-job fit and proactive career behaviors align; multiple surveys
of how proactive personality presents (Zhu & Li, 2021); the impact of proactive
behaviors in Pakistan (Aftab & Waheed, 2021); a determination of the effects of

proactive personality interventions by Heuvel et al. (2015); and the relationship between
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the skills gap and performance in the design industry was found to be significant in
Shivaramu et al.’s (2019) study. Meta-analytic reviews were also quantified by
Chamberlin, Newton, and Lepine (2017), Fuller and Marler (2009), Spitzmuller et al.
(2015), and Vasisht et al. (2021). Additional quantitative studies have examined the
measurements of the validity of the various proactivity scales and their alignment to
related concepts (Crant, 1995; Seibert et al., 1999; Tornau & Frese, 2013).

Several studies in this literature review have used mixed methods to capture both
the quantitative nature of proactive personality as well as the qualitative descriptions
given in long-form answers of questionnaires and surveys. Van Ronk’s (2021)
dissertation provided quantitative data which showed that employees without proactive
personality were more change-resistant than those who have higher levels of proactivity
and the qualitative stories from semi-structured interviews of knowledge workers at
Amazon was able to demonstrate what the experience of working with those colleagues
was like. Johnson (2015) also used mixed methodology through quantitative and
qualitative survey data to examine and describe the phenomenology of being proactive
through lived experience and documented the essence of that proactivity. Questionnaires
on the proactive personality scale have used mixed methods to explore its alignment to
work states and behaviors such as psychological capital and the well-being of employees
in the study by Hao et al. (2019).

Utilizing a qualitative approach has allowed this study to examine the descriptions
and narratives of managers and employees experiencing skill requirement changes and

their effects as well as exploratory organizational data that could provide further insight
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into lived experiences. The use of face-to-face interviews such as those Brown (2017)
conducted with hiring managers paired with exploring company documents was also
exemplified in Bindl’s (2019) qualitative study of 92 proactivity episodes in
multinational organizations explored and described the differing emotional journeys of
proactivity through an iterative process of collecting data, analyzing the data, and
theorizing to connect the individuals’ perceptions of past, present, and future events.

Qualitative case studies such as those conducted by Combs (2019) present lived
experiences through interviews of South Carolina business leaders who demonstrated
successful fulfillment as well as a focus group of skilled manufacturing employees and a
review of company documents, Kranov and Khalof’s (2017) study of the employment
gap in Abu Dhabi, and a case study on filling the skills gap through undergraduates’
internships by Lynch and Aqglan (2016). Literature reviews were the main source of
qualitative data with examples seen in Santandreu Calonge et al.’s (2019) literature
reviews of 19 studies, Nikadimovs and Ivanchenko’s (2020) integrative literature review,
and a review of the literature on qualification requirements in the information technology
and systems industry by Ngo et al. (2021).

While the studies listed are a good example of found qualitative data, the volume
of qualitative studies is significantly lower than quantitative data and there is,
consequently, a gap in the literature around the qualitative aspect of proactive personality
and its development. This study has attempted to fill that gap by focusing on the
descriptions of proactive personality from managers and employees as they navigate

impactful changes in the world of work which require a new set of soft skills.
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The problem that the skills gap is wreaking on individuals and businesses has
been approached from multiple perspectives which include a focus on the attraction of
talent in new and creative methods (Combs, 2019), through the guise of career
competency and adaptability strategies (AlKhemeiri et al., 2021), through an examination
of the alignment between academia and the workforce (Burns, 2020), and from a
resource-based and leadership examination (Barnes et al., 2021). Most useful to this
study, the skills gap has been studied from the perspective of understanding the skills
needed to be successful in IR 4.0 (Arcelay, 2021; Azmat et al., 2020; Enders et al., 2019;
Maisiri et al., 2019) along with developing the human capital organizations currently
possess (Alamu, 2016; Ostmeier & Strobel, 2022). While soft skills are mentioned and
examined in the literature, there is a gap in studying the use of proactive personality as a
specific soft skill that could bridge the gap in organizational requirements versus
employees’ possession of skills.

The means of bridging the skills gap through the development of existing talents’
proactive personality depends on the conceptualization of the soft skills gap as the
inability to find professionals who can perform effectively and efficiently (Singh Dubey
et al., 2021). The deficiency and the resulting gap in soft skills affect individuals’ ability
to remain employable and affect organizations’ ability to maintain a competitive
advantage to remain economically viable (Burns, 2020). The tripartite model of proactive
personality has guided this study in examining how an employee perceives an
opportunity for change based on the obsolescence of their skills, then plans and executes

an implementation for that change to occur such as upskilling or reskilling themselves,
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and how that employee finally perseveres through obstacles until that change or
development is realized (Belwalkar & Tobacyk, 2018).

An understanding of proactive personality and its development has led to an
explanation of how employees already employed by an organization can remain effective
and productive and will serve as a blueprint for employee development to ultimately
bridge the soft skills gap. Employability is the end goal and is a context-dependent
examination of an employee’s ability to identify their skills’ durability, identify those
skills’ relevance in the labor market, and improve those skills that are deteriorating
(Brown et al., 2019). Those skills include technical aptitude but also include soft skills
such as communication, emotional intelligence, critical thinking, and interpersonal skills
(Bhatnagar, 2021).

The combination of Bateman and Crant’s (1993) identification of proactive
personality and its place in organizational behavior along with Belwalkar and Tobacyk’s
(2018) conceptualization of proactive personality as a tripartite model of behavior has
assisted in answering the key research questions of this study. The first three research
questions of how employees exemplify proactive personalities by perceiving
opportunities, implementing change, and persevering through obstacles when faced with
shifting skill requirements was scaffolded from Belwalkar and Tobacyk’s tripartite model
to conceptualize what exactly proactive personality is and how to identify the concept.

The fourth research question of how proactive personality can be developed in
existing talent relied on the motivational states that Parker et al. (2010) outlined as

antecedents and promoters of proactivity: that employees feel they can-do, have self-
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efficacy beliefs, and are capable of development; that they have a reason-to and see value
in their development through autonomy and goals; and that employees are energized-to
develop and have a positive affect (Hirschi et al., 2013; Lebel et al., 2017; Ontrup &
Kluge, 2022). Self-efficacy, finding meaning in work through activities such as job
crafting, having a sense of autonomy, and psychological empowerment have all been
shown to facilitate much-needed proactivity in employees (Heuvel et al., 2015; Sung et
al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2010; Tian et al., 2022; Zia et al., 2020). The way that
employees feel while working, their affect, has been shown to be an important intrinsic
motivator and predictor of proactivity and success on the job in which felt responsibility
and perceived meaningfulness or a reason-to leads to commitment and performance
(Bindl, 2019; Lebel & Kamran-Morley, 2021). Affectivity is a state composed of the trait
sources of emotions that can be elicited from causes, events, and situations and involves
global positive or negative feelings such as work engagement or being energized-to be
proactive which leads to proactive work behaviors such as job crafting (DenHartog &
Belschak, 2012; Lebel & Kamran-Morely, 2021; Tian et al., 2022). However, it has been
found that negative emotions and states such as fear and anger can also spark the
proactive need to change the status quo which can be useful if harnessed appropriately
(Lebel, 2017).

To fill roles, hiring new talent is a go-to practice in human resources
management, however, organizations are not finding the talent they are looking for
externally and this practice omits a critical need to have employees who excel across all

levels of the organization that can best be accomplished through the training and
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development of existing talent (Brown et al., 2019). Many desired soft skills may not
come from an innate ability but, rather, can be developed through training and the
development of awareness (Combs, 2019). A workforce that has been able to successfully
address the changes and challenges of IR 4.0 can be shaped by re-skilling existing
workers to accomplish more of the work that is uniquely human and by tapping into
employees with 30% of the skills needed and then upskilling them instead of searching
for non-existent external talent (Card & Nelson, 2019; WEF, 2020). Indeed, SHRM
(2019) found that the most effective remedy for addressing the skills gap is to provide
training which, in turn, improves retention. Upskilling the existing talent pool through
training and development to the necessary labor market’s demanded skills is a supply-
side approach that is socially responsible in service of the future of work for communities
at large (Adecco, 2020; Sevinc et al., 2020; Woolf et al., 2020).

Maintaining skill relevance is not a static need; changing trends in the market will
require a continual adaptation throughout an employee’s work life and improving their
ability to adapt and seek resources now will build lifelong learners who continuously
seek out ways to improve their skills (Santandreu Calonge et al., 2019; Valenti, 2021).
Proactive skill development accesses a self-initiated, future- and change-orientation that
people with proactive personality possess to acquire the knowledge and soft skills they
need to master changing and future jobs (Ostmeier & Strobel, 2022). Proactivity is a soft
skill that can be trained by developing context-specific knowledge and skills and people
with proactive personality may be uniquely poised at taking advantage of such

development due to their motivation to learn and interest in affecting their environment
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(Belwalkar & Tobacyk, 2018; Seibert & Kunz, 2016). Proactive individuals are best able
to strategize how to invest in their training to satisfy employer expectations, successfully
navigate career interruptions, and respond to the changing skills needs of a digital world
(Duong et al., 2020).

Skill development is the process of enabling a professional to do their jobs more
effectively and efficiently and can bridge the soft skills gap by tapping into the
development of employees already in role who know the organization and its processes to
become competent in more relevant tasks and has been especially embraced by proactive
individuals who want to improve and learn more (Bhagat, 2020). Training policies are
necessary to begin to bridge the gap between the demand for soft, human skills in the
face of massive technological changes and the deficient supply of those skills in the labor
market as well as in the creation of a suitable workplace (Arcelay et al., 2021; Touahmia
et al., 2020).

