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Abstract: 
 
Synthesizing the literature on voice, creativity, and supervisor listening, our research built and 
tested a theoretical model linking voice opportunity with creative performance, moderated by 
supervisor listening. Using multisource, multiwave survey data from 347 employees and 91 
supervisors in a large company in China, we found that when supervisors were attentive and 
listened to their subordinates, voice opportunity was positively related with creative process 
engagement, which in turn resulted in creative performance. Exploring the link between voice 
opportunity and creative performance with supervisor listening as a boundary condition of the 
relationship, our study contributes to the successful transition of voice inputs into creative 
outcomes. 
 
Keywords: voice opportunity | supervisor listening | creative performance | creative process 
engagement 
 
Article: 
 
Introduction 
 
Voice opportunity, defined as the extent to which an employee expresses his or her views to 
decision-makers (Daly & Geyer, 1994), can be a key driver for promoting creative performance. 
Creativity is about being original, unique, unconventional, and useful (Amabile, Conti, Coon, 
Lazenby, & Herron, 1996). Opportunities to engage in voice behaviors can provide raw materials 
for creative performance by identifying opportunities for innovations and improvements 
(Brotheridge, 2003; Grant, 2013). As many organizations compete in a dynamic and uncertain 
environment, large bodies of work have accumulated regarding voice and creativity, but these 
works have mostly evolved separately. A unique insight into the creative process may be gained, 
however, by examining why and when employee suggestions can result in creative outcomes 
(see Bashshur & Oc, 2015; Morrison, 2014 and Zhou & Hoever, 2014). 
 
While some studies have examined how employees’ propensity to make suggestions may relate 
to managerial ratings of creative performance, the extant literature has shown conflicting 
findings that include positive (e.g., Gong, Cheung, Wang, & Huang, 2012; Seibert, Kraimer, & 
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Crant, 2001), negative (e.g., George & Zhou, 2002), and null relationships (e.g., George & 
Zhou, 2001; Randel, Jaussi, & Wu, 2011). Moreover, empirical studies have demonstrated that 
managers do not always look favorably upon employees who tend to speak up (Burris, 2012; 
Burris, Detert, & Romney, 2013; Grant, Parker, & Collins, 2009; Thomas, Whitman, & 
Viswesvaran, 2010; Whiting, Podsakoff, & Pierce, 2008). Therefore, identifying what factors 
may interact with employees’ potential voice opportunities in order to promote creative 
outcomes is a fruitful avenue of research. Such research also has practical significance because 
although employees may offer suggestions, voice “can reap the benefits of that input only if it is 
listened to and acted upon” (Morrison, 2014; 191) so as to be creative and add value to the 
organization (West, 2002; Zhou, Wang, Song, & Wu, 2017; Zhou & Woodman, 2003). In 
particular, understanding the role of supervisors in translating voice inputs into creative 
outcomes is an important topic of research as they are the organizational leaders who have a 
responsibility and an authority to determine which employee work outcomes should be creative 
and have considerable influence over the context within which voice and creativity occur 
(Ashford, Sutcliffe, & Christianson, 2009; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a). 
 
Although a number of studies have investigated the impact of leaders on employee voice and 
creative performance, these investigations have not only been conducted separately for voice and 
creativity, but also largely focused on issues of broad forms of leadership styles such as 
transformational leadership (e.g., Shin & Zhou, 2003), empowering leadership (e.g., Zhang & 
Bartol, 2010a), and overall leader support (e.g., Amabile, Schatzel, Moneta, & Kramer, 2004) 
and leader-member exchange (e.g., Tierney, Farmer, & Graen, 1999). Among those behaviors, 
leader inclusiveness, defined as “words and deeds exhibited by leaders that invite and appreciate 
others” (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; 947), is most relevant. The research found that 
inclusive leader language facilitates and encourages voice behaviors (Weiss, Kolbe, Grote, 
Spahn, & Grande, 2018). Likewise, we believe that although leader inclusiveness is likely to 
encourage employees to voice their opinions, we focus on a more specific, contextualized 
approach for leaders by examining supervisor listening behaviors. We believe that examining 
context-specific leader behavior has advantages over broad forms of leadership because in the 
latter, multiple dimensions of leader behaviors are confounded with one another, and it is 
theoretically difficult to tell why we have an intended effect (see van Knippenberg & 
Sitkin, 2013). Moreover, there is less value for practitioners who seek straightforward, specific 
knowledge of what to do in the context of the successful transition of voice into creativity. 
 
The purpose of our study is to increase knowledge of why and when perceived voice opportunity 
contributes to creative processes and outcomes. To do so, we suggest that supervisor listening is 
a critical boundary condition for the successful transformation of voice opportunity into 
creativity. Supervisors have an influence over a social context where creativity occurs and can 
foster creative growth of the voiced ideas by attentively listening to employee suggestions. 
Although voice provides the raw materials for creativity, whether or not the suggested ideas are 
acted on depends on how they are received by supervisors (Morrison, 2014). If supervisors are 
attentive and listen, then this cue serves as positive feedback (Burris et al., 2013) that encourages 
employees to pursue the idea further as part of the creative process. Lack of listening serves as a 
negative feedback that discourages the pursuit of the voiced idea. 
 



