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Abstract: Proactive coping behavior has been considered an important personal job resource
for employees. Organizations have paid considerable attention to the proactive coping behavior
of employees to maintain their competitive advantage. The purpose of the current study is to
discover the relationship between organizational job resources, work engagement, and
proactive coping using structural equation modeling. The participants were 340 licensed
Chinese social workers. In the rapidly growing social work sector in China, social work
organizations require psychologically connected and dedicated social workers. Findings
include the effect of organizational job resources and work engagement on proactive coping.
Based on the results, impacts on organizational management are discussed.

Keywords: proactive coping; social worker; organizational job resources; work engagement;
mainland China

Copyright © 2024 by Author(s).
Human Resources Management and
Services is published by PiscoMed
Publishing Pte. Ltd. This is an Open
Access article distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc/4.0/), permitting all non-
commercial use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is
properly cited.

1. Introduction

Proactive coping is a kind of personal job resource that helps mitigate the
negative effects of job demands (Demerouti et al., 2001). The Job Demand and
Resources Theory (JD-R) suggests paying attention to the efforts employed by
employees in facing their job challenges. Engaged employees who hope to enhance
their career development will adopt proactive coping (Angelo and Chambel, 2014). In
fact, proactive coping involves various job behaviors, such as help-seeking behavior
and networking activities (Kalliath and Kalliath, 2013). Proactive coping reflects
employees’ ability to handle difficult job situations, as previous research has shown a
positive relationship between proactive coping behavior and work engagement (Searle
and Lee, 2015; Wilke et al., 2019). Moreover, organizational resources play a role in
reducing the negative effects of job demands. These resources can include positive
feedback, team support, opportunities for job advancement, or financial rewards
(Salanova et al., 2006). Proactive coping and organizational resources are important
factors in managing job demands and minimizing their negative impact on individuals.

In the Chinese social work setting, social workers face various difficulties,
including low job security, a heavy workload, low job satisfaction, and low public
acceptance (Lei et al., 2018; Mo and Ho, 2021; Porfeli and Savickas ML, 2012). These
challenges have negative effects on social workers’ well-being and job performance.
It is important to find ways to improve their work conditions and reduce the negative
impact of job demands. Previous studies have highlighted the importance of
organizational resources and their relationship with job performance, work
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engagement, self-care, and job satisfaction (Mo, 2022). However, there is limited
research on the individual proactive coping behaviors of Chinese social workers. It is
necessary to study the proactive behavior of social workers in the context of Chinese
social work because of the following reasons: a) The problem of the turnover of social
workers in China is serious, and many studies have tried to explore ways to retain
social workers (Su and Ng, 2019). How to increase the proactive coping behavior of
Chinese social workers and how to help them engage in proactive behavior may be an
effective solution; b) The development of social work in China has lasted for more
than ten years, and more and more studies have begun to care about the career planning
and personal growth of social workers (Mo, 2022); ¢) The development of social work
in China has gradually expanded to remote areas and rural areas. The types of social
work services are becoming more and more diversified (Jian et al., 2023); thus, the
rapid development of social work services has given social workers more job
opportunities, and social workers can use proactive behavior to give themselves more
work options.

Overall, the study aims to fill the research gap by examining the relationship
between organizational job resources and proactive coping among Chinese social
workers. It also explores whether work engagement enhances proactive coping
behavior. The findings of this study will contribute to understanding the factors that
facilitate proactive coping. In the current study, proactive coping is chosen as the
personal resource since previous studies have discovered that there is a positive
relationship between proactive coping and work engagement (Searle and Lee, 2015;
Wilke et al., 2019). Proactive coping reflects employees’ personal confidence about
their abilities to cope with difficult job situations and their optimistic attitude about
their future career development (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). The current study aims
to address the research gap regarding the relationship between organizational job
resources and proactive coping behavior in the context of Chinese social work. It also
seeks to explore whether work engagement enhances proactive coping behavior
among Chinese social workers.