The research question of how proactive personality can be leveraged to bridge the
soft skills gap has relied on the conceptualization of soft skills as uniquely human and a
main ingredient in creating a workforce with the appropriate skills to meet the challenges
of IR 4.0 (Coates, 2020; WEF, 2020). Workers have begun to assume this increased
responsibility for reskilling and as the soft skills gap will only continue to widen,
teaching not only the employees but their managers and leaders in the organization to be
more effective developers has been a crucial component (Jones, 2020; Stephany, 2021;

Tulgan, 2016).
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Summary and Conclusions

Workforce study results confirm that the capacity of talent has not met the
requirements of organizational needs and that skills development can be the means of
bridging those gaps (Bhagat, 2020; Duong et al., 2020). Underlaid by the HCT view that
a company’s workforce is its greatest asset in the continued effort for competitive
advantage a review of the literature showed a conclusive need to ensure the viability and
employability of the workforce (Brown, 2017; Jones, 2020; Malik & Venkatraman, 2017,
Singh Dubey et al., 2021; Woolf et al., 2020). This study on proactive personality has
furthered the examination of accomplishing maintained viability of the workforce
through the development of soft skills (Grant & Ashford, 2008; Jiang, 2017). Studies in
the literature resulted in findings that showed that the development of the skills needed
for employees in IR 4.0 can be the bridge between a deficiency of the capability of
existing talent and the unmet necessities of job requirements (Bhagat & Jain, 2020,
Combs, 2019; Maisiri et al., 2019). What has not been conclusively researched is whether
proactive personality can be that soft skill to bridge the soft skills gap. Through
qualitative exploration of the lived experiences of managers and employees who have
first-hand knowledge of the shortened durability of skills, this study has attempted to
understand how employees exemplify proactive personality by perceiving, implementing,
and persevering through changing skill requirements, how proactive personality can be
developed within existing organizational talent, and ultimately, how that developed
proactive personality can be leveraged to bridge the soft skills gap which will enable

existing talent to remain employable and organizations to remain financially viable.
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There is no single cause for the soft skills gap the global workforce is currently
experiencing but, rather, the gap is a consequence of organizational reactions to global
trends emanating from the changes posed by IR 4.0 (Olson, 2015). Digital technologies in
IR 4.0 are transforming work environments and while some jobs may become automated,
there is an increasing demand for new skills that master new ways of working and many
employers are finding it difficult to keep their talent up to date (Stephany, 2021).

The rapid pace of incoming information, the changes to social networks and interactions,
and technological advances are placing a premium on individual ability to adapt, to be
self-motivated to develop, and to recognize and act upon opportunities for self-renewal
(Bandura, 2001).

Additionally, a core issue for social change lies in socio-economic transformation
and the full development of humans and the resources they bring to their work
environment which should be a key factor in determining not only individual and
organizational success but also economic growth and the ability to decrease poverty
(Duong et al., 2020). Education can be the key differentiator to face the radical and
constant changes in the workforce where organizations need to be proactive and ensure
that their workforce is able to reap the benefits of IR 4.0 by upskilling and retraining their
existing workforce (Brown et al., 2019). It has been found that this can be accomplished
by preparing the company to become a learning organization and preparing employees to
continuously and proactively engage in development which this study will attempt to
examine, address, and provide recommendations for through the lens of proactive

personality (Cotet et al., 2017; Dash et al., 2019).
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Chapter 3: Research Method

In Chapter 3, I describe the research design and the rationale behind the selection
of a qualitative design; the role of the researcher; the methodology of the study, which
includes participant selection, instrumentation, and procedures for recruitment,
participation, and data collection; and the data analysis plan. Chapter 3 also addresses
issues surrounding the development of trustworthiness through credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Ethical considerations are explored in the last section
of Chapter 3. The chapter ends with a summary and a preview of Chapter 4.

Research Design and Rationale

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological interpretivist and descriptive
study was to examine and better understand the lived experience of proactive personality
in employees facing changing skill requirements. Gaining this understanding of proactive
personality required an examination of how proactive personality is developed and
whether it can be leveraged to bridge the gap in skill requirements for an organization’s
existing talent. The research questions that guided this study are:

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they perceive opportunities?

RQ2: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they implement change?

RQ3: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they persevere through obstacles when faced with shifting

skill requirements?
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RQ4: What are the ways that proactive personality might be developed in existing
organizational talent?

RQS5: What are the ways that proactive personality development might help to
improve soft skills in employees?

To address the research questions in this qualitative study, I chose a
phenomenological, interpretivist design using an iterative data collection and an analysis
process of narrative highlighting the lived experience of proactivity and its development
(see Dunn & Moore, 2020). An understanding of how employees proactively identified
potential areas of opportunity for upskilling or reskilling was explored through interviews
of employees who had faced shifting skill requirements and their managers. The real-life
experience of these employees and their managers provided insight into how proactive
changes were implemented and how obstacles were overcome to mitigate the need to
search for nonexistent or limited external talent. Narrative was used to explain situations
in which those employees were successful in fulfilling their organizations’ shifting
requirements and bridging the soft skills gap.

Qualitative phenomenological research was the best method to answer the
research questions for this study. Frankfort-Nachmias et al. (2015) explained that a
qualitative approach should be taken to obtain meaning and behavioral understanding of
feelings and experiences from study participants. I chose a phenomenological research
design to examine the lived experiences of proactive personality over other designs such
as an ethnographic design, which was not deemed appropriate because understanding

cultural symbols or traditions was not the goal of the study. A grounded theory design
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was also deemed inappropriate because the theory of proactive personality had already
been established and tested, and my study was not focused on theory development but
rather on explanation and insight (see Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Phenomenology is the study of an individual’s perception of the world about a
particular phenomenon, which is useful to put concepts into situational context
(Burkholder et al., 2016). This research tradition allowed me to study individuals from a
first-person perspective and allowed for the exploration of determining why people react
in specific ways and how transferable those reactions may be (see Burkholder et al.,
2016). In qualitative studies, there are several methods used for research and data
gathering, which include analyzing content from one-on-one interviews (MacLure, 2017).
The use of one-on-one interviews was appropriate in my study given that this method
allowed for the lived experiences of proactive personality in the face of changing skill set
requirements to be probed as deeply as possible, which would not have been possible
through quantitative methods (see MacLure, 2017).

Role of the Researcher

In qualitative research, the role of the researcher can include formulating the
research questions; designing the research plan to support them; recruiting, vetting, and
selecting participants; conducting interviews; analyzing data, and reporting findings
(Saldafia, 2016). For the current study, I carried out all these functions. I had been able to
evaluate talent at a global staffing agency for over 7 years, which led to an interest in why
some talent excel in uncertain or ambiguous situations and others do not. In my tenure, I

was a performance consultant and corporate trainer as well as a learning and talent
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manager with a role intended to coach, train, develop, review, and calibrate existing
talent within an organization. In this professional capacity, [ was tasked with overcoming
and handling varying degrees of proactivity in my students, users, colleagues, and
teammates. These experiences gave me an inside perspective on how proactivity can
impact career development and growth. My insight into the evaluation of proactive talent
may have affected my views as a researcher on how proactivity is exemplified in the
workplace, how and whether existing colleagues can be developed to be more proactive,
and how that development of proactivity can be leveraged to mitigate the soft skills gap I
have seen at my organization and that our customers experience.

My professional endeavors and the personal connections I have made with
colleagues within my organization served as the motivation for this study. As a
researcher, I sought to understand the lived experiences of proactivity and its
development to ensure that the global staffing organization has existing talent who can
recognize, implement, and persevere through opportunities to upskill or reskill to be as
employable as possible, to make their skills relevant and durable, and to make the
organization retain their competitive advantage. Two of the potential participants who
were in consideration for the study were former coworkers who had moved to new
companies as hiring managers and team leads outside the global staffing firm where I was
employed. Each of these participants had gone through significant skill requirement
changes during the last 2 years and had to build and reorganize teams with existing and
external talent. This change had been communicated anecdotally to me and had not been

impacted by the global staffing organization where [ was employed. A plan was put in
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place to reach out to these potential participants and other hiring managers and
employees through my LinkedIn community, which spans varied industries. Interest
generated in this way would ensure diversity in the participant sample.

Issues of ethics that can arise in qualitative research were taken into consideration
and addressed in the planning stages of this study. Letters of invitation were sent once
interest was generated and was accompanied by consent forms with the approval of the
Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB Approval # 04-14-23-0985275) that
has been collected before each interview ameliorating confidentiality concerns.
Additionally, no names or identifying characteristics were included in the report on the
study. Each participant was notified throughout the interview process that their
participation was voluntary and that their interview could be terminated at any time.

Through an interview process that was fair, consistent, and structured, I sought to
mitigate my personal biases on proactive personality. This objectivity was taken into
consideration in the data analysis phase in which bracketing helped to moderate my
personal opinions, biases, and assumptions. Additionally, a journal was kept allowing my
personal feelings to be monitored and checked consistently. At the end of the data
collection process, a debriefing was sent to each participant for confirmation of the
content of the transcriptions as well as a request for feedback on all aspects of their
participation.

Methodological triangulation was also considered to increase the credibility of the
study through the use of multiple data collection methods (see Noble & Heale, 2019). In

addition to interviews of participants, archival data from the participants’ organizations
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were studied to verify the retention, job orders filled, veracity, and width of the skills gap.
Although this additional methodology increased validity and credibility, it also added to
the complexity of the study and the potential for inconsistencies in qualitative data (see
Noble & Heale, 2019). All measures were taken to mitigate researcher bias from
professional and personal experience working with talent in the staffing industry.
Throughout the participants’ selection process, interviews, archival data collection, data
analysis, and findings reporting, researcher bias was checked and minimized through
methodological triangulation and bracketing to ensure the most credible and valid study
findings.

