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Abstract

Understanding the complexity of employee creativeness is vitally important as it is one of the most
demanded skills for organizations to gain an advantage over competitors and ensure continuous
improvement. Scholars have established that leadership is a critical driver of individual creativeness,
however, the question of what type of leadership style better promotes creativity still needs to be
investigated. Along with its opening and closing leader behaviors, ambidextrous leadership might provide
a new perspective to stimulate creativity. On the other hand, being creative can be risky as it challenges
the status quo. Given that creative people can be seen as troublemakers by some leaders, the perception of
trust in leader may also be key to fostering creativity. In this respect, this study suggests a conceptual
model for examining the separate and combined effects of ambidextrous leadership dimensions (i.e.
opening and closing leader behaviors) on employees’ creative tendency where trust in leader plays a
mediator role. Managerial and further research implications are also discussed.
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1. Introduction

Employees’ creativity has been a major area of interest within the field of management (Joo et al.,
2013). Their ability to come up with fresh ideas for increasing efficiency and effectiveness or developing
unique products, services, and processes to innovate and survive in highly competitive environments -
regardless of the type of industry or organization, has been continuously gaining importance (e.g Chen &
Kaufmann, 2008; De Jong & Den Hartog, 2007; Martinaityte & Sacramento, 2013; Ugar et al., 2021a).
Researchers have recently shown an increased interest especially in the relationships between different
kinds of leadership styles and employee creativity (Hughes et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2020; Ugar et al.,
2021b). Although the findings have demonstrated that leaders have a key role in encouraging individual
creativity and innovativeness, the statistical results are highly variable and heterogeneous (Rosing et al.,
2011). This pointed out a requirement for a new definition of leader behaviors that can spark employees’
creativity and innovativeness. To that end, some scholars have suggested ambidextrous leadership which
involves opening and closing leader behaviors (Rosing et al., 2011). Although it is taken for granted that
creative ideas are necessarily very welcome by others in the organizations, they can be seen as a threat to
long-lasting organizational norms and practices (Shalley & Gilson, 2004). Therefore, a safe environment
for employees to express their creative ideas freely, no matter how unusual they are, is a must. In this
regard, trust in leader may be a proper mechanism to encourage individuals to think outside the box
without fear of being judged or ridiculed by leaders (Bidault & Castello, 2009).

Previous studies have examined the relationship between several kinds of leadership styles, such
as transformational (Gong et al., 2009), moral (Gu et al., 2015), empowering (Zhang et al., 2018),
transactional (Ma & Jiang, 2018), ethical (Duan et al., 2018), inclusive (Shah et al., 2021) leadership, and
employee creativity. While all these studies have emphasized the importance of leadership in individuals’
creativity, those leader behaviors do not particularly intend to enhance creativity. Ambidextrous
leadership which mainly aims to promote innovation and creativity in organizations can fill this
managerial gap (Rosing et al., 2011). So far in the literature, there has been little discussion about the
relationship between ambidextrous leadership and creative tendency with possible mediators bridging this
relationship. Therefore, in the light of a well-established theory of organizational behavior, an in-depth
analysis of the relation between ambidextrous leadership and creative tendency might contribute to our
understanding of individuals® creativeness. The present study has two research questions (a) What might
be less studied antecedents of creative tendency, and (b) Is trust in leader a missing link between those
antecedents and creative tendency? To investigate these questions, the assumptions and propositions of
social exchange theory are quite useful as it suggests that human relations are the result of an exchange
process (Blau, 1964). Namely, following a cost-benefit analysis, individuals continue or abandon their
social relationships. While cost refers to time, energy, etc., benefit represents positive outcomes such as
friendship, social support, and recognition. Drawing on the social exchange theory, we propose a
conceptual model (see Figure 1) to further enhance our understanding of creative tendency and its
potential antecedents. This model posits that the perception of ambidextrous leadership leads to trust in
leader that finally affects creative tendency. In other words, if employees believe their new ideas are
supported and rewarded by their leaders, they become encouraged to think freely and suggest new

solutions to existing problems. Similarly, they may also expect their leaders to treat them well even if
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their ideas are so extraordinary, which requires the existence of trust in leader. The paper proceeds in the
following manner. It begins with a literature review on creative tendency and a discussion about its