2. Literature review

2.1. Understanding job resources

Job resources encompass organizational resources and personal resources under
the Job Demands-Resources model (JD-R), which explains the balance between job
demands and job resources (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).
According to the model, job resources help reduce stress and the negative effects of
job demands (Demerouti et al., 2019; Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). Job resources include
organizational resources like feedback from supervisors, peer support, and teamwork
arrangements. These resources enhance successful adaptation to job challenges and
reduce job stress (Salanova et al., 2006; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007; Bakker and
Demerouti, 2017). A past study about home care workers discovered that job resources
increase work motivation and enhance their professional efficacy (Bakker and
Albrecht, 2018). Although they experience job burnout, they feel support in the human
resource systems, such as supervisory support and positive relationships with upper-
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level management (Beckstrand et al., 2017; Radey and Wilke, 2021). Similarly,
Chinese social workers who are working in family services also benefit from job
resources, which predict their organizational commitment and buffer the effects of
heavy workloads (Luo and Lei, 2021; Su and Ng, 2019).

In addition to organizational resources, personal resources like self-efficacy,
resilience, personality traits, optimism, family support, and proactive coping have
been identified as moderators of the effects of work demands on burnout and work
engagement (Searle and Lee, 2015; Geisler et al., 2019; Holman and Axtell, 2016). In
particular, employees who adopt proactive coping behave in a more innovative way in
handling their job challenges (Kwon and Kim, 2020). Past studies suggest that child
welfare workers who adopt proactive coping have better psychological well-being
(Wilke et al., 2019; Lee and Cho, 2020). Moreover, social workers who adopt
proactive coping can achieve good work-life balance and enhance job flexibility
(Kalliath and Kalliath, 2013; Searle and Lee, 2015; Wilke et al., 2019). The JD-R
model suggests that proactive behavior is the result of high job resources and high job
demands (Kwon and Kim, 2020). Engaged employees often adopt proactive coping in
the workplace. Proactive coping is a valuable personal resource and an effective
strategy for dealing with job stressors (Demerouti et al., 2019). Proactive coping
involves employees’ efforts to build personal job resources that support career growth
and advancement (Angelo and Chambel, 2014; Demerouti et al., 2019).

In the context of Chinese social work, local studies have shown that social
workers perceive their job as meaningful, but they experience a high level of job stress
(Mo and Ho, 2021). The JD-R model has been applied in these studies to explore job
demands and resources among Chinese social workers, investigating various types of
job resources such as job autonomy, team support, collective psychological ownership,
and mindfulness intervention (Su and Ng, 2019; Luo and Lei, 2021; Huang et al., 2021;
Zhang and He, 2022). However, the exploration of proactive coping as a personal job
resource remains limited. Therefore, the current study focuses on proactive coping as
a personal resource and examines its relationship with work engagement among
Chinese social workers.

2.2. Relationship between proactive coping and work engagement

Work engagement is a concept reflecting the level of an employee's dedication to
their jobs (Bakker and Albrecht, 2018). Engaged workers show better work
performance, and they have more creative ideas (Cartwright and Cooper, 2014;
Panthee et al., 2014). Past studies have explored the predictors of work engagement,
for example, human resources practices, leadership, and organizational-level
resources (Holman and Axtell, 2016; Panthee et al., 2014). Health workers who have
higher work engagement will have a lower level of job burnout (Fong and Ng, 2012).
Interventions such as job crafting will lead to more job resources, higher levels of work
engagement, and improved performance (Gordon et al., 2017). International studies
explain that work engagement encompasses workers’ participation, energy, and
efficacy (Kahn, 1990; Maslach and Leiter, 1997). An engaged employee has a higher
level of work energy and organizational commitment (Fong and Ng, 2012). Work
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engagement also brings benefits to the mental, physical, and social well-being of
employees in the workplace (Seppéla et al., 2012; World Health Organization, 2004).