Methodology

Participant Selection Logic

The population identified for this study was hiring managers and employees in
U.S. organizations who had to rebuild or were part of a team that had been rebuilt within
the last 2 years due to shifting skill requirements. Sampling in qualitative research relies
on procedures for participant selection, which are less defined than those in quantitative
research because the selection process is dependent on the discretion of the researcher as
well as the reason or purpose behind the study (Kalu, 2019). The purpose of this choice
of population was to gain an understanding of proactivity when encountering changing
skill sets in the work environment through descriptions of lived experience and what that
proactivity looked like in participants’ organizations.

Purposeful sampling was used to recruit the study sample. Because qualitative

samples are small, researchers have a responsibility to find information-rich cases that
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bolster credibility and trustworthiness based on their ability to answer the research
questions and meet the research objective (Kalu, 2019; Patton, 2015). A good participant
in the current study was able to provide a clear articulation of what is and what is not
proactivity in the face of shifting skill requirements. Because qualitative research sample
sizes can be as small as a single case, participants were chosen based on their ability to
share reliable, productive, and valuable information about the study phenomenon (see
Patton, 2015). Participants were known to meet the selection criteria by their responses to
a poll intended to vet all interested contributors. This poll was used to identify, contact,
and recruit hiring managers and employees via my LinkedIn network, and requests were
made to reach as many people as possible. This poll was specific enough to include
people who were either hiring managers or employees at an organization that had seen a
shift in skill requirements in the past 2 years, with deference for global organizations.
Once interested, prospective participants provided demographic data for me to decide
whether to send out a formal request to join the study by email, including all necessary
confidentiality information and waivers.

The establishment of sample size was based on the value of the respondents’
breadth and depth of experience with proactive personality and shifting skill requirements
in their workplace, and their ability to reflect on and share those experiences. Because no
rigorous rules apply to qualitative sample sizes, the size for this study was dependent on
what was useful from the interviews, what the participants shared that was credible, and
whether a meaningful understanding of proactive personality was gained from the

experiences shared (see Kalu, 2019). The quality and usefulness of the data obtained by



67
interviews and the quality of archival data were used to determine data saturation (see
Kalu, 2019).

Instrumentation

For this study, there were two main instruments to collect data: a researcher-
produced semistructured interview protocol with targeted demographic questions (see
Appendix B) and organization-produced archival data. The interview protocol guide
included open-ended interview questions along with a detailed script for interview
briefing and debriefing (see Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The semistructured interviews
began with targeted demographic questions to gather data on gender, race, age, tenure,
and role within the organization which, according to Fink (2000) allows the researcher to
recognize connections among the experiences of participants that could help to explain
the phenomenon. The open-ended interview questions were designed to allow the
participants to explain their experiences regarding proactive personality in the face of
shifting skill requirements. Additionally, the guide allowed for participants to be
interviewed in a consistent manner while including potential follow-up questions to
increase the depth of knowledge.

The questions asked during the interviews were designed to elicit the knowledge
gained about proactive personality and the soft skills gap. Semistructured interviews
addressing the lived experiences of hiring managers and employees helped me answer the
research questions regarding how proactive personality is exemplified in the challenge of

shifting skill requirements and how proactive personality can be developed in existing
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talent at organizations. The archival data assisted in determining how participants had
leveraged the development of proactive personality to bridge the soft skills gap.
Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection

The semi-structured interviews have been arranged by sending 60-minute Outlook
calendar invitations to each participant who has consented to participate in a 30-minute
follow-up debriefing session scheduled one month later. The interviews were conducted
and recorded by the researcher via the Zoom video conferencing platform and transcribed
through Otter.ai software with the participant’s consent. A reminder was sent to each
participant a day prior to the scheduled interview time via email and text (if possible).
The interview began with a briefing on the researcher, an overview of the purpose of the
study, and an explanation of their role and rights as a participant (Appendix B).
Demographic questions prefaced the study interview questions with the participant’s
consent. Interview questions and sub-questions followed the sequence in the interview
protocol which is meant to guide each step of the interview to ensure consistency in the
participants’ involvement and to mitigate any researcher bias or assumptions. The
interview concluded with the researcher summarizing their time together and reminding
the participant of the next steps of the process. These next steps included sending the
participant a transcript of their session for review and confirmation and the 30-minute
debriefing to confirm the archival data and to explain their exit from the participant
process. Note-taking by the researcher occurred during the one-on-one interview and
journaling took place after taking note of any researcher biases, assumptions, or

judgments that could cloud the data analysis process.
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Archival data was to be procured by the researcher through a formal request to the
human resources department of the participants’ organizations identified through the
interview process as having navigated a skills gap within the last two years. Job opening
and job fill data was requested to gain an understanding of the organizations’ navigation
of a skills gap to corroborate the participants’ lived experiences of facing a shortage or
shift in skill requirements.

Data Analysis Plan

Content analysis has been performed after the participant gave consent, the
interview was recorded (via video and/or audio) and then transcribed to be coded through
analysis using Belwalkar and Tobacyk’s (2018) tripartite model taxonomy of proactive
personality. Utilizing an open coding process, content categories and patterns were
discerned and synthesized from the interview process to answer the research questions
the study is focused on to determine how proactive personality is exemplified in the face
of shifting skill requirements and how it can be developed in existing talent (Dunn &
Moore, 2020). Subsequently, the data categories and patterns from the interviews were
compared to the archival data retrieved and categorized for corroboration or opposition to
determine how proactive personality can be used to mitigate the soft skills gap.

Coding, or the process in qualitative research that assembles, categorizes, and
sorts for themes and patterns, took place for both the interviews and the archival data
researched to enable the construction of meaning around the phenomenon of proactive
personality (Williams & Moser, 2019). Manually reviewing data and using the open,

axial, and selective coding strategy has enabled interaction, comparison, and
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consolidation throughout the analysis process (Williams & Moser, 2019). Discrepant
cases were to be reviewed, and a request was to be made, if necessary, to re-interview the
participant to determine if the lived experiences were captured accurately. If the
experiences were captured correctly, the case was to be removed from the study.

Trustworthiness

The rigor with which a qualitative study is conducted affects the degree of
confidence or trust that readers have in the methods used, the interpretation of findings,
and in the data itself (Connelly, 2016). Establishing and maintaining this trustworthiness
is of the utmost importance in qualitative studies and can be built through agreed-upon
criteria which are reviewed in this section in detail: credibility, transferability,
dependability, confirmability, and attention to ethical procedures and concerns (Dunn &
Moore, 2020).
Credibility

Whether or not a reader can be confident in the truth of the study and what the
researcher has found by performing the study is referred to as internal validity in
quantitative studies and credibility in qualitative research (Connelly, 2016). Appropriate
measures were taken throughout the planning of the study to ensure that this credibility is
established by considering the sample size and its relation to saturation. Additionally,
credibility was considered by instituting triangulation methods by using multiple data
sources, having the participants conduct member checks, and finally through the review

by committee members and peers (Patton, 2015).
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Transferability

Another criterion for building trustworthiness in qualitative studies is the
transferability of the findings. Akin to the external validity threshold for quantitative
studies, transferability speaks to whether the findings have been useful and applicable to
people or situations in other contexts, cultures, geographies, etc. (Connelly, 2016).
Transferability was considered in this study during participant selection as participants
were chosen for their involvement with proactive personality and skills gaps leading to
the ability to gather interview data that is rich with descriptions and context to impart
experiences around the phenomenon under focus as well as to support the study findings.
Participant selection also aimed to take into consideration and mirror the makeup of the
current American workforce in terms of gender, age, race, and ethnicity.
Dependability

In tandem with the transferability of the results in qualitative studies is the data
stability over differing time and conditions, or dependability (Connelly, 2016). By using
triangulation in data collection and data types as well as audit trails and attention to the
thoughtful detailing of the interview protocol and guides, dependability has been
established as much as possible as a counterpart to the quantitative concept of reliability.
Confirmability

As the last criterion of trustworthiness, confirmability considers the researcher’s
potential for bias and establishes a level of confidence that researcher neutrality or
objectivity has been achieved through an accurate portrayal of the participants’ narratives

and experiences (Connelly, 2016). Reflexivity, or the practice of acknowledging the role
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I played in the research process, has been conducted throughout the participant selection,
data collection, and data analysis stages by actively examining and probing my mindset
to determine if [ pointed the participants or the data toward a particular conclusion or
path, journaling, reviewing the journal periodically, and including any findings in the
study results.
Ethical Procedures
To ensure that all participants’ rights have been protected and the integrity of the
research process is maintained, ethical procedures for this qualitative study began by
detailing all considerations around working with human participants and obtaining the
IRB approval before study commencement. Once a respondent was chosen as a
participant, a consent form was sent via email to be reviewed and signed by the
participant before any conversation took place. The consent form detailed that their
participation was strictly voluntary, was not to be recompensed, could be terminated at
any time, and continued with their permission throughout the process. These terms, as
well as the anonymity of each of the participants, were restated in the brief before the
interview as detailed in the interview protocol (Appendix B). No ethical issues around
power relationships or dynamics came into play as no one in my current organization has
been considered for the study. All data collected will remain anonymous, protecting the
participants as well as the organizations they work for and from which the archival data
has been reviewed. Upon completion of the study and within the recommended 5 years,

all files will be deleted.



Summary
In Chapter 3, the research method, rationale, and the role of the researcher have
been outlined. The methodology of selecting participants, detailing instrumentation,
delineating data collection, and analysis were also reviewed in detail. Finally, the
trustworthiness of the study was examined through the lens of crucial criteria of
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability with a special focus on the
consideration paid to ethical procedures. In Chapter 4, the results of the study will be

presented in detail.
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Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological interpretivist and descriptive
study was to examine and better understand the lived experience of proactive personality
in employees facing changing skill requirements. This study allowed for an examination
of how proactive personality is developed and whether proactive personality can be
leveraged to bridge the gap in skill requirements for an organization’s existing talent.
These are the research questions that guided this study:

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they perceive opportunities?