Our research offers several contributions to the extant literature. To begin, we make an important 
contribution to the literature by merging the literature on voice and creative performance, with a 
particular focus on how voice can transform into a creative performance. Despite the similarities 
between the two constructs (Zare & Flinchbaugh, 2019), opportunities to voice do not 
necessarily facilitate employees’ engagement in processes that produce creative outcomes. 
Creative performance often requires substantial psychological and cognitive effort (Mumford, 
Scott, Gaddis, & Strange, 2002; Runco, 1986) and one who speaks up needs to identify a 
potential problem, search for information, evaluate the alternatives, and refine the voiced idea so 
that the outcome is truly new and useful (Amabile, 1988; Reiter-Palmon & Illies, 2004). Our 
study draws on a stage model of creativity (Amabile, 1988) and the relationship between voice 
opportunity and creative performance (George, 2007; Gilson & Shalley, 2004; Pirola-Merlo & 
Mann, 2004). In doing so, we provide a more systematic view of the creative process and add to 
research on voice and creativity, which has relatively limited empirical studies of unfolding 
creative processes, especially creative performance as an outcome of voice inputs (Binnewies, 
Ohly, & Sonnentag, 2007; Gilson, Mathieu, Shalley, & Ruddy, 2005; Gilson & Shalley, 2004). 
 
Our suggestion of supervisor listening behaviors as a boundary condition of the voice–creativity 
relation is also an essential contribution to the literature on creativity and leadership. Theory and 
research on contingency models of creativity has emphasized the importance of creating 
generally favorable work environments to stimulate individual creativity such as an innovative 
climate and organizational support (e.g., Kim, Hon, & Lee, 2010; Somech & Drach-
Zahavy, 2013; Zhou, 2003; Zhou & George, 2001). Our research complements previous studies 
by introducing a more context-specific, proximal leader behavior for the successful utilization of 
voice opportunity for creativity: supervisor listening. Moreover, supervisor listening, which is a 
relatively easy-to-implement and straightforward type of leadership behavior, has practical 
significance and can shed new light on our understanding of leader actions that are conducive to 
individual creativity, moving beyond prior focus on broadly defined leadership styles (e.g., 
transformational and empowering leadership) that encompass and confound multiple types of 
discrete leader behaviors (e.g., Gong, Huang, & Farh, 2009; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; 
Tierney et al., 1999; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a). All told, the current study unravels the process 
through which voice opportunity affects creative outcomes via creative process engagement and 
identifies supervisor listening behavior as a meaningful contingency of the relationship. 
 
Literature review 
 
As creative performance contributes to organizational innovation, effectiveness, and survival 
(Amabile et al., 1996; Drazin, Glynn, & Kazanjian, 1999; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a), and voice is 
increasingly recognized as a key driver for workplace change (Frese, 2000), the successful 
transition of proactive inputs of individuals (i.e., voice) into valuable, innovative outcomes (i.e., 
creative performance) is an important topic of research. Although voice opportunity and creative 
performance overlap in terms of their change-oriented characteristics, they are distinct because 
the voice construct has a clear behavioral focus and is a means to an end whereas creative 
performance is a desired end in and of itself (Unsworth, 2001; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; Zhang 
& Bartol, 2010a; Zhou & Hoever, 2014). For example, voice involves expressions of suggestions 
and concerns, yet the suggested ideas and concerns are necessarily novel (Bashshur & Oc, 2015). 



In contrast, creative performance specifically represents supervisors’ evaluation of work 
outcomes of employees (e.g., Tierney & Farmer, 2010; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a, b; Zhou, 1998). 
 
Despite the importance of translating employee suggestions in management decision-making into 
creative outcomes, knowledge of the specifics of this process is limited. Prior research focused 
on either the relationship between idea generation (i.e., creativity) and idea implementation (i.e., 
innovation) by considering creativity as a given point of departure for innovation to take place 
(Amabile, 1988; Baer, 2012; Škerlavaj, Černe, & Dysvik, 2014; Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2013; 
see Dionne, 2008, for a review) or potential drivers of creativity with the idea that creativity is an 
outcome of the person (e.g., Barron & Harrington, 1981), context (e.g., Amabile et al., 1996), or 
the person–context interaction (e.g., Woodman, Sawyer, & Griffin, 1993). Relatively less 
attention has been paid to creativity as an ongoing process that involves multiple phases for 
employee suggestions to be finally made useful and novel (Shalley, Zhou, & Oldman, 2004; 
Zhang & Bartol, 2010a). This is an important omission in the literature because creativity, by 
nature, often requires extensive and effortful cognitive processing (Mumford et al., 2002). 
Notably, we focus on the creative process engagement as the underlying process that leads to 
employees’ subsequent creative behaviors or performances in the workplace. 
 
Creative process engagement is defined as “employee involvement in creativity-relevant 
methods or processes, including (1) problem identification, (2) information searching and 
encoding, and (3) idea and alternative generation” (Zhang & Bartol, 2010a: 108). We theorize 
that employee’s voice opportunity can act as an essential antecedent for the creative process 
engagement, and, in turn, for the subsequent creative performance. First, employees who have an 
opportunity to speak up are called attention to the potential change in the workplace. When 
noticing there is a need or possibility to change, an employee often also starts identifying the 
problems of the status quo, which is the first element of creative process engagement. Second, 
voice opportunity opens a communication channel with the mangers and coworkers, and 
employees are also motivated to look for relevant information for constructing their voice in the 
communications. They further process and interpret the information, and the information they 
collect is likely to prepare them for developing novel solutions to the problem, which echoes the 
second element of creative process engagement: information searching and encoding. Third, 
voice opportunity invites employees to participate in the decision-making process, and they will 
develop a feeling of self-determination over their job. Employees who believe they have their 
decision-making power over their own work are likely to focus on the idea or the problem longer 
and more persevere (Deci & Ryan, 1991; Spreitzer, 1995). These employees tend to spend more 
effort on understanding the problem, pondering on relevant ideas, and generating a variety of 
innovative alternatives (Amabile et al., 1996). 
 