In the rapidly growing social work sector in China, social work organizations
require psychologically connected and dedicated social workers (Wong, 2020).
Employees’ belief in their ability to meet challenges is crucial in this context
(Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Using career construction theory, proactive coping is
viewed as an important coping behaviour in response to a rapidly changing working
environment (Porfeli and Savickas, 2012). International studies suggest that proactive
coping mediates the relationship between challenging work stressors and work
engagement (Searle and Lee, 2015). Using JD-R theory, employers can provide job
resources to enhance work engagement and job performance (Bakker and Demerouti,
2017). The provision of organizational support will enhance the job performance of
Chinese social workers, and they have a higher intention to achieve career success
(Mo and Ho, 2021). However, local studies often focus on the provision of
organizational resources as a means to enhance work engagement; little is known
about the relationship between proactive coping and work engagement among Chinese
social workers.

2.3. Conceptual framework

Proactive coping refers to individual job resources that reflect employees’
confidence, willingness, and abilities to actively cope with difficult job situations
(Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). It encompasses various behaviors such as building human
capital, influencing, networking, seeking help, career development, and job mobility
(Kim et al., 2018; Sturges et al., 2010; Wilhelm and Hirschi, 2019). Previous studies
in occupational health psychology have found a relationship between proactive coping
and subjective perceptions of job difficulties and stress (Gillespie and Gates, 2013).
Proactive coping also serves as a preventive measure against future job stress and helps
reduce its impact (Aspinwall, 2011). Work engagement is defined as a fulfilling
emotional state related to the job, characterized by absorption, vigor, and dedication
(Schaufeli and Taris, 2014; Schaufeli et al., 2006). Absorption refers to complete
immersion in one’s work, while vigor represents a willingness to invest personal
effort, energy, and time. Dedication reflects an employee’s enthusiastic involvement
in their job. In this study, it is hypothesized that work engagement and proactive
coping have a negative relationship, as a higher level of proactive coping is required
to handle job difficulties, resulting in lower work engagement due to high job
demands.

Organizational job resources are supportive resources provided within an
organization’s human resources system. These resources include different kinds of
career support, the provision of career-related training and information, performance
feedback, advancement opportunities, salary, and staff benefits (Beckstrand et al.,
2017; Radey and Wilke, 2021). Previous research has shown that support from leaders,
supervisors, and career development opportunities increases employees’ likelihood of
achieving career goals and investing effort in their job (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017,
Schaufeli et al., 2006). It is hypothesized that organizational job resources play a
motivational role in enhancing the proactive coping behaviors of social workers. In a
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supportive work environment, social workers are more likely to take an active
approach to exploring their carcer paths and developing their careers. Therefore,
organizational job resources are expected to have a significant positive relationship
with the proactive coping behaviors of social workers. It is further hypothesized that
social workers who engage in proactive coping behaviors will perceive organizational
job resources as highly important and actively utilize them for their career
development.
Based on the literature review, the hypotheses are set as follows:
® HI: A significant positive relationship is found between social workers who
engage in proactive coping behaviors and their perception of organizational job
resources.
® H2: A significant positive relationship is found between social workers who
engage in proactive coping behaviors and their work engagement.
3. Methods

3.1. Sampling procedures

In the current study, a representative sampling method was employed to recruit a
small pool of social workers who shared similar traits and attributes as the entire
population. These participants were selected from the attendees of a national-level
supervisor training program. The sample included social workers from different age
groups, ranging from 20 to above 61, and from six regions in China, including the east,
south, northeast, middle, southwest, and northwest regions. This representative sample
aimed to capture the characteristics of social workers across different regions. The
supervisory program, organized by the Institute of Social Service Development and
the National Social Workers’ Association, offered both classroom face-to-face
training and online training modes. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the online mode
was predominantly used to accommodate social workers from anywhere. The program
covered advanced social work knowledge and skills, as well as supervision and
management knowledge. The trainers were experienced social work experts with at
least five years of frontline or management experience. The supervisory program
consisted of eight subject areas and a total of 47 hours of learning. To be eligible for
the program, social workers were required to have a minimum of three years of
frontline social work experience or be currently working as a social work manager.
Prior to data collection, the researchers obtained approval from the program organizers
and sent an invitation letter to the supervisory program participants, explaining the
study’s objectives and data protection procedures. The first phase of the data collection
period lasted for approximately six months, during which participants voluntarily
completed an anonymous online survey. To prevent multiple responses from the same
participant, response tracking was implemented within the survey platform. A total of
340 questionnaires were collected, resulting in a response rate of around 85%. The
study received ethical approval from the Research Ethics Review Committee of the
author’s previous employer.

