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1. Introduction. 
"Human Capital Management" is a series of articles that introduces the basic 

concept of human capital management and systematically suggests critical points 
that companies should address in its implementation. The series is structured 
according to the 3P/5F model outlined in the "Report of the Study Group on 
Improving Sustainable Corporate Value and Human Capital (also referred to as the 
'ITO Report for Human Capital Management')" released by the Ministry of Economy, 
Trade and Industry in September 2020 as "what characterizes an ideal human 
resources strategy for human capital management." 
The ninth session focuses on proactive human resources, also mentioned in the 

fourth session, "Building a Dynamic Human Resources Portfolio." To achieve a state 
in which appropriate human resources are assigned to each job and task within an 
organization, it is sometimes necessary to promote the development, retraining, 
and redeployment of internal human resources. Internal personnel must understand 
the need for such measures and be proactive to encourage training, retraining, and 
redeployment. Therefore, for companies to achieve this state, they must have 
proactive human resources, that is, people engaged in active learning and proactive 
practice. This report describes the need for proactive human resources in Japanese 
companies, their conditions, and methods for developing proactive human 
resources. 
 
2. What kind of proactive human resources are we talking about? 
Proactive behaviors are autonomous and self-directed actions based on a medium- 

to long-term perspective. This paper defines proactive individuals as those who 
engage in proactive behaviors. 
Proactive behavior has been studied in the context of organizational behavior 

studies since the early 2000s. Although previous studies differ in their definitions, 
one of the representative definitions is that it is "a forward-looking behavior in which 
individuals influence themselves and their environment and are future and change-
oriented" (*1). Furthermore, as a framework for capturing the reality of proactive 



behavior, previous studies have organized proactive behavior into several types. For 
example, proactive behaviors can be categorized into five types: "career strategy 
and innovation," "social network building," "organizational socialization behavior," 
"problem-solving behavior," and "learning and self-development activities" (*1), or 
into four types: "meaning-making behavior," "relationship building," "negotiating 
job changes," "positive cognitive framework" (*2). 
In this paper, while considering the commonalities among the types of proactive 

behavior in the studies above and to make the scale easier to use in enterprise 
human resource management, proactive behavior is organized into the following 
four types: (1) innovation behavior, (2) external network exploration behavior, (3) 
organizational behavior, and (4) career development behavior (detailed definitions 
of the behaviors are shown in Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1: Definitions of different types of proactive behavior 
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3. The reality of proactive human resources in Japanese companies 
How Proactive Are Employees in Japanese Companies? The Japan Research 

Institute conducted a "Comprehensive Survey on the Reality of Proactive Personne" 
among 20,000 employees in Japanese companies. In addition to the four types of 



proactive behaviors, the survey asked about each person's work environment and 
job characteristics. 
 In this survey, each person's level of proactive behavior was indexed on a scale of 
1 (minimum) to 5 (maximum) based on the results of a 5-point scale, with a higher 
index indicating more proactive behavior. In addition, each person's work 
environment and job characteristics were indexed on a scale from 1 (minimum) to 
5 (maximum) based on the results of a 5-point scale, with a higher index indicating 
a more favorable work environment and job characteristics for each individual. 
Specifically, the higher the index, the more "supportive and accepting of challenges" 
and "discretionary and challenging" the job. 
As mentioned above, the degree of proactive behavior (hereafter referred to as 

"proactivity"), work environment, and job characteristics of each person were 
determined using an index, and the survey results were analyzed based on this 
index to obtain the following main results. 
 
 Employees in their 20s and 30s are highly proactive, whereas those in their 40s 

tend to be less proactive (Figure 2). This finding confirms the "tendency for 
middle-aged employees to become less proactive and spontaneous," which has 
become a concern for many organizations in recent years. 

 
Figure 2: Level of Proactive Behavior Practiced by Age Group 
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 One of the reasons for the low level of proactive behavior among 
employees in their 40s is the overwhelmingly lower level of proactive 
behavior among general employees who do not yet have a position 
compared with those who do (Figure 3). Regarding the number of 
respondents, many employees are in their 40s (Figure 4), suggesting that 
non-managerial employees drive down the average index of proactive 
behavior in this age group. Employees who have yet to find leadership 
positions may become less motivated and, as a result, are less proactive. In 
addition, many employees in their 40s may belong to the generation that 
faced extremely competitive and unfavorable job-hunting conditions, often 
called the "employment ice age" in Japan. They might have been unable to 
secure jobs in their desired industries and professions. It is assumed that 
individuals in this group may need more motivation to engage in innovative 
actions to improve their work methods or to take organizational measures 
that involve proactively working with others. 