Although employee suggestions may provide useful raw materials for spurring novel ideas and 
constructive changes at work, it is unlikely that creative processes and outcomes will be realized 
without being heard and discussed by the supervisors facilitating the creative process (Ashford et 
al., 2009; Lubart, 2001; Morrison, 2014; Reiter-Palmon & Illies, 2004; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a). 
We, therefore, incorporate supervisor listening as a moderating variable to explain how leader 
behaviors can affect the extent to which voice opportunity is translated into creative performance 
via creative process engagement. 
 



Supervisor listening refers to the extent to which supervisors are perceived, by employees, as 
listening to employees’ suggestions or concerns on work-related issues and demonstrating 
attention, interest, and care (Ames, Maissen, & Brockner, 2012; Lloyd, Boer, Keller, & 
Voelpel, 2015). The construct of supervisor listening partly overlaps with other positive leader 
behaviors such as leader consideration, support, inclusiveness, and interpersonal fairness because 
these perceptions of leadership broadly include supervisor listening as one potential 
characteristic. However, supervisor listening is distinct from these leader behaviors for its unique 
focus on listening behavior specifically. Perceptions of leader consideration, support, 
inclusiveness, and interpersonal justice can result from a broad range of leader behaviors, and 
supervisor listening is only one of them. For instance, leader inclusiveness involves language and 
behaviors exhibited by leaders that invite and appreciate others (Nembhard & 
Edmondson, 2006), such as using inclusive terms like “we” and “us” (Weiss et al., 2018). Leader 
inclusive is a broader term that not only targeted at the specific employee voice but also aims to 
build an inclusive team climate. In contrast, supervisor listening is more specifically addressing 
the perceived listening behavior of the supervisor directed at each individual employee, not the 
supervisor’s general leadership style or behavior targeted at the group (Ames et al., 2012; Lloyd 
et al., 2015; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012). Similar to leader-member exchange (Graen & Uhl-
Bien, 1995), supervisor listening relies theoretically on the idea of vertical dyad linkage and 
follows from leadership research indicating that managers are often selective in their behaviors 
toward employees (e.g., Graen & Scandura, 1987). 
 
A supervisor’s interpersonal interaction with a subordinate is particularly relevant in the context 
of the creative process because supervisors have influence over the social context where 
individual creativity occurs (Liao, Liu, & Loi, 2010; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a). They not only 
have an authority and a responsibility for adapting organizational changes but also have the 
power to encourage or discourage the self-driven creative growth of individuals. Importantly, 
voice and creative performance transformation does not occur in a social vacuum; rather, it 
enacts the social-perceptual process between supervisors and their subordinates as they interact 
and exchange social cues (Liao et al., 2010). Eden (1984) theorized that managerial expectations 
and attitudes about subordinates’ performance are communicated through the managers’ 
behaviors. When considering voice, employees often feel “uncertain about whether or not the 
supervisor will be open-minded enough to listen to or fairly accept their constructive yet 
challenging ideas” (Takeuchi, Chen, & Cheung, 2012: 284). Thus, employees are attentive to 
supervisors’ listening behaviors in order to obtain and interpret social cues from these authority 
figures. Listening can boost the psychological safety for the employees and would facilitate the 
creativity process (Castro, Anseel, Kluger, Lloyd, & Turjeman-Levi, 2018). Listening 
demonstrates the supervisor’s interest and attention to an employee’s suggestion, and supervisor 
listening can be considered a positive recognition of employee voice (Burris et al., 2013; Howell, 
Harrison, Burris, & Detert, 2015). Thus, listening signals appreciation for employees’ voice 
contributions, which alleviate psychological barriers for employees to advance their ideas to the 
next level: creative process engagement. 
 
We expect that listening supervisors will facilitate the transition of voice into creative process 
engagement for several reasons. First, supervisor listening can cultivate favorable appraisals 
about employee suggestions (Detert & Burris, 2007). When a supervisor listens to employees’ 
suggestions and demonstrates interest and attention while listening, the employees are more 



likely to make an overall assessment that the supervisor is favorable to their suggestions (Lloyd 
et al., 2015). Thus, they perceive that engaging in creative processes is a worthwhile effort to 
develop their suggestions (Howell et al., 2015). When a supervisor pays little attention or 
demonstrates little interest or attention while listening, employees are likely to make an overall 
assessment that the supervisor is not supportive of their suggestions and less likely to engage in 
creative processes. 
 
Second, listening fosters open communication that enables the voiced ideas to be further 
developed in terms of sophistication and innovativeness. Attentive listening is not solely about 
passively listening to employee suggestions and agreeing with them. It involves developmental 
processes in which supervisors incorporate what is heard into the conversation, build on the 
suggested ideas, and elaborate and share information (Ames et al., 2012). According to Deci and 
Ryan (1985), external conditions can provide individuals with behaviorally relevant information 
in the absence of pressure for a particular outcome. Supervisor listening can help subordinates to 
obtain information that might lead to the implementation of the voiced ideas (Tangirala & 
Ramanujam, 2012; Zhou, 2003). Thus, in the presence of listening supervisors, employees who 
speak up are provided with divergent perspectives and deeper levels of insight, which enables 
more detection of problems, creative search, and ideas about alternative solutions. In short, 
supervisor listening is an active form of acceptance and encouragement of employees’ voiced 
ideas. 
 