3.2. Measurement

The questionnaire consisted of four parts.
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Demographic variables include age, gender, job position, work experience,
location, and service area. The location is based on the textbook ‘“New Chinese
Physical Geography/Teaching Materials for Colleges and Universities” (Zhao et al.,
2015), which was commonly used by teachers and students majoring in geography in
colleges and universities.

Organizational job resources: adopted organizational job resource scale
(Baruch and Peiperl, 2000), which includes 11 job resources such as opportunities for
career development, support from supervisors and team building, performance
appraisal, job training, and support from upper-level management. These job resources
were available in Chinese social work organizations. Sample questions were, “What
is your perceived importance of supervision provided by your organization?” “What
is your perceived importance of career information provided by your organization?”
The responses were rated on a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from one to five
points, from totally not important to totally important.

Work engagement: adopted a shortened version of the Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004), which has nine items. The scale has
good internal consistency and test-retest reliability (Fong and Ng, 2012; Schaufeli et
al., 2006; Balducci et al., 2010). The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale preliminary
manual provided a Chinese version. The scale measures vigor (3 items), dedication (3
items), and absorption (3 items). Sample questions include ‘‘I am enthusiastic about
my job’’ (dedication), ‘‘At my job, I feel strong and vigorous’’ (vigor), and ‘“When I
am working, I forget everything else around me’’ (absorption). The responses were
rated on a Likert scale ranging from zero (‘‘never’’) to six (‘‘always’’).

Proactive coping: The Adopted Career Self-Management Scale (Sturges et al.,
2010) with nine items was selected to measure proactive coping behaviors. The items
chosen were suitable for the social work context in China. Sample questions were, “I
will take the initiative to introduce myself to people who have an impact on my
career.” “I will build good relationships with people I work with in the workplace."
The responses were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from one (strongly
disagree) to five (strongly agree).

3.3. Statistical analysis

Frequency statistical analysis was done to examine the sample structure.
Exploratory factor analysis tested the factor structure of proactive coping,
organizational job resources, and work engagement. Path analysis was conducted to
explain the causal relationships among variables. Structural equation modelling was
used to test the relationship between observed variables and their latent constructs.
The model fit index was used to assess model performance, with indices calculated for
the overall goodness of fit. According to the model fit index, the value of Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was set at 0.06 or below, and the
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Goodness-of-Fit (GFI) and Bentler-Bonnet Normed Fit
Index (NFI) were above 0.9, indicating a satisfactory fit.
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4. Results

4.1. Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the demographic statistics of the respondents (N = 340). The
majority of the participants were female (76.5%) and male (23.5%). The age range of
the participants was 20-30 (27.9%), 31-40 (45.9%), 41-50 (21.1%), 51-60 (4.7%),
and 61 or above (0.4%). More participants were from north and northeast China
(9.1%), east China (29.7%), middle China (9.1%), south China (44.4%), southwest
China (5.3%), and northwest China (2.4%). Frontline social workers (12.4%), center-
in-charge (27.6%), group leader (22.1%), supervisor (7.6%), headquarters
administrator (20.6%), and another administrative role (9.7%). In terms of working
experience, 42.6% of them had social work working experiences below 3 years. All of
them were licensed social workers.

Table 1. Demographic variables.

