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Leadership and Employee Creativity: the Moderating Role of Task Type
DING Lin' LANG Chun-gang’
( 1Business School Xi’ an International Studies University Xi’an Shanxi 710128 China;
2. School of Economics and Management Xi Dian University Xi’an Shanxi 710126 China)

Abstract: Tt” s a hot topic in creativity research to discuss the effect of transformational and transactional lead—
ership on employee creativity. However the results of their effect on creativity were mixed. The effect of transfor—
mational leadership on employee creativity could be categried for three types: (1) not significant (e. g.  Jaussi &
Dionee 2003); (2) positive significant (e. g.  Shin & Zhou 2003) ; (3) negative significant (e. g. Basu &
Green 1997) . Similarly scholars also found the mixed results of transactional leadership’ s effect on employee
creativity: (1) Some researchers believed that the rewards behavior of transactional leadership can undermine in—
trinsic motivation and hold creativity at the minimal level (e. g~ Amabile 1998; Deci Koestner & Ryan
1999) ; (2) while the others proved that the rewards behavior of transactional leadership increased significantly em—
ployee creativity ( e. g Eisenberger Armeli & Pretz 1998; Eisenberger Pierce & Cameron 1999) .

The path-goal theory of leadership which proposed by House ( 1971) stated that the task played a key role
in the leadership’ s effect on employee attitude and behavior. In the research of leadership theory the different task
types lead to different results. That was to say effective leaders can adjust his/her behaviors according to different
task to achieve highest performance. In the relationship between leadership and employee creativity scholars often
designed different tasks to test their hypotheses. For example Jung (2001) designed a task to improve educational
quality to obtains a better reputation of the business school while in the research of Kahai Sosik and Avolio
(2003) group members were asked to think ideas to resolve two ethical dilemmas. The former research found that
compared to transactional leadership transformational leadership was more effective in improving employee creativi—
ty. The latter however obtained a contrary result. Therefore it was obvious that in creativity research task type
played a key role in the relationship between leadership and creativity. Unfortunately almost no researchers fo-
cused on this issue.

In order to explain the large difference in leadership’ s effect on employee creativity task type as a variable
was introduced to this paper to find its moderating role on the relationship between leadership ( transformational and
transactional) and employee creativity. Prior research mostly focused on the effect of job complexity on employee
creativity which bringed to two problems: (1) it was difficult to define the level of job complexity. The level of
complexity of a same task might be different for different people. Therefore different samples would cause different
results; (2) most researchers approved of the proposition that the higher level of job complexity the higher level of
creativity would be need. But it did not mean that when employee encountered a complex task or job he/she wan—
ted to complete it with positive manner. Instead he/she might shrink back from the complex task.

Furthermore Scott & Bruce (2001) categoried task types depending on employee’ s occupation ( such as
skilled worker engineer or scientist )  but this classification was simple and could not include all task types.
Therefore according to the research of Unsworth (2001) this paper categroried task types with two different di—
mensions: one was the way that task generated ( internal interest or external requirements) the other was the prob—
lem types ( close or open problem) . From these two dimensions four types could be derived: contributory task
proactive task expected task and responsive creativity.

This research used a 2 ( transformational vs. transactional leadership) x 4 ( contributory proactive expec—
ted responsive task) factorial design and involved 360 undergraduate students. The results found that (1) in
contributory task transformational leadership was more effective in the number of creative ideas and operability;
(2) in proactive task employees could produce more creative ideas under transformational leadership; (3) in ex—
pected task transacitonal leadership was more effective in the number of creative ideas; (4) in responsive creativi—
ty there were no siginificant differences in the effect of transformational and transactional leadership on employee
creativity.

Key Words: tansformational leadership; transactional leadership task type; ceativity

103