In summary, supervisor listening should shape employees’ positive assessments of their 
suggestions and build a sense of influence and confidence at work. In addition, employees who 
speak up have more opportunities to be exposed to divergent perspectives and ideas when 
supervisors listen to and build upon their suggestions. The positive perception of their ideas, the 
sense of confidence and control, and the exposure to new ideas help employees to be persistent 
and not afraid of making mistakes and employees who make suggestions for change thereby 
delve into potential problems, search for new and better ways of doing things, and explore 
diverse creative alternatives (Amabile et al., 1996; Ashford et al., 2009). Thus, supervisor 
listening should moderate the relationship between voice opportunity and creative process 
engagement such that the relationship is positive when supervisors listen to them (Ames et 
al., 2012; West & Anderson, 1996). In contrast, when supervisors do not listen to employees, 
those who speak up will be hesitant to work more on their suggestions to improve work-related 
outcomes by engaging in creative processes (Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012). Putting the 
arguments together, we predict that only when supervisors are attentive and listen to employee 
suggestions, voice behaviors will be positively related to creative process engagement. 
 

Hypothesis 1. Supervisor listening behavior moderates the relationship between voice 
opportunity and creative process engagement, such that the relationship is positive and 
significant when supervisor listening behavior is high, and non-significant when 
supervisor listening behavior is low. 

 
Creative process engagement involves three types of creative processes: problem identification, 
information search and encoding, and idea generation (Zhang & Bartol, 2010a, b). First, 
employees who engage in problem identification develop a more accurate understanding of the 
problem and thus are able to come up with more useful and unique ideas (Reiter-Palmon, 



Mumford, & Threlfall, 1998). Second, when employees search for new information from 
multiple sources, they have opportunities not only to reassess the status quo by applying new 
perspectives but also to develop fresh ideas by utilizing new information obtained from a wide 
variety of sources and by reconnecting it with the existing knowledge base (Henker, Sonnentag, 
& Unger, 2015). Finally, the exploration and generation of new ideas result in more original 
ideas because creativity often comes from generating a significant number of alternatives by 
connecting diverse sources of information (Henker et al., 2015; Reiter-Palmon et al., 1998). 
 
All in all, employees who can allocate sufficient time to creative activities are more likely to 
generate work outcomes that are novel and creative (Gilson & Shalley, 2004; Shalley, 1991; 
Zhang & Bartol, 2010b) because they can “link ideas from multiple sources, delve into unknown 
areas to find better or unique approaches to a problem, or seek out novel ways of performing a 
task” (Gilson & Shalley, 2004: 454). This line of reasoning is consistent with research showing 
that initial ideas tend to be relatively conventional and less creative, whereas the solutions 
identified later in a creative process tend to be more creative (Amabile, 1988; Reiter-Palmon et 
al., 1998; Runco, 1986). Research demonstrated that creative process engagement is a strong 
predictor of creative performance (e.g., Gilson & Shalley, 2004; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a, b). 
 

Hypothesis 2. Creative process engagement is positively related with creative 
performance. 

 
Although research has demonstrated that creative process engagement predicts creative 
performance (e.g., Gilson & Shalley, 2004; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a), research to date is limited 
because it has not considered how the voice inputs as the raw materials of creativity turn into 
creative processes and result in creative outcomes. For our final prediction, we go beyond prior 
research and argue that voice behaviors have an indirect positive relationship with creative 
performance via creative process engagement when supervisor listening is high. According to the 
stage model of creativity (Amabile, 1988), the outcome of creativity results from the sequential 
processes of idea generation, idea validation, and outcome assessment. Voice behaviors are 
likely to provide useful starting points for creative performance, an outcome of interest. 
However, as preliminary stages of creativity, employees who speak up need more time and 
energy to spend on exploring and validating their suggestions to find a use for it (Li, Maggitti, 
Smith, Tesluk, & Katila, 2013; Zhou et al., 2017). As noted, supervisor listening facilitates the 
transition of voice inputs into creative processes, and creative process engagement is likely to 
lead to creative performance. All things taken together, we predict an integrated model of first-
stage moderated mediation (see Edwards & Lambert, 2007), where supervisor listening 
moderates the indirect relationship of voice opportunity on creative performance via creative 
process engagement. Precisely, we predict a stronger indirect relationship when supervisor 
listening is high than when it is low. 
 

Hypothesis 3. Supervisor listening behavior moderates the positive indirect relationship 
of voice opportunity with creative performance via creative process engagement, such 
that the indirect relationship is positive and significant when supervisor listening 
behavior is high and non-significant when supervisor listening is low. 

 



Method 
 
Sample and procedure 
 
We collected multiwave and multisource data from a large size electronic company 
headquartered in China. We provided surveys to 921 employees and 120 supervisors. The 
company was contacted by the researchers to participate in a leadership study. The participants 
were all employees from the targeted company. During the survey process, the researchers 
brought sealed envelopes to the site of the company and distributed to the participants. Each 
envelope included a consent letter, explaining the purpose of the questionnaire and the process of 
the data collection, the questionnaire, and an empty envelope. The consent letter explicitly 
explained to the employees that all participation is voluntary and anonymous, and the 
questionnaires will have no bearing on their performance evaluation. After the employees 
voluntarily completed the questionnaire, they put the questionnaires in the empty envelope, 
sealed it, without any information of their names or other identifiable information on the 
envelope, and dropped it at a temporary box at the company site. Supervisors and colleagues 
were not able to access responses on the questionnaire nor did they have knowledge of whether 
or not employees completed or returned the survey. At the end of the day, the researchers on site 
brought the box back to the office (no one from the company had access to individual surveys). 
Participants were not compensated. 
 