RQ2: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they implement change?

RQ3: What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities
with regard to the ways that they persevere through obstacles when faced with shifting
skill requirements?

RQ4: What are the ways that proactive personality might be developed in existing
organizational talent?

RQS5: What are the ways that proactive personality development might help to
improve soft skills in employees?

Chapter 4 presents the details of the study, including where and how the study
was conducted and with whom. I also review the data collection and analysis methods
and provide the results of the study. The chapter concludes with a summary and preview

of Chapter 5.
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Setting

The participants were recruited from my LinkedIn network. LinkedIn is a
business and employment-focused platform comprising professionals in a wide variety of
industries. The professional nature of the participants, their individual diversity, the
diversity of their teams, and the variety of their roles and experiences were leveraged to
provide a broad representation of the lived experiences of proactive personality in
responding to shifting skill set requirements. Once a participant expressed interest in
participating in the study, I sent an invitation for an interview via Zoom. This method of
collecting data was affected by the state of technology in a post-COVID work
environment. With most professionals forced to work remotely during COVID and being
given the equipment to do so, the participants were able to use Zoom and were familiar
with the medium for interacting.

An additional condition that influenced the participants was the current state of
the labor and job market. The post-COVID job and labor market was marked by a skill
and talent gap that was also impacted by IR 4.0 (Azmat et al., 2020; Horstmeyer, 2020).
Current participants were selected because they were impacted by these conditions and
had to respond to the need to shift their skill requirements or those of their team
members. Participants had a vested interest in discussing how to upskill and/or retain
themselves or their colleagues and were eager to share their experiences. None of the
participants indicated any stress in relation to answering the interview questions, but two
participants indicated that it was interesting to remember such a challenging time in their

professional careers.
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Demographics

This qualitative study included interviews with a diverse group of professionals
across multiple industries who had experienced a shift in the skills required of either
themselves or their teams within the last 2—3 years. The diversity of participants was
apparent when considering their ages, roles, tenures, experiences, and locations across the
United States. The participants were selected by using purposeful sampling via a
LinkedIn recruiting post.

There were seven female and three male participants who ranged in age from 39
to 59 years. All but one participant worked remotely, and all had remote or hybrid teams;
for some participants, these work location situations were part of the experiences they
described in their interviews. Of the ten participants who were interviewed, four were
individual contributors who discussed their personal experiences and six were managers
who discussed their own experiences and those of the teams they led. The organizations
addressed in the interviews were global companies for all except two of the participants.

Table 1 provides an overview of the demographics of the ten participants.



Table 1

Participant Demographics
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ID Age Sex State  Tenure Title Role Industry Global?
(years) (years) (Y/N)
Al 59 F GA 1.5 Project IC Staffing Y
manager,
implementation
A2 46 M OH 1.2 Associate Manager IT Y
manager,
consulting
services
A3 44 F FL 1833 Director of Manager Finance Y
digital strategy
solutions
A4 52 F NJ 26 VP, talent Manager Insurance Y
AS 45 F KY 0.8 Sr. talent IC Employment Y
strategy
advisor
A6 45 M FL 3 Sr. manager, Manager IT Y
consulting
services
A7 52 M FL 9 VP, talent Manager Staffing Y
A8 43 F FL 5 Consultant, IC Staffing Y
executive
recruiter
A9 54 F CA 1.5 Sr learning IC Insurance N
specialist
Al0Q 39 F PA 0.8 HR director Manager Consulting N
Note. IC=Individual Contributor
Data Collection

managers and four individual contributors at U.S. organizations were chosen to

From those who responded to the LinkedIn recruiting post and gave consent, six

participate in semistructured interviews to relay their lived experiences of responding to

shifting skill requirements. Each interview was scheduled via an Outlook appointment

and took place over the span of 6 weeks for 60—80 minutes via Zoom with consented

audio recording. The interviews were conducted following the interview protocol and

guide, which included follow-up questions that were asked when necessary to gain an
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understanding of the complete experience (see Appendix B). To maintain confidentiality,
I gave each participant an identifier number (e.g., A1, A2) that was assigned to their
audio recording as well as any notes taken in my reflexive journal. The audio recordings
were transcribed using Otter.ai. Once all interviews were conducted, I emailed the
transcripts to each participant asking them to ensure that their experiences and
perceptions were accurately captured. Each participant responded with confirmation that
the data were correctly transcribed and that I was authorized to use the data in my
analysis with no corrections needing to be made. I stored the data in an encrypted file on
my personal computer to be held for the requisite period and then disposed of.

A variation in data collection from the plan presented in Chapter 3 was the
decision not to use the archival data from participants’ organizations regarding job
requisitions and fills. An internet search of job requisition versus job fill data was
conducted for the organizations with which the participants were affiliated during the
time of the experiences they relayed. This information, however, proved either difficult to
obtain or did not lend any additional insight into the data analysis. Beyond that, there
were no unusual circumstances encountered in data collection because each of the
interviews was attended and conducted smoothly with no follow-up interviews necessary.

Data Analysis

Once the interview data was collected, I used Otter.ai software to transcribe the
recordings and put them into a Word document that was reviewed by the corresponding
participants. I followed Clarke et al.’s (2015) thematic analysis approach when analyzing

data. This approach consisted of familiarizing myself with the data by reading and
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highlighting the transcriptions and assigning open codes to the participants’ responses in
relation to their experiences of reacting to shifting skill requirements. The interview
questions from the interview protocol and guide (see Appendix B) were manually
uploaded into an Excel spreadsheet, and the responses for each participant were manually
entered along with the initial codes. From this process multiple codes emerged as relevant
to each of the research questions and are detailed in Table 2.

Table 2

Initial Coding

RQ Proactivity Code Number
1 Perceived opportunity by ~ COVID and post-COVID demands
Recognizing shifting manager expectations
Being brought onto new projects/stretch assignments
Shifts in organizational leadership
Changes in organizational/team strategy
2 Implemented change by Training (offered, requesting, additional education)
Asking for help, listening to answers
Delivering training while educating self
Learning on the job, job shadowing
Voluntary solutioning with organization (recrafted job
description, took unofficial leadership role)
Inventorying resources (creating repositories)
Taking on stretch assignments/broadening scope
3 Persevered through Leveraging Emotional Intelligence (self-awareness,
obstacles by creating psychological safety, communication)
Making attempts
Creating plan to combat challenges such as time,
bandwidth
Role modeling behavior, bringing others along
4 Development by Creating psychological safe space to try and fail
Having a supportive environment
Coaching
Training
Allowing time for adoption
Less manager bias
5 Improving soft skills by Creating continuous learning environment
Creating habit of proactive thinking and behavior
Creating new, agile mindset
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With the data initially coded, the next step in the process was to use axial coding
accomplished by Excel pivot tables and filtering to identify and organize the initial codes
and search for categories and relationships between the participants whose lived
experiences were proactive and those that were not proactive. The results of this analysis
from the raw data produced two or three major themes for each research question as

shown in Table 3.

Table 3
Themes
RQ Proactivity Theme
1 Perceived opportunity by Recognizing organizational changes
Recognizing shifting manager expectations
2 Implemented change by Understanding & utilizing available resources
Communication (asking, listening, within org, training others)
Taking action (on the job learning, job shadowing, broadening scope)
3 Persevered through Leveraging Emotional Intelligence (self-awareness, creating
obstacles by psychological safety, communication)
Continued action
4 Development by Having or creating a conducive environment
Offering effective resources
5 Improving soft skills by Creating sustainable mindset shifts

Creating sustainable shifts in habits and behavior

The lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities in the face of the
shifting skill requirements shared common themes as described by participants in their
interviews. In the context of Belwalkar and Tobacyk’s (2018) tripartite model of
proactive personality, the responses could be categorized into two major themes
representing the ways that the opportunities were perceived. The first theme was
employees tended to recognize that there were differences happening across the
organization, such as shifting leadership and strategies, and realized that these changes

would impact the way they were going to work going forward. Proactive employees were
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more likely to notice and take into consideration shifts in their managers’ expectations of
them or their team, including new projects they were assigned to, and new processes
being rolled out.

The second component of the tripartite model focused on in the interviews was
how proactive employees implemented those changes. Although the responses varied,
three major themes emerged: (a) proactive employees identified and used the resources
that were available to them, including training that was offered or asked for as well as
continuing education outside of their organization; (b) proactive employees relied on
communication to ask questions and obtain feedback from their network; and (c)
proactive employees took action such as training others to understand the change, job
shadowing, and taking unofficial leadership roles.

During implementation of the changes, obstacles posed challenges, and
employees with proactive personalities persevered through those challenges by adopting
behaviors categorized in two major themes: (a) leveraging emotional intelligence to
increase their awareness of their strengths and weaknesses and to create psychologically
safe spaces for their teams and (b) communicating in ways to obtain the best information
and continue acting through failed attempts or misfires. These experiences also provided
insight into some common recommendations for how proactive personality was
developed, which were categorized in two main themes: (a) ensuring that the
environment in which employees are attempting to be proactive is conducive to the
themes outlined for implementing change and (b) persevering through obstacles an

offering the appropriate resources so that the employee is successful. The soft skills of
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existing talent if be improved if the organization is cognizant of two main themes: (a)
creating a sustainable mindset shift in employees, teams, and managers and (b)
encouraging role modeling and rewarding sustainable shifts in proactive habits and
behaviors.

All the participants recounted experiences with shifts in skill requirements for
themselves, their teams, or their clients. One of the interviewees also offered insight into
the current labor market and the dearth of soft skills as clients and candidates are facing
new ways of working brought about by the post-COVID climate, artificial intelligence in
technical and creative roles, and the digitization in IR 4.0. Although there were
experiences with nonproactive employees that were shared, they were used as reference
and comparison to the lived experiences of proactive personality. There were no
instances of discrepant cases to be factored into the analysis.