 On the other hand, the level of proactivity among employees in their 60s is 
high. As shown in Figure 3, the level of proactive behavior among 
employees in their 60s is close to that among employees in their 30s, even 
among general employees. In general, it is unlikely that proactive behavior 
will resume among people in their 60s because their responsibilities within 
the organization will decrease with retirement, and the possibility of 
promotion will almost disappear. However, some studies have shown that 
the importance of values such as "earning a higher income" and "getting a 
promotion" decreases, and the importance of values such as "contributing 
to others (e.g., fulfilling one's responsibilities at work)" and "demonstrating 
and improving one's abilities (e.g., doing work that makes use of one's 
skills)" increases among workers after age 60 compared to workers before 
that age. Thus, one possible reason for the high level of proactivity among 
people in their 60s may be an increased desire to contribute to others by 
utilizing their own experiences. 

 
Figure 3: Degree of Proactive Behavior Practiced by Position 
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Figure 4: Number of Respondents by Position 
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 The analysis was also conducted on how proactive behavior relates to an 

individual's work environment and job characteristics. Research of the 
correlation between each individual's level of proactivity and workplace and 
job characteristics shows that workplace and job characteristics positively 
correlate with the four proactive behaviors (Figure 5). The higher the index 
of each individual's workplace and job characteristics, that is, the more 
supportive the workplace is and the more it acknowledges challenges, and 
the more discretionary and challenging the job, the more proactive the 
individual tends to be in their behavior. As the results in Figure 5 are only 
correlation coefficients, it is impossible to determine a causal relationship 
that suggests workplace and job characteristics promote proactive 
behavior. However, since an individual's workplace and job are difficult to 
change through personal effort, proactive behavior can be encouraged by 
reviewing each individual's workplace and job situations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Figure 5: Correlation coefficients between workplace and job characteristics 
and the degree to which proactive behaviors are practiced 
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As mentioned above, proactivity is low, especially among general employees in 

their 40s; therefore, organizations need to focus on enhancing the level of 
proactivity among this age group. In addition, given the positive correlation 
between the level of proactivity and workplace and job characteristics, changing the 
workplace and job conditions could also be an effective way to improve the level of 
proactivity in this age group. 
 
4. Proactive human resource development led by the organization's 

managers 
The key to systematically developing proactive human resources in an organization 



is to create conditions that facilitate the promotion of proactive behavior by 
employees concerning the work environment and job characteristics. 
For the former, c rea t ing a work environment that actively supports employees 

self-learning and fosters an organizational culture that recognizes their challenges 
is necessary. For the latter, the key is to  ensure tha t  each  emp loyee  has  
d i sc re t ion  in  the i r  work .  I t  i s  des i rab le  to  have  the freedom to decide 
how to proceed with the work and be able to perceive the results of that work. To 
realize these work environments and tasks, the organization must implement 
specific measures such as revising personnel-related systems and conducting one-
on-one meetings between supervisors and subordinates. 
Managers play a central role in developing measures based on thei r  cu r ren t  

work  env i ronment  and  o rgan i za t iona l  ro l es . Managers are expected to 
understand how their subordinates practice proactive behavior and the situation in 
their workplace and tasks,  and  then  p romote  po l i c i e s  tha t  address  the  
p rob lem.  However ,  the  rea l i t y  i n  many  o rgan i za t i ons  i s  tha t  
managers  a re  o f ten  unaware  o f  the  ex ten t  to  wh ich  the i r  
subord ina tes  a re  engag ing  i n  p roac t i ve  behav io r .  I t  i s  assumed  
tha t  a  ce r ta in  number  o f  managers  "know i t  i n  the i r  heads , "  bu t  
the  number  o f  those  w i th  accu ra te  da ta  on  the  s i tua t ion  i s  l im i ted .  
Managers must promote policies that encourage proactive behavior and provide 

appropriate individual support. In particular, a company-wide effort to reach 
employees in their 40s and 50s is essential, as is providing personal support to each 
employee. However, such engagement can only be more effective if there is a clear 
understanding of each person's level of proactivity and the situation. 
 Therefore, the management must provide local managers with information and 
tools to help subordinates become proactive and self-directed in promoting 
initiatives to develop proactive human resources. Survey tools have recently 
become more sophisticated, and it is now possible to monitor the status of 
employees regularly using simple questions. It is essential to use these tools to 
determine employees' level of proactivity and create a situation in which managers 
can use this information to promote the development of proactive human resources 
in the field through an integrated company-wide effort. 
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