On the Time 1 survey, employees reported voice opportunity, LMX, and transformational leader 
behaviors of their supervisors. The second wave of data (Time 2) was collected approximately 
three months after the first survey was disseminated. We selected a time frame of three months 
to keep the attrition rate minimal and hold relatively constant business activities. On the Time 2 
survey, employees provided data on creative process engagement, task complexity, and 
supervisor listening behavior. One week following the Time 2 survey, supervisors provided 
ratings of employee creative performance and task performance (Time 3). After removing 
unmatched and missing responses, the final sample comprised 347 employees (response 
rate = 37.7%) working under 91 different supervisors (response 
rate = 75.8%; M = 3.81; SD = 2.14). They worked in a variety of job sectors, including 
technology/engineering (51.5%), management/administration (13%), and sales (6.3%). Men 
comprised 66.9% of the respondents, the average tenure in years was 3.1 (SD = 1.7), and most 
(89.9%) were between the ages of 20–39 years. In terms of education, 53% of the employees 
reported to have a certificate of basic secondary education, and 43% had a college or university 
degree (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. Summary of questionnaires 
Time point Variable Number of items Purpose of the survey 
Time 1 Voice opportunity 3 Independent variable 
  LMX 7 Control variable 
  Transformational leadership 20 Control variable 
Time 2 Creative process engagement 11 Mediator variable 
  Supervisor listening behaviors 5 Moderator variable 
  Task complexity 2 Control variable 
Time 3 Creative performance 3 Dependent variable 
  Task performance 5 Control variable 



 
Measures 
 
We translated the survey from English into Chinese using back-translation procedures 
(Brislin, 1986). Unless indicated, all responses used a 7-point Likert-type scale (from 
1 = “completely disagree” to 7 = “completely agree”). Reliabilities of items are reported in 
Table 2. 
 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations for the focal variables in study 2 

  Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1 Tenureb 3.06 1.72 

          

2 Educationb 1.46 0.50 0.18** 
         

3 Task complexityb 5.30 1.13 0.11* − 0.02 (0.72) 
       

4 Leader-member exchangea 3.45 0.68 0.04 0.14** 0.11* (0.86) 
      

5 Transformational leadershipa 3.75 0.69 − 0.01 0.18** 0.14** 0.48** (0.96) 
     

6 Task performancec 5.79 0.73 0.15** 0.22** 0.05 0.05 0.04 (0.87) 
    

7 Voice opportunitya 3.91 1.21 − 0.01 0.03 0.06 0.15** 0.28** 0.10 (0.73) 
   

8 Supervisor listeningb 4.76 1.00 0.06 0.20** 0.17** 0.23** 0.37** 0.07 0.18** (0.69) 
  

9 Creative process engagementb 4.98 0.90 0.08 0.19** 0.22** 0.19** 0.24** 0.00 0.12* 0.24** (0.93) 
 

10 Creative performancec 4.82 0.97 0.20** 0.15** 0.08 0.05 0.10 0.47** 0.17** 0.09 0.13* (0.74) 
N = 347. aMeasured in Time 1; bmeasured in Time 2 (3 months after Time 2); crated by supervisors in Time 3 (a 
week after Time 2) 
Reliabilities (“omega total”; McNeish, 2018) are in parentheses on the diagonal 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 
 
Voice opportunity (Time 1) 
 
Employees reported voice opportunity on a 3-item measure adapted from previous research (e.g., 
Daly & Geyer, 1994). The items are “I had a chance to express my opinion about management 
decisions,” “Management did not give me a chance to express my concerns before they made the 
decision” (reverse-coded), and “Before Management make a decision, they asked me what I 
thought about the idea.” 
 
Supervisor listening (Time 2) 
 
We utilized the 5-item measure of supervisors’ listening behavior (Ames et al., 2012) adapted to 
specify the supervisor as the target of responses to capture a subordinate’s dyadic interaction 
with a supervisor. The items are “My supervisor listens effectively to criticism and alternative 
points of view,” “As a listener, my supervisor gets others to open up, elaborate, and share 
information,” “After listening, my supervisor builds on what he or she has heard, incorporating 
in into the conversation,” “When someone else is speaking, my supervisor interrupts and/or 
shows impatience (reverse coded),” and “When someone is speaking, my supervisor tends to 
drift off, appearing distracted or inattentive” (reverse-coded).” 
 
Creative process engagement (Time 2) 
 
We adapted the 11-item measure from Zhang and Bartol (2010a). Example items include “I 
decompose a difficult problem/assignment into parts to obtain greater understanding” (problem 



identification), “I consult a wide variety of information” (information searching and encoding), 
and “I consider diverse sources of information in generating new ideas” (idea generation). 
 
Creative performance (Time 3) 
 
Supervisors (n = 91), who were responsible for the daily work activities and performance 
appraisals of those employees, rated creative performance with the 3-item measure adapted from 
previous research (George & Zhou, 2001; Oldham & Cummings, 1996). The items are “This 
employee’s work outcomes demonstrate innovativeness,” “This employee’s work outcomes 
demonstrate originality,” and “This employee’s work outcomes demonstrate novelty.” 
 
Control variables 
 
We examined whether our proposed model has significant effects above and beyond LMX 
quality, transformational leadership, task performance, and other individual and contextual 
variables, thereby highlighting the importance of supervisor listening as a unique and meaningful 
contingency factor that has an influence on how and when voice inputs turn into creative 
processes and outcomes. We controlled for tenure and education because research theorizes and 
demonstrates that employees with longer tenure and higher education may have greater 
familiarity and confidence in creative activities (Ng & Feldman, 2010; Tangirala & 
Ramanujam, 2012). Task characteristics also have been implicated as important determinants of 
individual creativity (e.g., Amabile, 1988; Baer & Oldham, 2006), and we controlled for task 
complexity measured with two items adapted from Gladstein’s (1984). 
 
