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In this study we added to the literature on leader–member exchange
(LMX) and employee creativity by focusing on the mediating role of
Zhongyong thinking in this relationship. We collected data from 295
employees at a state-owned manufacturing company in China, using a
paper-and-pencil survey. Structural equation modeling was used to
examine the hypotheses. Results show that both LMX and Zhongyong
thinking were positively related to employee creativity, and Zhongyong
thinking partially mediated this relationship. Our findings show the
importance of both LMX and Zhongyong thinking in facilitating
employee creativity, and provide a practical guide to enhance employee
creativity.
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Article Highlights

Leader–member exchange and Zhongyong thinking were found to be positively related to
employee creativity in a Chinese context.
As a core Chinese cultural value, Zhongyong thinking mediated the relationship between
leader–member exchange and employee creativity.
Leader–member exchange facilitated Chinese employees’ creativity by enhancing their level of
Zhongyong thinking.

To survive in an ever-changing and highly competitive global market, organizations need to be the first to
market with new products and procedures; thus, enhancing employee creativity has rapidly become the
priority for many organizations (Johnston & Bate, 2013). Alongside this market situation, the relationship
between employee creativity and leadership has attracted attention from researchers because different
leadership styles exert considerable influence on followers’ attitudes and behaviors (Dunst et al., 2018;
Huertas-Valdivia et al., 2019). Amabile et al. (2004) found that supportive leadership, including task-
oriented and relationship-oriented behaviors, could promote creativity. Leader–member exchange (LMX),
which is a key view of leadership with an emphasis on leader–follower relationship quality (Graen & Uhl-
Bien, 1995), has been found to be closely correlated with relationship-oriented behavior (Ruzgar, 2018; Yukl
et al., 2009). Atwater and Carmeli (2009) showed that an effective way to energize employees and boost
their involvement in creative tasks is through a high-quality LMX relationship. Other researchers have
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However, although the relationship between LMX and employee creativity has been established in the
extant research, it is yet to be ascertained how LMX exerts its impact. Previous researchers have noted that
LMX relationships and outcomes are different in Western and Asian contexts. In a Western context,
research has shown that employees in a workplace with high-quality (vs. low-quality) LMX work harder
(Carnevale et al., 2017). However, higher quality LMX does not necessarily lead to a better outcome in this
regard in the Chinese context (Xie et al., 2019), where subordinates still work hard even if their supervisors
do not provide adequate resources and support (Rockstuhl et al., 2012). Therefore, Zhang et al. (2021)
suggested that cultural values should be considered when LMX and its influence are investigated. We aimed
to extend the literature on LMX by examining the relationship between LMX and employee creativity in a
Chinese context. In particular, we have incorporated Zhongyong thinking, a core value in Chinese culture, to
interpret the mechanism linking LMX to Chinese employees’ creativity.

Leader–Member Exchange and Employee Creativity

High-quality LMX is important for many positive employee attitudes and behaviors, such as job satisfaction,
commitment, voice behavior, organizational citizenship behavior, and innovative behavior (Jaiswal & Dhar,
2016; Khan & Malik, 2017; Liang & Yeh, 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). Researchers have previously suggested
that LMX enhances employee creativity because employees in a high-quality LMX relationship can develop
positive self-efficacy in challenging tasks (Liao et al., 2010). Self-efficacy beliefs are crucial for employees’
creative work involvement (Bang & Reio, 2017). From a social exchange perspective, when employees
experience a high-quality LMX relationship, this may spur their energy, making it possible for them to be
involved in creative work (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009). Empirical research has supported a positive
relationship between LMX and employee creativity (Carnevale et al., 2017; Tan et al., 2021). Therefore, we
proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Leader–member exchange will be positively related to employee creativity.

The Mediating Role of Zhongyong Thinking

Chinese people are deeply influenced by Zhongyong, which is a typical Confucian thinking model. Zhong
means equilibrium, yong means harmoniousness, and Zhongyong thinking represents the maintaining of
balance and harmony (Fan, 2021). Researchers have found a positive connection between Zhongyong
thinking and creativity. For example, Zhou et al. (2021) investigated the impact of Zhongyong thinking on
students’ problem solving, and found that Zhongyong thinking primed students’ cognitive processing of
information association and integration, which enhanced their subsequent creative task performance.
Similarly, Fan (2021) found an indirect positive relationship between Zhongyong thinking and the creative
behavior of Chinese Master of Business Administration students. As Zhongyong thinking facilitates a
holistic and flexible cognitive processing strategy, high (vs. low) Zhongyong thinkers process information
more efficiently (Chang & Yang, 2014). People who process information more efficiently have greater
creative potential because highly efficient information processing ignites more creative thoughts (Dorfman
et al., 2008). Thus, we proposed that Zhongyong thinking would be crucial in supporting employee
creativity.