Item %
Gender Male 235
Female 76.5
Age 20-30 279
3140 459
41-50 21.1
51-60 4.7
61 or above 0.4
3 years or below 42.6
Social work working experiences 5 to 8 years 394
9 years or above 18.0
Job position Frontline social worker 12.4
Centre in charge 27.6
Group leader 22.1
Supervisor 7.6
Headquarter administrator 20.6
Another administrative role 9.7
North and Northeast China 9.1
East China 29.7
) Middle China 9.1
Region
South China 44 .4
Southwest China 53
Northwest China 24

4.2. Factor analysis

Table 2 presents the factor analysis of the three variables, namely proactive
coping (PC), work engagement (WE), and organizational job resources (OR).
Principal component analysis with Varimax rotation revealed three components with
eigenvalues greater than one, which explained 34.6%, 19.7%, and 11.2% of the total
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variance, respectively. Factor 1 labeled “organizational job resources” (OR) (11 items
with loadings from 0.796 to 0.883). Factor 2 is labeled “work engagement” (WE) (9
items with loadings from 0.701 to 0.848). Factor 3 is labeled “proactive coping” (PC)
(9 items with loadings from 0.638 to 0.796). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of
sampling adequacy was 0.925, indicating that there were sufficient items for each
factor. A visual inspection of the scree plot for all variables revealed that the
components could be used. The probability associated with the Bartlett test for all
variables was p < 0.001. The diagonals of the anti-image correlation matrix were all
over 0.5. The Cronbach’s alpha of the respective scales is “proactive coping” (o =
0.898), “work engagement” (a = 0.924), and “organizational job resources” (a =
0.964). The Cronbach alpha level of the three scales indicated that the internal
consistency of the measures was good.

Table 2. Factor analysis.

Factor
1 2 3
ORS 0.883 —-0.015 0.195
OR6 0.871 —0.024 0.142
OR8 0.856 —0.080 0.194
OR10 0.854 —0.007 0.200
OR7 0.847 —0.023 0.110
OR4 0.846 —0.050 0.124
OR3 0.846 —0.045 0.124
OR9 0.825 0.066 0.202
OR2 0.822 —0.032 0.178
OR1 0.804 —0.035 0.192
OR11 0.796 —0.008 0.209
WES —0.035 0.848 —-0.157
WE4 —0.085 0.844 —0.057
WE3 —0.052 0.841 —0.082
WE2 —0.050 0.810 —0.015
WE9 0.004 0.796 0.003
WE7 —0.046 0.789 —0.168
WEI —0.030 0.753 —0.045
WE6 0.010 0.701 —0.055
WES 0.074 0.701 -0.119
PC4 0.175 —0.056 0.796
PC1 0.148 —0.118 0.791
PC3 0.182 0.063 0.783
PC6 0.239 —0.056 0.742
PC5 0.218 —0.054 0.726
PC15 0.204 0.062 0.706
PC12 0.175 -0.213 0.679
PC16 0.161 -0.174 0.640
PC2 0.146 -0.218 0.638

Extraction method: Principal component analysis. a. Five components with varimax rotation.
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4.3. Structural equation modeling

First, structural equation modeling was used to test hypothesis 1. The results
indicated that the model fitted the data well with x/df = 2.117, CFI1 = 0.972, NFI =
0.948, GFI=0.919, RMSEA = 0.057, and PCLOSE = 0.085. The probability of getting
a critical ratio as large as 7.771 in absolute value is less than 0.001. In other words, the
regression weight for job resources in the prediction of proactive coping is
significantly different from zero at the 0.001 level (two-tailed). Inspection of path
coefficients revealed that when job resources go up by 1 standard deviation, proactive
coping goes up by 0.459 standard deviations. The results indicated that HI: A
significant positive relationship is found between social workers who engage in
proactive coping behaviors and their perception of organizational job resources.

Second, structural equation modeling was used to test hypothesis 2. The results
indicated that the model fitted the data well with x/df=1.938, CFI=0.97, NFI=0.941,
GFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.053, and PCLOSE = 0.347. The probability of getting a
critical ratio as large as 3.128 in absolute value is less than 0.001. In other words, the
regression weight for work engagement in the prediction of proactive coping is
significantly different from zero at the 0.001 level (two-tailed). Inspection of path
coefficients revealed that when work engagement goes up by 1 standard deviation,
proactive coping goes down by 0.194 standard deviations. The results indicated that
H2: A significant positive relationship is found between social workers who engage
in proactive coping behaviors and their work engagement.