To control for general change-oriented leader behaviors that influence individual creativity (Shin 
& Zhou, 2003), we adapted the 20-item scale of transformational leadership from Avolio, Bass, 
Walumbwa, and Zhu (2004). We also controlled for LMX because LMX theory and the extant 
research suggest that the quality of the relationship between a supervisor and a subordinate is 
related to creativity (Graen & Scandura, 1987; Scott & Bruce, 1994). LMX was measured using 
the subordinate-centered perspective of the 7-item scale adapted from Graen and Uhl-Bien 
(1995). Transformational leadership and LMX were rated on a 5-point scale (from 
1 = “completely disagree” to 5 = “completely agree”). Finally, task performance was measured 
by a supervisor with 5 items adapted from Williams and Anderson (1991) and included as a 
control variable because high-performing individuals are likely to be also perceived to be 
creative because of rater biases such as halo effects (Viswesvaran, Schmidt, & Ones, 2005). 
 
Analytic strategy 
 
Data for this study are hierarchical in nature because employees were nested within supervisors. 
In addition, each supervisor provided ratings of creative performance for an average of 3.81 
subordinates. Intraclass correlation coefficients (Bliese, 2000) were calculated examining the 
ratio of between-group to the total variance (ICC). The ICC results confirmed that 19% and 42% 
of the variance in supervisor listening and creative performance, respectively, are explained by 
the supervisor rater’s effect. The ICC results indicate the significant portion of the variance in 
these variables attributable to the supervisor rater’s effect. To avoid inflated effect sizes and 
spurious findings (Kreft & De Leeuw, 1998), we employed two-level analysis techniques and ran 



the analyses clustering around the supervisor using multilevel path procedures in Mplus 7.11 
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998). Thus, our results simultaneously accounted for the nested data 
structure and the relatedness of all outcome variables. All explanatory variables in our models 
were grand mean centered (Enders & Tofighi, 2007; Kreft, De Leeuw, & Aiken, 1995). 
 
Results 
 
Table 2 reports means, standard deviations, and correlations. We first conducted a CFA to assess 
the discriminant validity of our constructs. A CFA of the 56 items showed acceptable fit to the 8-
factor hypothesized model: χ2 (1454) = 2797.91, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.89, SRMR = 0.06, and 
RMSEA = 0.05. This model had a significantly better fit than all possible 7-factor models in 
which any of the two factors were combined (132.03 ≤ Δ χ2s (Δdf = 7) ≤ 1922.78), supporting the 
discriminant validity of constructs. 
 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that supervisor listening moderates the relationship between voice 
opportunity and creative process engagement. As shown in Fig. 1,1 results demonstrated a 
significant interaction between voice opportunity and supervisor listening (b = 0.08, p < 0.05). 
Figure 2 illustrates the form of the interaction (± 1 SD) and shows that the relationship between 
voice opportunity and creative process engagement is positive and significant when supervisor 
listening is high (vs. low). Simple slope analysis confirmed a significant slope 
(b = 0.12, p < 0.05) when supervisor listening was high (+ 1 SD) but the slope failed to reach 
significance (b = − 0.03, ns) when supervisor listening was low (− 1 SD). Thus, hypothesis 1 was 
supported.2  
 

 
Fig. 1.  Results for the proposed model. Note: 347 individuals were nested within 91 different supervisors. We used 
two-level path modeling procedures to simultaneously account for the nested data structure. We ran analyses 
without impotent control variables (i.e., ones uncorrelated with the dependent variable; Becker, 2005; Bernerth & 
Aguinis, 2016). The result remains consistent with or without them 

 
1 We ran analyses without impotent control variables (i.e., ones uncorrelated with the dependent variable; 
Becker, 2005; Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016). The result remains consistent with or without them. 
2 Supervisor listening was proposed as a first-stage moderator that moderates the relationship of voice behavior with 
creative process engagement. We did, however, explore whether supervisor listening moderates the second-stage 
relationship of creative process engagement with creative performance. It did not emerge as a significant second-
stage moderator (b = − 0.01, ns). 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10869-020-09726-z/figures/1


 

 
Fig. 2. Moderating effect of supervisor listening on the relation of voice opportunity with creative process 
engagement 
 
As predicted in hypothesis 2, results demonstrated a positive relationship between creative 
process engagement and creative performance (see Fig. 1, b = 012, p < 0.01). Thus, results 
supported hypothesis 2. 
 
Table 3. Moderated mediation results across levels of supervisor listening 
    Creative performance 
Moderator Level Conditional indirect effect CI (Lower) CI (Upper) 
Supervisor listening High 0.014 0.001 0.033 

Low − 0.004 − 0.015 0.007 
Difference 0.018 0.003 0.041 

N = 347; moderated mediation is supported when the confidence interval for the difference in the conditional 
indirect effects excludes zero 
 
Hypothesis 3 predicted first-stage moderated mediation, with the indirect effect of voice 
opportunity on creative performance via creative process engagement, is moderated by 
supervisor listening. We followed the recommendations of Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) 
and calculated the indirect effect at low and high levels of the moderator (± 1 SD). We used a 
Monte Carlo simulation with 20,000 replications to construct confidence intervals around the 
estimated indirect effects across different levels of the moderator because it can provide accurate 
and precise estimates of the indirect effect at varying levels of the moderators (Bauer, Preacher, 
& Gil, 2006). As shown in Table 3, tests of the conditional indirect effects demonstrated that the 
indirect effect of voice opportunity on creative performance via creative process engagement was 
significant only when supervisor listening was high (point estimate = 0.014, 95% CI = 0.001, 
0.033). When supervisor listening was low, the indirect effect failed to reach significance (point 
estimate = − 0.004, 95% CI = − 0.013, 0.007). Finally, the confidence interval for the difference 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10869-020-09726-z/figures/2


in the conditional indirect effects excluded zero (difference in indirect effect = 0.018, 95% 
CI = 0.003, 0.041). Thus, results supported the first-stage moderated mediation relationship 
predicted by hypothesis 3. 
 