Evidence of Trustworthiness

Throughout the planning, data collection, and data analysis phases of this study, I
followed the guidelines identified in Chapter 3 for establishing and maintaining the
trustworthiness of the study to ensure that readers would have the highest degree of
confidence in the methodology, data collected, and interpretation of the findings (see
Connelly, 2016). The trustworthiness of a qualitative study was ensured by focusing on
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (see Dunn & Moore, 2020).
Credibility

Confidence in the study and the truth of its data, findings, and interpretation were

considered in the measures that were taken in the planning phase of the study to ensure
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that the sample size was appropriate. During the data collection phase, after seven
interviews had taken place, an additional post for recruitment was sent for at least three
more participants to ensure that saturation was achieved. It was at this point that multiple
participants began to share similar experiences and were answering the questions in a
similar manner which provided credibility that no additional themes or insights were
emerging (Chitac, 2022). Additionally, member checking was utilized to confirm that the
data collected and transcribed was the responses of the study participants with no
requests made to adjust or change the transcription and no follow-up interviews
necessary.

Transferability

The ability to extend or generalize the findings and results of this study to other
settings, contexts, geographies, or employees was considered during the planning stage of
recruitment and selection to maximize the potential for finding participants that would be
able to provide rich descriptions and wide-ranging experiences around the phenomenon
of proactive personality (Enworo, 2023). In addition, participant recruitment and
selection were focused on mirroring the makeup of the current American workforces in
terms of gender, age, and race with the final demographic make-up detailed in Table 1.
While not a part of the original recruitment or selection criteria, all but two of the
participants that were interviewed work for global organizations and one of those
participants’ organizations is based outside of the United State with headquarters in the
United Kingdom. Although this study’s contributors were all American employees and

shared experiences within the American workforce, it is hoped that the since those
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participants are the recipients of global leadership and decisions this will allow for the
transferability to workforces outside of the United States.

Dependability

Data stability over time and condition differentials was also taken into
consideration for the dependability of this study (Connelly, 2016). Through triangulation,
or the combination of multiple approaches to the data collection and analysis, I spoke
with participants in their interviews, had the audio of those interviews transcribed, read
those transcriptions, and asked that the participants also review the transcriptions. I then
analyzed the data through multiple rounds to ensure that other researchers would be able
to confirm or corroborate the findings (Enworo, 2023).

Confirmability

Confirmability was considered throughout this study in both the planning stage
and during the data collection stage. As I completed my IRB application in the planning
stage, multiple means of acknowledging the role my bias may play in the study were built
into the study plan that were then carried out during the interviews and when analyzing
the findings.

As part of that plan, through reflexivity, I worked to maintain a level of neutrality
and objectivity by providing an accurate portrayal of the experiences and perspectives
shared during the interview process and kept a journal of notes that were reviewed prior
to and post each interview (see Enworo, 2023). This journal allowed me to be aware of
the instances in which I may have asked the participant leading questions or shared my

own personal thoughts or perspectives on the stories they were sharing.
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Another avenue of reflexivity I discovered after my first interview was that the
Otter.ai software’s analytics captured and displayed the amount of time each person
spoke during the interview. In my first interview I spoke 20% of the time and upon
reflection and reading of the transcript, I was able to clearly pinpoint which of the
questions or answers I inadvertently elaborated on with the participant. Moving through
the next nine interviews, my aim was to talk only to ask questions or probe into their
answers a little deeper. I ultimately achieved as little as 15-17% of the talk time in
subsequent interviews decreasing the potential for my own views and bias to affect the
experiences that were shared around the lived experience of proactive personality.

Results

The central research questions guiding this study leveraged the three
classifications of Belwalkar & Tobacyk’s (2018) tripartite model of proactive personality
to deepen the understanding of the presence and impact of existing employees’ degrees of
proactivity in response to shifts in the requirements of their work skills. Additionally, the
last two research questions focus on how to maximize and utilize those characteristics to
address the gap in soft skills in the current labor market. In both the data collection and
data analysis phases, these research questions remained at the heart of what questions
were asked of the interviewees, the sequence of asking those interview questions, and

how the answers were coded, categorized, and analyzed as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1

Responses to Shifting Skill Set Requirements

Skill Set Shift Required
Response

/ \\

Proactive Not Proactive

[ RQ1: Perception }

Theme 1: Recognizing organizational changes
Theme 2: Recognizing shifting manager expectations

[ RQ2: Implementation ]

Theme 3: Understanding & utilizing available resources
Theme 4: Relying on communication
Theme 5: Taking action

[ RQ3: Perseverance J

Theme 6: Leveraging emotional intelligence
Theme 7: Continued action

[ RQ4: Development ] [ RQ5: Improve Soft Skills ]
Theme 8: Conducive environment Theme 10: Sustainable mindset shifts
Theme 9: Effective resources Theme 11: Sustainable shifts in habits and behavior

The participants interviewed were asked initially to share a time when either their
skills or the skills of a team member became less relevant or were shifting to new skills
and needed to be upskilled and/or reskilled. The ten interviews resulted in a wide variety
of skill shifts with the most prevalent being a necessity for strategic rather than
transactional thinking; a heightened need for emotional intelligence, specifically in
influencing others, relationship management and effective communication; a shift to a
learning, curious, and agile mindset; and a need for employees to be proactive rather than
reactive and to take the initiative rather than waiting for direction. The results of the skills

that were requiring a shift are detailed in Table 4. The responses to those new
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requirements were categorized into the first seven themes and provided the foundation for
understanding the recommendations made in themes 8-11 detailed in Figure 1.

Table 4

Skill Set Shifts Required

Skill shift needed Number of
responses

Emotional intelligence to manage relationships (peers, stakeholders, etc.)
Strategic thinking over transactional (considering larger scope)
Emotional intelligence to influence others (with and without authority)
Learning and curiosity

Taking initiative and being proactive versus reactive

[US BRUS BRUS I SN AN

RQ1

What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities with
regard to the ways that they perceive opportunities? There were two major themes that
emerged from the shared experiences of how proactive employees perceived that there
was an opportunity for change when it came to the skills that would be necessary in their
job and supported directly by the theoretical foundation of agency caused by a triadic
reciprocity between the employee, their environment, and contextual factors (Anwar et
al., 2019; Bandura, 2001; Bateman & Crant, 1993). While several of the respondents
came into the role knowing that the skills would be shifting or were directly told so
during their tenure, the majority of those who shared experiences that were proactive,
relayed instances when those affected scanned the environment and recognized that there
were changes happening in the organization either external to their team or internally
(Belwalkar & Tobacyk, 2018). Most of the respondents agreed with A10 that “scanning

and recognizing the need for change or an opportunity was the most challenging” part of
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the shifting skill set requirements, especially for those who took that on before being told
it was a necessity. As Theme 11 will illustrate, perception may be the most challenging
part of developing proactive personality as well.

Theme 1

The first theme that emerged was that proactive individuals perceived a change in
the organization itself. In two instances, leadership at the global and local levels were
changing and new leaders were either announcing their intention to or were instituting
changes in personnel, processes, etc. Existing employees who exhibited proactive
tendencies directly faced these changes and saw in them an opportunity to do something
more or something different (Rohma & Zakiyah, 2022). As participant A4 relayed, “some
people were really excited for what they saw as an opportunity” in the changes coming
from leadership, especially around COVID and post-COVID reaction while others
“didn’t like the way [the changes] were handled...so they couldn’t see the opportunity in
front of them.”
Theme 2

The second theme that emerged around the perception of proactive employees
was that they recognized changes that were occurring internally in their team and with
their own manager’s expectations of their work. One interviewee relayed an experience
in which they noticed that the language their manager used was changing from
responding to local needs versus a broadened scope of demand. In this instance, what
previously met expectations was changing and they realized that a more strategic and

agile mindset would be what was needed going forward. Another participant saw a
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pattern of being given stretch assignments or projects outside of their normal purview and
network and they perceived that this was a signal that they were being prepared for new
processes.

RQ2

What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities with
regard to the ways that they implement change? Once a change was perceived, the
participants were asked to share if and how those employees implemented the necessary
changes. While these experiences were varied, there was also a lot of commonalities
about how proactive employees took the reins on implementation which includes the
planning as well as the execution of those and they were synthesized into three main
themes changes (Belwalkar & Tobacyk, 2018).
Theme 3

The most prevalent theme that emerged from the implementation experiences was
that proactive employees identified, understood, and utilized the resources that were
available to them or that they needed access to. Most of these resources centered around
the ability to upskill or reskill themselves whether they were trainings that were officially
offered by their organization, trainings they requested or that they learned about the
opportunity to gain additional education outside of the organization. Participant A1l
relayed a prime example of this behavior as they utilized the company’s tuition
reimbursement program and went back to school for a master’s degree as well as created

a cheat sheet repository of the resources that they and their team could access.
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Theme 4
The second main theme that showcased the experience of proactively
implementing the necessary changes centered around communication. Proactive
employees asked questions about the change and how to accomplish it, they listened to
not only the answers to those questions but the answers to questions posed by others, to
what was being said in meetings and around the organization, in their new projects and
the new networks created by stretch assignments. These questions were focused on
gaining new knowledge by seeking to understand what worked, what was not working,
and how people were responding. In several cases, this communication took the form of
training others as a means of learning new information for themselves. As professionals
and managers of trainers, participants A3, A5, and A9 “killed two birds” by learning the
information to upskill themselves while enabling others in their organization to be
upskilled in their training as well. Asking for feedback was another component of the
communication theme with several respondents using the responses they received as a
springboard for action.
Theme 5
The final theme that emerged around proactively implementing the necessary

changes was all about moving out of the planning stage and into the execution of putting
those plans into action. Some of the respondents relayed occurrences of this action taking
the form of voluntarily taking on stretch assignments or broadening the scope of their role
to proactively learn or practice the new, necessary skills. Both participants A2 and A4

described actively “leaning into what you don’t know” by observing others, job
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shadowing, workshopping new actions to determine if they would be appropriate ahead
of them being prescribed by leadership, and taking unofficial leadership roles.