4.4. Discussion and implications

The current study aims to address the research gap regarding the relationship
between organizational job resources and proactive coping behavior in the context of
Chinese social work. It also seeks to explore whether work engagement enhances
proactive coping behavior among Chinese social workers. The results supported the
two hypotheses: H1: A significant positive relationship is found between social
workers who engage in proactive coping behaviors and their perception of
organizational job resources; and H2: A significant positive relationship is found
between social workers who engage in proactive coping behaviors and their work
engagement.

The results highlight that proactive coping is a personal job resource that has a
significant relationship with organizational job resources and work engagement. In
line with past local studies, Chinese social workers have confidence and a willingness
to actively cope with difficult job situations (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). The various
proactive behaviors adopted by Chinese social workers, such as building human
capital, influencing, networking, help seeking, and career development, support them
in facing difficult job situations (Kim et al., 2018; Sturges et al., 2010; Wilhelm and
Hirschi, 2019). Proactive coping and work engagement show a negative relationship,
as a lower level of work engagement reflects a higher level of job difficulties, resulting
in more proactive coping being required to cope with the job challenges. However, the
current study does not explore the relationship between proactive coping and job
stress; this can be explored in future studies.
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Previous JD-R studies reveal that engaged social workers use their personal
resources to act in opposition to excessive job demands (Yucel et al., 2023). Work
engagement contributes to retaining social workers and reducing turnover (Geisler et
al., 2019). The result of the current study provides empirical evidence of the significant
negative relationship between work engagement and proactive behaviors. This result
can be explained by the fact that when social workers feel their work engagement is at
a low level, they soon realize there is a problem and they need to take action to deal
with it. Thus, proactive coping behaviors such as networking behaviors, influencing
behaviors, action for building human capital, job mobility behaviors, career
development behaviors, and searching for informational or emotional support can be
considered a kind of self-regulation mechanism. Hence, proactive coping behaviors
are self-regulation strategies employed toward the management of job stress and
challenges (Searle and Lee, 2015). This implies that proactive coping behavior reflects
an employee’s abilities to handle job challenges (Gillespie and Gates, 2013). Proactive
coping behaviors are related to a reaction to the subjective perception of immediate
danger and crisis encountered by employees (Gillespie and Gates, 2013). It also
represents a response to the impacts caused by work stress (Reuter and Schwarzer,
2011). Previous studies have discovered that proactive coping acts as a moderator of
the effects of job demand on work engagement and job burnout (Searle and Lee, 2015).
A future local study can further investigate the relationship between proactive coping
behavior among Chinese social workers and other work-related issues such as job
stress, burnout, and job satisfaction.

Organizational job resources serve as an important motivator of proactive coping,
as confirmed in the current study. The JD-R model explains that supportive resources
provided within an organization’s human resources system increase employees’
likelihood of achieving career goals and adopting proactive coping behaviors (Bakker
and Demerouti, 2017; Chan and Lei, 2017; Chan, 2016). The results of the current
study are consistent with international studies showing that organizational job
resources are perceived as important by Chinese social workers, and they will take an
active approach to developing their careers if organizations provide them with enough
and suitable organizational resources. Thus, social work organizations or social
worker-employing agencies are recommended to pay attention to the proactive coping
of their social work practitioners. Social work managers can expect their social
workers to take a more proactive role in their career development. Consistent with
positive organizational scholarship, social work managers are recommended to offer
positive organizational processes and human resource management practices that
facilitate the proactive coping of social workers (Cartwright and Cooper, 2014).

The theoretical contributions of the current study are twofold. First, the current
study aims to investigate the role of proactive coping as a personal resource based on
the JD-R model. The study supports the relationship between proactive coping and
work engagement among Chinese social workers. Moreover, the study supports the
hypothesis that organizational job resources have a significant positive relationship
with the proactive coping of Chinese social workers. The results extend the JD-R
model by considering proactive coping as a meaningful and useful personal resource.
Additionally, organizational resources can offer additional support to social workers
when they are using proactive behaviors to cope with their stress and job difficulties.

10
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structure; ¢) The current study only examines the relationship between three variables,
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study is recommended to test whether the proposed model can work with other factors.
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