Discussion 
 
Our results indicated that the relation of voice opportunity with creative performance via creative 
process engagement was stronger when the supervisor was attentive and listened to the 
subordinate. Despite extensive independent research on voice and creative performance, why and 
when voice opportunity leads to creative performance is still unclear. As voice does not 
necessarily transform into creative processes and outcomes and voice is not always favorably 
evaluated by the leader, our study clarifies why and when voice leads to creative performance by 
establishing employees’ creative process engagement as an intervening mechanism and 
supervisor listening as a boundary condition of this mechanism. We thereby contribute to the 
literature on voice, creativity, and supervisor listening by unraveling the voice–creativity 
relation. 
 
Theoretical and practical implications 
 
Our study extends theory in several ways. First, we bring together the literature on voice and 
creativity to address research calls from voice scholars that examine outcomes of voice 
opportunity (see Bashshur & Oc, 2015, and Morrison, 2014, for reviews) and from creativity 
researchers that have suggested the need for unfolding the processes that an individual follows in 
producing creative outcomes (Binnewies et al., 2007; Gilson et al., 2005; Gilson & 
Shalley, 2004). We draw on the stage model of creativity (Amabile, 1988) and the input-process-
output model of creativity (Gilson & Shalley, 2004; Pirola-Merlo & Mann, 2004) to suggest 
voice opportunity as the initial stage of generating the raw materials for creativity, creative 
process engagement as the transition stage of validating and refining the voiced ideas, and 
creative performance as the final stage of assessing the outcome. The extant literature on voice 
and creativity has overlooked a potential distinction between the two constructs (e.g., Zhou & 
George, 2001). We are not aware of a single study that has investigated the process through 
which voice opportunity turns into the creative performance. We bridge together the two separate 
but interrelated streams of research on voice and creativity by unfolding the transformation 
phases of voice into creativity and suggest that despite some overlap, voice opportunity can be 
distinguishable from the creative performance by taking a sequential approach to the creative 
process that starts with voice opportunity as initial inputs of creative resources and ends with 
creative performance as the final assessment of the work outcome (e.g., Tierney & Farmer, 2010; 
Zhang & Bartol, 2010a; Zhou, 1998). 
 
Second, by demonstrating that the effects of voice opportunity on creative processes and 
outcomes are conditional on supervisor listening, we provide a contingency-based view of the 
voice-creativity relationship. Our first-stage moderated mediation results showed that when 
supervisor listening was high, voice was indirectly related to creative performance, but voice was 
no longer significantly related to creative performance when supervisor listing was low. That is, 
our results indicate that the transformation of voice into creative performance is likely to be 
influenced by third variables. Our findings speak to both prior inconsistent results investigating 



the relationship between individual propensity to make suggestions and managerial ratings of 
creative performance (George & Zhou, 2001, 2002; Gong et al., 2012; Randel et al., 2011; 
Seibert et al., 2001) and recent research on voice indicating that managers are not always 
favorable to employee suggestions for change (Burris, 2012; Burris et al., 2013; Grant et 
al., 2009; Thomas et al., 2010; Whiting et al., 2008). We contribute to this literature by 
suggesting that managers do differ in their levels of listening to individual employees and that 
supervisor listening is an important boundary condition for when voice opportunity is more 
likely to receive higher managerial ratings of creative performance. In the process, our findings 
add to an interactionist perspective that emphasizes actor–context interactive effects on creativity 
(see Zhou & Hoever, 2014) and also indicate that studies need to account for subordinates’ 
interaction with a leader when examining the relationships of voice with other important 
processes and outcomes. 
 
Moreover, we found that supervisor listening accounted for the voice–creativity relation, above 
and beyond generalized change-oriented leadership such as transformational leadership and 
overall relationship quality such as LMX. Our findings held even after we controlled for these 
leadership characteristics as well as other individual and task characteristics that potentially 
confound our hypothesized relationships. Thus, our results ruled about some alternative 
explanations and indicate that supervisors’ listening behaviors may have the unique influence on 
the successful transitions of voice into creative processes and outcomes. Attentive listening of 
supervisors is particularly important for the creative growth of nascent but potentially critical 
suggestions for change because creativity often requires careful nurturing and can be easily 
hindered by managerial disruptions such as ignorance and criticism (Liu, Liao, & Loi, 2012; 
Zhou & Hoever, 2014). Our study highlights supervisor listening as proximal, context-specific, 
relevant, and impactful leader behavior that is theoretically relevant to the transition of voice 
opportunity into the creative performance. We call for more context-specific approach to 
leadership that addresses more specific types of social interactions between a leader and a 
subordinate such as giving and receiving advice, information, and helping, moving beyond prior 
focus on universalistic and general approach to leadership for influencing employee outcomes 
such as creativity, performance, satisfaction, and turnover. Leader inclusiveness, along with 
other leadership styles, deserves attention as they reflect a broader context for voice opportunity 
to creative activities. Listening itself may be the first step to prompt employees to engage in 
creative behaviors, yet behavioral encouragement may also play a vital role. Therefore, we 
advocate for additional research that explores leadership inclusiveness as one way to facilitate 
creativity in the workplace. 
 