Researchers have reported that a high-quality LMX relationship facilitates a supportive leadership climate,
which is an important precursor of organizational harmony (Lau et al., 2021; Litano et al., 2016). As
harmony is a feature of Zhongyong thinking (Wu & Lin, 2005), it can be inferred that LMX is conducive to
Zhongyong thinking. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: Zhongyong thinking will mediate the relationship between leader–member exchange and
employee creativity.

Our conceptual model, based on our proposed hypotheses, is depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model

Method
Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited from a state-owned manufacturing company in China. Two research assistants
administered the survey, and distributed a survey package containing a cover letter in which participants
were briefed on the survey’s purpose. Respondents were assured of the confidentiality of their personal
information, and that participation was voluntary. The Research Ethics Committee of Lanzhou University
approved this research, and participants gave written informed consent. They completed the survey
anonymously, but each survey form was coded to match subordinates and their supervisor.

We distributed survey forms to 357 employees, from whom 295 valid forms were returned (response rate =
82.63%). Participants comprised 197 men (66.78%) and 98 women (33.22%) who ranged in age from 25 to
49 years (M = 37.52, SD = 11.08); of them, 71 (24.07%) were aged between 25 and 30, 115 (38.08%) between
31 and 40 years, and 109 (37.85%) between 41 and 49 years. Regarding organizational tenure, 89 (30.17%)
had worked in the current company for more than 10 years, 133 (45.08%) for between 5 and 9 years, and 73
(23.75%) for less than 5 years. Regarding education level, 36 (12.20%) held a high school diploma or below,
179 (60.68%) had a bachelor’s degree, and 80 (27.12%) had a master’s degree or above.

Measures

Our measures were adopted from existing validated scales, of which the LMX and employee creativity scales
originated in English. An English teacher who is a native speaker of Chinese translated these scales into
Chinese. This version was then back-translated by a researcher who is fluent in English. Two business
school professors checked the translation and back-translation to ensure equivalency of meaning.
Participants rated the items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree. Employees rated their perception of LMX and Zhongyong thinking, and their immediate supervisors
rated subordinates’ creativity.

Leader–Member Exchange
We used Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995) seven-item scale to measure LMX. A sample item is “I have an
effective work relationship with my supervisor.” Cronbach’s alpha was .85 in this study.

Zhongyong Thinking
To measure Zhongyong thinking we used Wu and Lin’s (2005) scale, which includes three dimensions:
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multithinking (four items), holism (five items), and harmoniousness (four items). Sample items are “I will
consider every possible situation when making a decision” (multithinking), “I will find a balance between
my opinions and those of others” (holism), and “I will consider the harmony of the whole when deciding on
my opinions” (harmoniousness). Cronbach’s alpha was .90 in this study.

Employee Creativity
We used Farmer et al.’s (2003) four-item scale to measure employee creativity. A sample item is “This
employee generates groundbreaking ideas related to the field.” Cronbach’s alpha was .89 in this study.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

The correlation matrix and descriptive statistical results are shown in Table 1. We used confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) to test the construct validity of the measures with maximum likelihood estimation. The CFA
results, using indices of chi-square value (CMIN), degrees of freedom (df), CMIN/df, comparative fit index
(CFI), normed fit index (NFI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), showed a good fit to
the data (CMIN = 77.11, df = 74, CMIN/df = 1.04, CFI = .99, NFI = .96, RMSEA = .012). Standardized
coefficients from items to the corresponding latent factors ranged from .73 to .84 (ps < .01). In addition, we
examined an alternative model in which all three variables were merged into one factor. The one-factor
model displayed a poor fit to the data (CMIN = 765.85, df = 77, CMIN/df = 9.95, CFI = .67, NFI = .65,
RMSEA = .174). Thus, we concluded that the constructs were empirically distinct.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations for Study Variables

Note. ** p < .01.