RQ3

What are the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities with
regard to the ways that they persevere through obstacles when faced with shifting skill
requirements? While perceiving the need for change was particularly challenging to
employees who were facing shifting skill requirements, putting those plans into action in
the implementation phase of proactivity was also met with obstacles (Belwalkar &
Tobacyk, 2018). Proactive employees who met obstacles as they tried to upskill or reskill
themselves reacted in two common ways among the participants interviewed: they either
leveraged emotional intelligence practices to overcome those obstacles or they persisted
with continued action despite setbacks, often with a combination of both. Participant A1l
relayed that while facing obstacles and setbacks were “challenging, [it was] easier than
not making the changes.”
Theme 6

Emotional intelligence, or the ability to identify and manage our own and others’
feelings, was leveraged by seven of the ten employees whose experiences and behaviors
were shared during their interviews (Dirican, & Erdil, 2020). Participant A2 found it
effective to inventory their own strengths and weaknesses and have the self-awareness to
honestly evaluate how they fit with the new way of working. Other participants focused
on effective communication and relationship management to continue to ask questions

and to get and provide feedback when setbacks occurred. Individual contributors and
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managers found psychologically safe spaces for themselves or created them for their team
to explore options and try solutions if their original plans were not able to be
implemented. Three participants leveraged their awareness of others to bring them along
with the changes and role modeled behavior showing resilience in the face of challenges
so that action could continue to be implemented.

Theme 7

Continuing action was the final theme that emerged from the perseverance phase
of proactive personality experiences. Five of the participants cited continuing to make
attempts to change as a common element of proactivity rather than being discouraged and
going back to the previous way of working. Rather than fighting the changes or the
challenges that the new processes and requirements posed, employees such as A6
continued action in the form of providing input to their leaders on the reality of the
environment and continued providing voluntary solutioning to the organization rather
than passively accepting the situation if it was not working.
RQ4

What are the ways that proactive personality might be developed in existing
organizational talent? The underlying theory of human capital, which provides
foundational support for the skills gap research in this study, posits that there is intrinsic
value in the productive capabilities, skills, and knowledge that employees possess and
bring to their organization (Daniela et al., 2019). As such, there is an impetus for those
human capabilities to be acquired and developed through education, on the job training,

and providing appropriate resources and experiences (Krieger et al., 2021). When posed
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with questions regarding how that development has successfully taken place for the
interviewees or their employees, two main themes emerged.

Theme 8

The first theme that emerged was almost unanimously relayed by the participants
which was that there needed to be a conducive environment in which to develop
proactive personality. The psychologically safe spaces discussed in theme six were the
most cited element for the successful development of proactive personality so that
employees could try to implement change and feel a sense of safety and self-efficacy. As
a manager of a team facing changes, Participant A2 found the greatest results when
“empowering others to be subject matter experts” and providing spaces for them to make
mistakes without fear of retribution. Supportive environments were also created by
allowing employees time to adapt to the changes or new requirements and through a
focus on the reduction of manager bias in managing employees who need development of
their proactive personalities. Participant A5 shared that knowing less about their
manager’s feelings and biases about the changing situation would have made them more
confident and more apt to attempt different ways of working.
Theme 9

The second theme emerging around the development of proactive personality
mirrors Krieger et al.’s (2021) findings that for capabilities such as proactive personality
to be developed employees need to be provided with the appropriate and effective
resources. The most mentioned examples of these resources were seen by the participants

in applicable training and coaching programs. The participants were clear that the
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development of a soft skill such as proactive personality is not an easily transferrable
skill, especially when it comes to the perception component. Several of the participants
shared that they have experienced proactive personality as an innate skill. Participant A3
shared that they have often counseled employees on how to be more proactive and
perceive opportunities but “it’s hard to get them to see it.” Participant A5 has seen that
role modeling combined with proper motivation has been the most effective means of
developing the ability to perceive opportunities and participant A10 added that they were
successful at working with employees to “recognize cues...look at [situations] and ask
questions.”

RQS5

What are the ways that proactive personality development might help to improve
soft skills in employees? The final research question investigated the ways in which the
development of proactive personality might be used to improve soft skills to bridge or
lessen the current gap in the workforce. With the world of work changing more rapidly
each day, the need for protean workers with enhanced human skills is increasing
(Adecco, 2022). Two themes emerged from the interview responses on how this
development of proactive personality enabled their organizations to lessen the soft skills
gap with their own existing talent.
Theme 10

The first theme that emerged focused on how the development or leveraging of
proactive personality created a shift in mindset in existing employees that was sustainable

across multiple changes in their environments. Shifting employees from passively being
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told how and when to change, organizations that successfully create a continuous
learning environment and habits of proactive thinking were most able to retain employees
instead of having to search for external talent in an under-supplied workforce. Participant
A8 shared that in their experience, “the best companies always look within first before
they would ever engage with somebody externally.” Having employees that are
continually curious, proactive, and strategically thinking has been seen by five of the
participants to mitigate their need to bring in external talent.

Theme 11

The final theme focused on shifting those mindsets then into the creation of
sustainable habits and behavior that are proactive and support continual, self-motivated
upskilling and reskilling. Participant A3 emphasized that employees with proactive
personalities who exhibit proactive behaviors are those that are going to remain during
challenging and changing times at organizations with “proactivity [being] on one of the
key things going into retention choices.” For individuals, remaining employable in this
current workforce is also a crucial element of leveraging the development of soft skills
such as proactive personality (Olson, 2015). Participant A8 echoed that sentiment for
remaining employable as an external hire as well by sharing that “if it comes down to two
candidates that are almost identical...[companies] are favoring the person that has that
better overall match...in terms of softer skills.”

Summary
The eleven themes generated from the data collected and analyzed adequately

answered the five research questions which guided this study. In answering questions



96
related to the lived experiences of employees with proactive personalities when faced
with a shifting skill set requirement, participants revealed that there were definitive
characteristics along all three components of Belwalkar and Tobacyk’s (2018) tripartite
conceptualization of proactive personality.

With regard to how opportunities are perceived, participants shared exhibitions of
recognition by proactive employees of changes that were happening either externally in
the organization or internally on their team. Rather than waiting for leadership to tell
them what was happening or what the underlying context or motivation might have been,
proactive employees scanned their environment, noticed a change, and drew conclusions
around what that might mean for themselves, their teams, and their work. It was shared
that proactive employees did not stop merely at recognizing an opportunity for change,
but they worked to put that change into action.

Rather than fight the change or “dig their heels in” as Participant A3 shared, to
keep the status quo, employees with higher levels of proactive personality identified what
resources were available to them and used them, they relied on communication to ask
questions, ask for feedback, listened to answers, and made a point to understand what
was being said. Participants shared that proactive employees then took this knowledge
and put it into action by working on projects outside of their scope, delivering training,
recrafting job descriptions, and voluntarily solutioning with the organization.
Implementation did not always happen smoothly or correctly on the first attempts but
employees with higher degrees of proactive personality persevered through those

obstacles.
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While their counterparts might have been uncomfortable being challenged and
chose to remain “set in their ways” as Participant A7 relayed, proactive employees
leveraged their knowledge of themselves and the people around them to move forward
with continued action. By examining their strengths and weaknesses, creating
psychologically safe environments, and driving effective communication, these
employees were able to continue action even in the face of challenges on their bandwidth,
having a lack of time, or failing the first time.

What all these characteristics and behaviors that the participants have relayed
have in common is that the employees themselves took on responsibility. Whether it was
the responsibility of recognizing and connecting what was happening in the organization
and on their team to what that would mean for future work or deliverables, whether it was
taking the initiative to catalog resources, communicate with the right people, or join a
new project, the participants shared that the lived experiences of proactive personality
were self-generated and self-directed.

The final two research questions sought to answer how these lived experiences
can be leveraged to develop this soft skill in employees and whether that development
might help mitigate the current soft skills gap in the labor market. The overwhelming
consensus among the participants that were interviewed was that proactive personality
could be developed if the conditions were appropriate and that development needed to be
sustained to make a difference in closing the skills gap by creating shifts in thinking,

habits, and behavior.
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Chapter 5 will present an interpretation of the research findings as well as a
discussion around the limitations of the study. The chapter will conclude with
recommendations for further research that would help supplement knowledge around the
phenomenon of both proactive personality and the skills gap. The implications for social

change will also be examined.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

This chapter provides an interpretation of the findings of the lived experiences of
proactive personality in the face of shifting skill requirements, limitations that arose from
the execution of the study, recommendations for further research, and implications for
social change. Although many quantitative studies had examined calculable degrees of
the phenomenon of proactive personality, the purpose of this qualitative study was to
examine and better understand the lived experience of proactive personality in employees
facing changing skill requirements, examine how proactive personality is developed, and
explore whether proactive personality can be leveraged to bridge the gap in soft skill
requirements for an organization’s existing talent.

The findings revealed common behaviors and experiences that impact the
workplace when proactive employees respond to changing situations, particularly when
there is a need to upskill or reskill the ways existing employees perform their jobs. With
regard to the three components of the tripartite model of proactive personality, proactive
employees recognize changes in the organization and their manager’s or team’s
expectations. Employees with proactive personalities then implement changes to address
those perceptions by understanding and using available resources through effective
communication and by acting using what they know. When obstacles present challenges
to employees’ ability to follow through with that implementation, proactive employees
leverage emotional intelligence to ensure that action is continued through the execution

of those necessary changes.
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The presentation and understanding of these experiences allowed for a deeper
understanding of how proactive personalities are developed. Through data collection and
analysis of the participants’ lived experiences with developing proactive personalities, |
discovered that the two most common means were (a) creating or operating in a
conducive environment that is psychologically safe and (b) providing effective and
appropriate resources that the employee can use. The development of proactive
personality has been seen to improve soft skills and close the gap in organizations by
encouraging mindsets of continuous learning and turning knowledge into sustainable new
habits and behaviors.