Finally, from the viewpoint of the leadership literature, the effects of supervisor listening on the 
relationships between voice opportunity and creative processes and outcomes were stronger 
when it is enacted toward employees who speak up more frequently. This is consistent with prior 
studies suggesting that the impact of leader behaviors (i.e., transformational, benevolent and 
empowering leadership, and leader consultation) varies as a function of follower characteristics, 
such as role identity (Wang & Cheng, 2010; Zhang & Bartol, 2010a), work self-efficacy 
(Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012), leader identification (Jaussi & Dionne, 2003; Wang & 
Rode, 2010), and intrinsic motivation (Shin & Zhou, 2003). By demonstrating that the influence 
of supervisor listening is conditional on individual characteristics of speaking up, we provide 



further empirical evidence to these streams of research that take a contingency-based view of 
leadership. 
 
Our findings concerning the effects of supervisor listening on employee creative processes and 
outcomes also have important practical implications. Our study speaks to managers and 
organizations because voice opportunity and creative performance have become increasingly 
important as a vital means for organizations to thrive in dynamic environments. Our results 
suggest that creative performance can be improved when supervisors are attentive and listen to 
employee suggestions for change. Thus, listening should become an integral part of leadership 
education and training. Listening skills can be trained by using developmental programs and 
techniques (e.g., McNaughton, Hamlin, McCarthy, Head-Reeves, & Schreiner, 2008). Our 
findings indicate that such training and education may be effective for the utilization of creative 
resources (i.e., employee voice) and the subsequent important outcomes: creative performance. 
By getting leaders to attend to employee suggestions, employees can successfully identify a 
problem or a mistake, scan the environment and gather information, and refine their ideas, which 
results in higher creative performance. As leadership plays a key role in forming and growing 
creativity in organizations, supervisor listening provides a valuable way for organizations to 
nurture creative potentials of individuals and reap the benefits of greater creative performance. 
 
Though supervisor listening is beneficial for leveraging and encouraging voice within the context 
of creative performance, supervisors are not always ready to actively listen to employee voice. 
Supervisory roles are often occupied by people who have strong initiatives and high need for 
power (House, Spangler, & Woycke, 1991), which help them become leaders in the first place. 
This high level of need of power may prevent them from embracing others’ ideas, particularly 
those from subordinates. Such supervisors may not see the value of actively listening to their 
subordinates’ voiced ideas because they carry great responsibilities and even pressure in 
delivering results and do not view listening as a priority in their job. In order to encourage active 
listening behaviors of supervisors, organizations could incorporate active listening into 
leadership training programs and make it a formal criterion when evaluating leaders’ 
performance. 
 
Limitations and future research 
 
First, the supervisor listening measure we used reflected employee perceptions of supervisor 
listening, not actual frequency or quality of supervisor listening. Despite the potential difference 
between actual listening enacted by supervisors and subordinates’ perceptions of supervisors’ 
listening behavior, Lloyd et al. (2015) demonstrated that the supervisor’s self-ratings on listening 
and employee perceived supervisor listening were highly correlated (r = 0.93). This result 
suggests that supervisors’ listening efforts are well reflected in the perceptions that employees 
have of their supervisor’s listening, and the employees’ perceptions can be reliable observations 
of supervisors’ listening behaviors. However, we encourage future research to use experimental 
manipulations of listening behavior and add additional objective measures of listening behavior 
such as behavioral observations rated by external coders. 
 
Second, the interplay of voice opportunity and supervisor listening to predict creative process 
engagement was tested using self-reported data. Thus, common method bias cannot completely 



be ruled out. However, we collected data from separate time points, which has been found to 
reduce the effects of common method bias (Johnson, Rosen, & Djurdjevic, 2011). Also, common 
method bias makes it even more difficult to find interaction effects (Siemsen, Roth, & 
Oliveira, 2010), and the interaction of voice and supervisor listening was the key focus of our 
research. Thus, our study research design was a relatively conservative test of the hypothesized 
relationships. 
 
In considering prior research indicating that the effect of voice opportunity is contingent on a 
variety of individual difference variables, another interesting direction for future study might be 
to assess the extent to which these variables interact with voice opportunity to influence creative 
processes and outcomes. For instance, it is possible that an individual with openness to 
experience (George & Zhou, 2001), creative self-efficacy (Richter, Hirst, Van Knippenberg, & 
Baer, 2012), creative personality (e.g., Zhou, 2003), learning goal orientation (To, Fisher, 
Ashkanasy, & Rowe, 2012), or intrinsic motivation (Zhou, Hirst, & Shipton, 2012), or optimism 
(Rego, Sousa, Marques, & Cunha, 2012) may be more willing to persist through the various 
stages of the creative process in order to produce the needed novel and useful outcomes. 
Moreover, the type of voice, such as promotive versus prohibitive voice (Liang, Farh, & 
Farh, 2012; Lin & Johnson, 2015), may also have differential effects on creative outcomes. In 
summary, how employees who speak up develop the voiced ideas into high levels of creativity 
might ultimately require future investigation of actor characteristics and differences in the 
context within which the creative process unfolds. 
 
Another limitation relates to the generalizability of our results. Our study is conducted in the 
context of the Chinese workplace; though it could be informative to the general business 
practice, the results may not entirely be generalized to all other cultural contexts. However, when 
the goal is not to test the cultural impact, it is more important to consider whether the samples 
are appropriate for testing the theory (Highhouse & Gillespie, 2009). We believe future research 
should be conducted in other cultural backgrounds and further explore the relationship between 
voice and creativity across cultures and countries. 
 
Beyond possible limitations and future directions for research, our study suggests that 
supervisors should be attentive and listen to employees in order to facilitate the successful 
transformation of voice opportunity into creative performance, via creative process engagement. 
Our study thereby contributes to a better understanding of how the creative process unfolds for 
voice to be made finally useful and novel and the role of organizational leaders in facilitating this 
process. 
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