relationship with ambidextrous leadership. Then the mediator role of trust in leader is reviewed. Lastly,

conclusions and implications are addressed.
2. Creative Tendency

Studies on the determinants, types and processes of innovativeness and creativity at organizational
level and their impact on organizational performance are numerous (e.g. Gemici & Alpkan, 2015; Gunday
et al., 2008). However, more specific studies on employee creativity are still needed. As an integral part
of innovation, creativity is defined as “the tendency to generate or recognize ideas, alternatives, or
possibilities that may be useful in solving problems, communicating with others, and entertaining
ourselves and others” (Franken, 1998, p. 396). To exhibit creativity, employees come up with new ideas
to improve technologies, processes, services or products (Cummings & Oldham, 1997). Scholars
suggested different perspectives to explain the complex nature of creativity and our understanding. While
some argued creativity is a personal trait and influenced by intrinsic motivation (Amabile, 1983), other
studies asserted that various mechanisms affect individual creativity (Caniéls et al., 2014). According to
the componential theory of creativity (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012), three intra-individual components
influence creativity, consisting domain-relevant skills (expertise, technical skill), creativity-relevant skills
(flexible cognitive style, personality traits such as openness to experience) and intrinsic task motivation.
In addition to those intra-individual components, the social environment as the external component has a
major role in facilitating creativity. Previous studies have also established that organizational climate,
leadership style, organizational culture, resources and skills, the structure and systems of an organization

are the main determinants of organizational creativity (Andriopoulos, 2001).
3. Ambidextrous Leadership and Creative Tendency

Effective and appropriate leadership behaviors to attract, awaken, develop, and retain the potential
of the followers to put forth positive attitudes and creative behaviors to provide and sustain organizational
performance in today’s more complex and challenging environments have begun to be studied in both
public and private sectors (e.g. Alpkan et al., 2020; Arda et al., 2016; Bulut & Alpkan, 2006; Elgi et al.,
2012, 2013). A great deal of research has been made to investigate the effects of different leadership
styles especially on innovation (Afsar et al., 2014; Javed et al.,, 2019) and their findings mostly
highlighted the importance of leadership for creativity and innovation in organizations.

Rosing et al. (2011) comprehensive literature review and meta-analysis suggested that the effect of
leadership styles such as transformational leadership, transactional leadership, initiating structure and
consideration, leader-member exchange, supervisor support, participative and directive leadership on
innovation varies to a great extent. Given that creativity is vital for innovation, those findings also apply
to individual creativeness. For this reason, Rosing et al. (2011) proposed an effective leadership style,
ambidextrous leadership, which facilitates the two main processes of innovation, namely exploration and

exploitation. Ambidextrous leadership includes two types of leader behaviors, i.e. opening and closing
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leader behaviors, and their interplay. Opening leader behaviors are defined as “a set of leader behaviors
that includes encouraging doing things differently and experimenting, giving room for independent
thinking and acting, and supporting attempts to challenge established approaches” (Rosing et al., 2011, p.
967). Motivating to take risks, encouraging experimentation with different tasks, allowing different ways
of accomplishing a task, encouraging error learning and giving room for own ideas are some examples of
opening leader behaviors (Rosing et al., 2011). In cases where employees need to think creatively to solve
problems and come up with new solutions to them or improve processes, services or products, this kind of
leadership behavior might create a favorable working environment in an organization. Results from
earlier studies have also demonstrated that leaders who keep open communication to encourage followers
to share their ideas freely stimulate employees’ creativity (Koh et al., 2019). Thus, opening leader
behavior can support individuals to explore, in other words, make them more inclined to think creatively.
Thus, we posit that;

Proposition I: Opening leader behaviors are positively related to creative tendency.