Interpretation of the Findings

From the data collected in 10 interviews with individual contributors and hiring
managers who had to respond to shifting skill requirements, 11 main themes emerged that
answered the five research questions. Findings confirm the knowledge in the discipline of
organizational psychology while extending an understanding of the lived experiences of
proactive personality through qualitative, rich descriptions of behaviors, characteristics,
and practices that were successful (see Burkholder et al., 2016; Frankfort-Nachmias et al.,
2015). Participants also shared experiences of nonproactive behaviors and experiences
that helped to provide a contrast between effective and ineffective responses and
development methods.

In Chapter 2, I reviewed the literature addressing skills gap in the labor market
and the phenomenon of proactive personality. The two streams of literature intersected at

the need for protean workers, a new type of employee who is self-starting and able to
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work proactively without the need for close supervision (see Belschak et al., 2010). All
10 participants in the current study relayed that the skills gap and the obsolescence of
skills posited in the literature review are seen in their workplace and in attempts to create
pipelines of qualified talent (see Apergis & Apergis, 2020; Bhagat 2020; Caratozzolo et
al., 2020; Duong et al., 2020). One participant who works with clients to find qualified
talent confirmed that there is a deficiency of candidates who have the soft skills to meet
the changing demands brought about by artificial intelligence and digitization. This
confirms the assertions in the literature that as organizations are flattening and traditional
hierarchies are transforming into work that is becoming project or gig based, there is a
need for employees to be more self-directed and to have the ability to anticipate an
opportunity for change (see Santandreu Calogne et al., 2019; Singh Dubey et al., 2021).

The components of the tripartite model put forth by Belwalkar and Tobacyk
(2018) as an elaboration on Bateman and Crant’s (1993) original definition of proactive
personality guided the research questions and interview questions in the current study.
Bateman and Crant defined proactive personality as one in which an individual is
consistently changing their environment rather than merely operating in a subpar space
defined by others. Belwalkar and Tobacyk subdivided that tendency into three
components: an ability to perceive an opportunity, an ability to implement necessary
changes around that opportunity, and the perseverance to overcome obstacles that
challenge the ability to implement change. The answers shared by the current participants

confirm that the tripartite model accurately outlines the three components of what
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proactive experiences are and provides evidence of what those tendencies look like in a
challenging workplace environment.

Proactive personality was also shown to be strongly girded by Bandura’s (1999,
2001) agentic perspective of the social cognitive theory. What was most relayed as a
proactive experience in the current study was that the responsibility for recognition,
action, and continued development was taken on by proactive individuals without
direction from outside forces. The individuals and managers who shared experiences of
proactive personalities also contrasted that experience by describing employees with less
proactivity, which confirms the definition of proactivity as self-directed, anticipatory
actions meant to cause environmental change (see De Vos et al., 2009; Grant et al., 2009;
Parker & Collins, 2010; Thomas et al., 2010).

The first two themes that emerged from the shared experiences of how proactive
employees perceived that there was an opportunity for change when it came to the skills
that would be necessary in their job are supported by the theoretical foundation of agency
caused by a triadic reciprocity among the employee, their environment, and contextual
factors (see Anwar et al., 2019; Bandura, 2001). Bateman and Crant’s (1993) definition
of proactive personality as a reliable and continuing tendency to affect environmental
change is confirmed in the answers to the interview questions addressing Research
Questions 2 and 3 involving the implementation of change and the perseverance through
obstacles. The responses shared by participants indicated that proactive individuals were
focused on Belwalkar and Tobacyk’s (2018) planning and execution in the form of

identifying resources, using, and providing effective and difficult communication, asking
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for feedback, using identified resources, taking on voluntary stretch assignments, job
shadowing, and moving into unofficial leadership roles without being told to.

As outlined in Chapter 2 and reiterated in Chapter 4, the underlying theory of
human capital, which provides foundational support for the skills gap addressed in this
study, posits that there is intrinsic value in employees’ productive capabilities, skills, and
knowledge and that there is a clear need for those capabilities to be acquired and
developed by the organization through the appropriate resources and experiences (see
Daniela et al., 2019; Krieger et al., 2021). The current participants’ answers in responses
to questions about the development of proactive personality mirror Krieger et al.’s
assertions that successful development occurs when employees have a conducive
environment in which to practice their proactivity and the appropriate resources to train
and improve those tendencies.

A major purpose for conducting this study was to work toward an understanding
of what would enable organizations to retain existing talent with the appropriate soft
skills and enable individuals to remain employable in a changing environment (see Singh,
2019). Current participants provided insight into how the development of proactive
personality might help to improve those soft skills by creating sustainable shifts in
mindsets, behavior, and habits that would carry employees through not only this shift in
their skill sets but any future changes that might be necessary.

Limitations of the Study
In Chapter 1, I shared that using a phenomenological design provided a limitation

to the trustworthiness of this study in that its findings may be hard to replicate because
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the lived experiences that were shared in this study may not be true of other lived
experiences (see Burkholder et al., 2016). My data analysis was conducted on a set of
lived experiences regarding shifting skill sets in the workplace that were reported by a
particular set of employees and hiring managers and may not be true of the lived
experiences of participants in other organizations in the face of circumstances that may or
may not be similar. It may be challenging to have different individuals relay those
distinct experiences in the same way with the same results. To address these issues and to
ensure that a subsequent researcher would be able to conduct a similar study, I developed
and followed an interview protocol guiding the semi-structured interviews (see Appendix
B).

An additional limitation that occurs when conducting qualitative research is the
potential biases the researcher may bring to the data collection and data analysis stages.
Given that [ spent many years in talent management and training existing employees, |
witnessed multiple degrees of proactivity and had certain perceptions of my own. To
combat this bias, I adhered to the interview protocol and guide to ensure that all
participants received the same treatment and were asked the same questions regardless of
my perception of their answers. Moreover, I used transcription and data analysis software
to help me say as little as possible so that I would be able to understand the lived
experience that the interviewees were sharing.

Recommendations
This study increased knowledge about the lived experiences, development, and

leveraging of proactive personality in the face of shifting skill requirements as the
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workforce trends toward an increased need for protean workers. There are three main
recommendations for future research based on the data collection and analysis from this
study. First, [ interviewed employees in the United States while acknowledging the
deficiency in the global workforce regarding the skills that organizations need and the
capabilities that talent across the globe possess (see McKenney & Handley, 2019; Sevinc
et al., 2020). To ensure that global organizations can leverage the proactivity of their
existing talent across markets and that individuals are able to remain employable, it
would be advisable to conduct this study with employees and managers in global
organizations. Interviewing individual contributors and managers who are experiencing
shifting skill requirements in other countries might provide insight into what their
responses are to the changes and whether the lived experience of proactive personality
differs with regard to geography and/or culture. Most participants in the current study
work for global organizations, so a recommended focus could include similar employees
who are based in countries outside of the United States.

The second recommendation focuses on how managers and organizations can use
the information gathered in this study. In the current study, Participant A4 wanted to
know how they could identify proactive personality in their existing talent and in their
attempts at attracting talent with higher levels of proactivity when they queried “what
questions could I ask to determine whether my employees have proactive tendencies?”
Although instrumentation exists to measure levels of proactivity, a future
recommendation would be to take the understanding of lived experiences from the

current study and create interview guides that managers could use to determine how to
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best develop and attract proactive talent. Leaning on talent management theory detailed
in Chapter 2, this guide could be part of the practice to attract, select, develop, and retain
high performers with high potential in critical positions and drive firm performance,
growth, and competitive advantage (see Doyle, 2020; Meyers, 2019).

The final recommendation for further study would be to take the major themes
from the current study as a guide to create an intervention for the development of
proactive personality to ensure that human capital is being effectively used by improving
personnel (see Nikadimovs & Ivanchenko, 2020). Leveraging the major themes of
recognizing changes in the perception stage of proactive proactivity, understanding the
components of the planning and execution phases of the implementation stage, and
focusing on emotional intelligence in the perseverance stage of proactive personality
would provide a guide to developing proactive personality. This development could serve
as a means of providing existing talent with the appropriate resources and conducive
environment to face shifting skill requirements.

Implications

The current study, which focused on how proactive personality presents, how
proactive personality can be developed, and the potential for proactive personality to
mitigate the soft skills gap, carries several implications for positive social change at the
societal, organizational, and individual levels. The literature, current labor statistics, and
shared experiences by participants in this study showed that the skills gap is impacting
organizations around the world, the communities they operate in and serve, and the

employees who make up their workforce and talent pools (see Adecco, 2020; BLS, 2021;
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Singh Dubey et al., 2021; WEF, 2020). Guitert et al.’s (2020) assertation that the skills
gap must be bridged for economies, workplaces, and societies to become more inclusive
and remain viable is confirmed by the experiences of hiring managers and individual
contributors across U.S. workforces who experienced the impact of their skills
deteriorating or changing.

Aside from the profitability that increasing soft skills has been shown to produce,
the findings from the lived experiences of proactive personality in the face of shifting
skill requirements put forward in the current study confirm that existing talent can be
developed by organizational leaders to provide positive social change that would
empower individuals to become and remain relevant and employable throughout their
careers (see Arcelay et al., 2021; Bhagat, 2020; Brown et al., 2019). The effects of
bridging the skills gap with the recommendations found in the current study could
decrease unemployment, decrease poverty, decrease inequality of income, increase
individual and societal dignity, and decrease undesirable effects of unemployment by
keeping people gainfully employed and keeping organizations competitive and profitable
(see Alamu, 2016; Daniela et al., 2019).