Hypothesis Testing

We tested the hypotheses using structural equation modeling with Amos 24. The results show that the path
from LMX to employee creativity was .39, p < .01, 95% confidence interval (CI) [0.27, 0.51]; the path from
LMX to Zhongyong thinking was .43, p < .01, 95% CI [0.31, 0.53]; and the path from Zhongyong thinking to
employee creativity was .20, p < .01, 95% CI [0.06, 0.33]. Further, we used bias-corrected bootstrapping
(2,000 resamples) to test the mediation effect. The results show that the indirect effect of LMX on employee
creativity through Zhongyong thinking was .09, p < .01, 95% CI [0.03, 0.16]. Thus, our findings show that
Zhongyong thinking mediated the relationship between LMX and employee creativity. Therefore,
Hypotheses 1 and 2 were both supported.

Discussion
We examined how employees’ perception of LMX was related to their creativity, and whether Zhongyong
thinking as a Chinese cultural value mediated this relationship. Our results show that LMX contributed
positively to employee creativity, and Zhongyong thinking played a positive mediating role in this
relationship.
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Theoretical Implications

Our findings have theoretical implications. First, they support previous findings regarding the positive
relationship of LMX and employee creativity, and also of Zhongyong thinking and employee creativity (Tan
et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2021). This shows that both LMX and Zhongyong thinking contribute to the
motivation of employees’ creative behavior in a Chinese context. Chinese people live in a relational society
where they develop guanxi, which is a network of interpersonal relationships, for reciprocal exchange; that
is, they reciprocate a favor with value added (Chi & Seock-Jin, 2017). In China, there is an old saying: “I
receive drips of water when in need and I shall return the kindness with a spring.” Thus, employees who
perceive a high-quality LMX relationship will engage in beneficial behavior, including creativity. Zhongyong
thinking also boosts knowledge sharing: Employees with Zhongyong thinking prefer to share their
knowledge, which will ignite their creativity at work (Fan, 2021).

Second, we identified a new link between LMX and Zhongyong thinking. Confucianism plays a religious role
in Chinese society where people emphasize guanxi, which puts tremendous weight on interpersonal
harmony (Wei & Li, 2013). Fan (2021) showed that interpersonal harmony is the core conception of
Zhongyong thinking. Confucian Zhongyong is an interpersonal style with a focus on harmony and guanxi
(Tian, 2000). Previous researchers have found that LMX and guanxi, as two types of social interaction, are
positively connected and contribute to employee creative work involvement (Ahmed et al., 2014). Thus,
there is positive link between LMX and Zhongyong thinking.

Third, we have answered recent calls for further LMX research with outcomes incorporating cultural values
(Zhang et al., 2021). To our knowledge, we are the first to address this aspect. We integrated Zhongyong
thinking with LMX theory, and our findings provide important insights into how high-quality LMX
relationships can contribute to employee creativity. We observed that employees’ perception of the
association of high-quality LMX with Zhongyong thinking was needed to enhance their creativity at work.
Our results demonstrated an intervening variable that accounts for the mechanistic processes through
which LMX leads to enhanced employee creativity.

Practical Implications

Our results have practical implications for managers, owing to the importance of LMX for employee
creativity. Leaders should establish a high-quality relationship with their followers as it is beneficial to the
followers’ creativity. Employees can then demonstrate creativity in their work when they perceive high-
quality LMX. Organizations can implement leadership training programs to assist leaders to display
trustworthiness and show respect to employees, and build a reputation within and outside the organization
(Liden & Maslyn, 1998). In addition, our findings show that LMX is a mechanism that indirectly affects
employee creativity via Zhongyong thinking. Therefore, managers should boost employees’ creativity by
emphasizing employees’ Confucian style of thinking, and implement training programs to cultivate
employees’ Zhongyong thinking in the Chinese context.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has some limitations. First, as we relied on cross-sectional data, it is difficult to assess causality.
Future researchers could use longitudinal or experimental designs to better identify causal effects. Second,
this survey was conducted in Mainland China. However, there may be cultural differences among Chinese
societies such as Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong Kong. For example, Lin (2011) found that Taiwan (vs.
Mainland China) preserves more Confucian culture, and places more emphasis on guanxi. Future
researchers could replicate this study in other Chinese societies. Third, we examined the mediating role of
Zhongyong thinking in the link between LMX and employee creativity. Future researchers could explore if
other Chinese cultural values, such as manzi (face) and ren (love and benevolence), mediate this
relationship.
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