Closing leader behaviors, on the other hand, are defined as “a set of leader behaviors that includes
taking corrective actions, setting specific guidelines, and monitoring goal achievement” (Rosing et al.,
2011, p. 967). Monitoring and controlling goal attainment, taking corrective action, controlling adherence
to rules, paying attention to uniform task accomplishment and sanctioning errors are some examples of
closing leader behavior (Rosing et al., 2011). Although it is mostly viewed that creative thinking has no
boundaries, creative people also need a clear vision and expectations set by leaders. Ambiguity in
communication between leaders and their followers can lead to situations in which they feel unsafe,
which hinders creativeness. While intrinsic motivation plays a key role in creativity, extrinsic motivation,
such as a fair rewarding system in an organization, facilitates creativity as well (Sung & Choi, 2009).
Creative people can avoid finding new solutions or approaches to existing problems if they perceive their
efforts are not supported or praised (Gerhart & Fang, 2015). Research made by Ma and Jiang (2018)
showed that a synergy between transformational leadership and financial rewards has a significant effect
on employee creativity. Based on the above discussion, we suggest that;

Proposition 2: Closing leader behaviors are positively related to creative tendency.

Opening and closing leader behaviors have unique approaches that can promote creativity
independently. However, the interaction between opening and closing leader behavior can further
influence creative tendency. That is to say, creative tendency may be highest when both opening and
closing leader behaviors are high (Zacher & Rosing, 2015). Despite the general idea that creativity is
mostly related to exploration (March, 1991), creativity necessitates exploitation as well since creative
ideas should be practical and need the use of existing knowledge at the first stage (Rosing et al., 2011).
Without a clear vision and structure, it is impossible to find effective solutions to problems. Thus, instead
of selecting one alternative, trying to pursue both at the same time, i.e. ambidexterity — the successful
combination of seemingly conflicting alternatives (e.g. Alpkan & Aren, 2009; Alpkan & Gemici, 2016),
may support creativity by balancing opening and closing behaviors. Therefore, we argue that;

Proposition 3: Ambidextrous leadership (i.e. the interaction of opening and closing leader

behaviors) is positively related to creative tendency.
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4. The Mediating Role of Trust in Leader

Creative people face organizational and perceptional barriers such as fear of success and its
consequences, lack of confidence, fear of rejection and fear of criticism (Groth & Peters, 1999).
Particularly, leaders’ approaches to new ideas and innovative solutions influence employees™ inclination
towards creativity (Chen et al., 2009). In this regard, if leaders prefer to maintain existing routines,
practices and norms in organizations and see organizational changes as useless efforts, employees feel
discouraged to be creative. Moreover, those leaders can also think that creative people tend to break rules,
act against authority and cause conflicts with their colleagues (Mehta & Dahl, 2019). Therefore, due to all
these risks, employees may not want to take action for the benefit of the organization as they can be
misjudged and even punished by their leaders. At this point, trust in leader might be a crucial mechanism
that bridges the relationship between ambidextrous leadership and creative tendency. In cases where
employees perceive that leaders are open to new ideas without any judgment, they can express them more
freely and seek better ways to achieve continuous improvement. Thus, we propose that;

Proposition 4: Trust in leader mediates the relationship between ambidextrous leadership and

creative tendency.

Trust in
leader
P4
Ambidextrous
leadership
Opening P1
leader >
behavior P3 \
Closi Creative
osing P2 tendency
leader > *
behavior

Figure 1. Proposed Model

5. Conclusion

The current study offered a new theoretical perspective to enhance our understanding of
employees® creative tendency. Based on the literature review and related discussions, we suggested
potential relationships and outcomes. In order to promote creativity in organizations, we highlighted the
role of leaders by proposing that ambidextrous leadership, with its opening and closing leader behaviors,
might strengthen employees’ creative tendency. However, considering the risky nature of creativity, we

also argued that there might be a missing link between ambidextrous leadership and creative tendency
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which can be addressed by a critical mechanism, namely trust in leader. Despite the earlier research on
the relationship between certain kinds of leadership types and creativity, much uncertainty still exists
about the effect of ambidextrous leadership on creative tendency.

This paper used the lenses of social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) to explain the relations in the
conceptual model. According to this theory, we argued that the perception of ambidextrous leadership
could lead to creative tendency through trust in leader. With this proposed model, we aimed to contribute
to the investigation of creative tendency and close the gap by questioning its relationship with
ambidextrous leadership. This contribution is not limited to theoretical areas, it can also provide valuable
insights for practitioners. Organizations can better examine what kind of leadership behaviors are more
favorable for supporting creativity in both public and private sectors, and they may encourage leaders to

develop those certain behaviors to build trust in the workplace.
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