The examination of the skills gap in the current workforce and how proactivity
could be developed to mitigate it was supported by the theories of human capital, skills
obsolescence, social cognizance, and agency, as well as career construction theory and
talent management. The main assertion of HCT is that the capabilities and skills an
individual brings to an organization is the main driver of that organization’s creativity,

innovation, and profitability (Alamu, 2016; Daniela et al., 2019; Wingreen & Blanton,



108
2018). These drivers are put at risk when coupled with the lived experiences of the
participants in this study confirming the increasing obsolescence of skills in American
workplaces as laid out by Singh (2019). The understanding of development which is the
focus of talent management, and the agentic perspective of social cognitive theory,
particularly in the career construction theories, could work in tandem to nurture and grow
the proactive, protean workforce required by IR 4.0 (AlKhemeiri et al., 2021; Fuller &
Marler, 2009; Nikadimovs & Ivanchenko, 2020; Peng et al., 2021).

To enhance the knowledge those theories provided, the methodological choice to
utilize a qualitative phenomenological interpretivist and descriptive design has allowed
for the experiences shared by the interview participants to be highlighted and analyzed
(Dunn & Moore, 2020). The garnering of these lived and real-life experiences has
provided insight into how proactive changes were perceived, implemented, and how
obstacles were overcome to mitigate the need to externally search for talent that does not
exist in the limited workforce.

Because industrial and organizational psychology focuses on behaviors in the
workplace and how they can be understood to solve organizational, group, and individual
challenges, the research in this study has contributed toward providing an improvement
on work life and structures by cataloging behaviors and instances that have led to
successful upskilling and reskilling proactively (APA, 2022). The empirical implications
from the interview responses provide a confirmation that the theories underpinning both
the skills gap and the phenomenon of proactive personality have merit in the day-to-day

examples employees and managers exhibit in the face of shifting skill requirements.
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Whether it is the lived experience of an employee recognizing the implications of being
put on a new project that is beyond their current scope, the proactive decision to ask for
feedback and interpret changes in expectations, or the leveraging of personal strengths
and weaknesses to become effective enough to push through challenges, the behaviors
shared impacted the organization, the employees’ teams, and themselves favorably.

The participants in this research study comprise a representation of the American
workforce who are meeting shifting skill requirements in age, geography, roles, and
tenure. The themes found in their shared experiences provide a potential roadmap for
identifying proactive personality tendencies and behaviors, the development to maximize
those tendencies, a means of sustaining that development and a comparison to avoid non-
proactive practices within their existing workforce. Organizations can utilize the main
themes that the participants relayed around the three main components of the tripartite
model to provide a conducive environment and effective resources for their existing
employees’ sustainable mindset and behavior shifts that will enable them to increase their
ability to recognize organizational and shifting manager expectations, to seek out and
utilize resources by relying on effective communication and taking proactive action to
implement solutions even in the face of obstacles that may stand in their way.

Conclusion

The research in this study was conducted to address the problem of how existing
employees’ proactive personality can be developed to identify opportunities for changing
their skill sets, to take actions necessary to implement those changes, and to persevere

through obstacles which could be leveraged as a mitigation to the soft skills gap
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impacting the current workforce. The skills required for workers to remain employable
and for organizations to remain competitive are changing due to the consequences of IR
4.0’s digital and technological advances which require less rote and physical prowess and
place a higher premium on the human soft skills that differentiate them from artificial
intelligence and algorithms (Arcelay et al., 2021; Azmat et al., 2020; Doyle, 2020; Park
& Kim, 2020; Shivaramu et al., 2019).

By studying proactive personality, an understanding was gained of what those soft
skills can look like in the face of existing employees’ requirements shifting with an aim
to identify successful behaviors versus those that have not been successful, to leverage
the development of those positive behaviors in an effort perceive and implement change
and persevere in a sustainably self-directed and self-sufficient habitual manner rather
than relying on managers or supervisors to direct necessary and imminent change. Based
on the research in the literature and workforce statistics and confirmation from the
experiences shared by managers and individual contributors facing a need to reskill or
upskill themselves or their teams, remaining agile, employable, and relevant will be the
key to both individual and organizational success as the world of work continues to
change and evolve (Cotet et al., 2017; Maisiri et al., 2019).

The participants in this study have relayed that the most common characteristic of
successfully handling shifting skill requirements was to demonstrate Bateman and
Crant’s (1993) definition of proactivity and the heart of being human: intentionally
overcoming, changing, and creating new circumstances (Bandura, 2001; Prabhu, 2018;

Shaw, 2005). This is not a new philosophy but one that has been continuing to grow in
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importance as the world continues to move away from the manufacturing and production
economy of the past into an increasing reliance on knowledge and human abilities (Grant
et al., 2009).

As this knowledge work moves away from the rote and predictable tasks of the
previous iterations of industrial revolutions, the distinctly human abilities relayed by the
participants of this study will be relied upon to perceive opportunities that are not
implicitly laid out or dictated, to utilize emotional intelligence with others and analytical
skills such as asking for and processing feedback, and adjusting behaviors that are
challenged to influence others and implement necessary changes. As George Bernard
Shaw (2005) relates, “People are always blaming their circumstances for what they
are...The people who get on in this world are the people who get up and look for the
circumstances they want, and if they can’t find them, make them” (p. 64). This portrayal
of proactive personality is the soft skill required to keep individuals employed,

organizations profitable, and societies prosperous.
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Appendix A: Invitation and Recruitment

Linked In Recruiting Post:

ACIT|I|VIE

Study Seeks Proactive
Employees---Is that You?

| am a researcher studying proactivity in employees who have experienced a shift in skills
required of them within the past two years that may potentially help bridge the soft skills gap in
the current labor market. You will be asked to share your experiences with facing these shifting
requirements in your organization or on your team.

Your participation in the study would include:

One consent form review and initial survey that would take approximately 10 minutes to
establish your criteria for inclusion in the study

If chosen to participate, one pre-scheduled 60-minute Zoom interview that will be audio
recorded

Your review of the transcription of the interview which would take approximately 15 minutes
To protect your privacy, no names of participants or organizations will be included in the study
Mo compensation for the interview or review

Volunteers must meet these requirements;

Be an employee or hiring manager who faced a shift in the requirement of skills that your
organization required to be successful

The shifting skill requirement happened within the last two years

This interview is part of the doctoral study for me as a Ph.D. student at Walden University.
Interviews will take place during April 2023,

Flease message me privately via LinkedIn to let me know of your interest.
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol and Guide
Briefing
[Relay to interviewee]

Thank you for agreeing to discuss your experience in the face of shifting skill
requirements for your team and yourself in the workplace. I have been conducting
interviews with other hiring managers and employees as well. As a reminder, your
participation is entirely voluntary. At any time during the process, you may opt-out of the
interview or decline to answer a question. Each interview has been audio and video
recorded as a backup. Through a process researchers call member checking I will send a
copy of both the interview transcription and the data findings analysis so you can check
for the accuracy of the interpretation.

The confidentiality agreement and consent form were put in place to protect participants
during the interview and to assure you that the data I collect will only be used for
research and not shared with anyone in a leadership position. As stated in the consent
form, all personal information has been safeguarded by the outlined means. To protect
your confidentiality, you have been assigned an alpha-numeric identifier, and you will
only be addressed by the assigned identifier. Recruiting was done by individual email
without knowledge of the organization or leadership teams.

During the interview, if at any time you feel tired, please feel free to ask for a break. You
can refuse to answer a question or request or stop the interview at any time.

Are there any questions for me before we begin the interview?
[Turn on recording and transcription software]|

[Remember to remain in the role of a researcher and not as a counselor]
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Demographic Data

We will start with some demographic information about you so that we can make

comparisons across participants of this study:

1.

2.

9.

What is your age?

What gender do you identify with?

Where do you currently live?

Where is your organization based?

What is your nationality?

What is your tenure with the organization?

What is your current title?

What was your title at the time period we’ll be discussing in the interview?
(Organizational skill requirement shift)

Is your role in-person, remote, or hybrid?

10. Is your team in person, remote, or hybrid?

Interview Questions

1. Tell me about your role within your organization (hiring manager or employee)

2. Tell me about a time when your skills, or those of your team, were no longer

relevant or needed to be upskilled in your role

[establishment of proactive personality dimension of perception|

Ask for clarification of what the skills were that lost relevance

Ask for clarification for how those irrelevant skills could be upskilled

3. How did you learn/realize that there was a skill deficiency?
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4. What impact did this shift in skill requirements have on your team?

5. How did your organization handle this deficiency between your skills and what
was needed?

6. How did you (or your employees) handle it?

[establishment of proactive personality dimension of implementation]

Probe for clarification on action: were steps taken or just thought of?

[interview will break into one of two streams: P=potential proactivity or
N=not proactive]

7. P: How did you (or they) go about making the necessary changes?

7. N: Why is that the route you chose to go?

[for N, skip to section on development after this question]

[establishment of proactive personality dimension of perseverance]

8. P: How easy was it to make the necessary changes?

Probe: if it was ‘easy,” how did you handle any obstacles or challenges?

[establishment of how proactive personality can be developed]

9. What led you (or your team member) to taking action/not taking action?

10. How did your organization contribute to the changes you (or they) made?

11. What could the organization, your manager, or the team have done differently
to help making the change easier?

12. Is there anything else you’d like to share about your experience facing a
shifting skill requirement?

Debriefing
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[Relay to interviewee]

Thank you so much for your time today and your thoughtful answers! If you think
of anything that might be helpful in the meantime, please feel free to email me that
information. Otherwise, my next step is to continue the interviews until . After
that, I will analyze all of the information received. You should already have a follow-up
appointment on your calendar for one month from today so that we can discuss your
review of the transcript from this session as well as my initial analysis and findings.
When the study is finalized, you will receive a copy of that as well. Are there any

questions or any other information you need?



