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How do feedback seekers think? Disparate cognitive pathways towards incremental 
and radical creativity
Min Yua and Jin Nam Choi b

aW.P. Carey School of Business, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, USA; bCollege of Business Administration, Seoul National University, Seoul, South 
Korea

ABSTRACT
We explored the effects of feedback-seeking behaviour (FSB) on two types of creativity, radical and 
incremental, and directed our attention to the cognitive processes that mediate the relationship between 
FSB and creativity. On the basis of the dual pathway to creativity model, we propose that feedback- 
seeking (FS) frequency and breadth are associated with cognitive flexibility and persistence, which are 
related to the radical and incremental creativity of feedback seekers. In Study 1, our analysis of the field 
data comprising 239 employees from 95 teams revealed that FS frequency is positively related to 
cognitive flexibility and persistence while FS breadth is positively related to cognitive flexibility. Only 
cognitive flexibility mediates the relationship between FSB and radical creativity. In Study 2, our online 
vignette studies revealed the indirect effects of FS breadth on radical and incremental creativity through 
cognitive flexibility and the indirect effect of FS frequency on radical creativity through cognitive 
persistence. This study advances the literature on FSB and creativity by developing and validating a 
theoretical model that considers the intervening cognitive mechanisms and the various forms of 
creativity.
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Pursuing feedback has recently emerged as a promising route 
to the creative performance of individuals (Dokko et al., 2013; 
Sijbom et al., 2018; De Stobbeleir et al., 2011). The proactive 
search for constructive feedback and evaluative information 
provides feedback seekers with relevant information and 
input in favour of creative output (Ashford & Tsui, 1991). 
However, despite the promising outlook of feedback-seeking 
behaviour (FSB), several research findings speak otherwise 
along with non-significant findings, pointing out the need to 
consider the complicated, multi-faceted nature of FSB and its 
differential effects (Ashford et al., 2016; Kammeyer-Mueller et 
al., 2011; Lam et al., 2017). Accordingly, scholars have started to 
realize that FSB may not always lead to creative performance, 
thus calling for studies to address how and when FSB enhances 
creativity (Anseel et al., 2015; Ashford et al., 2016).

To address these research calls, we first ascribe the 
inconsistency in the existing empirical findings to the 
neglect of different types of creativity (e.g., radical vs. incre-
mental, proactive vs. responsive). Existing research on the 
FSB–creativity relationship has predominantly treated crea-
tivity as a unitary construct, thereby failing to specify the 
effects of FSB on different forms of creativity (e.g., 
Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2011; Sijbom et al., 2018; De 
Stobbeleir et al., 2011). However, scholars have raised the 
need to differentiate various forms of creativity, which offers 
a route to clarify the unclear and mixed effects of certain 
predictors of creativity (Madjar et al., 2011; Unsworth, 2001). 
For example, radical creativity refers to the generation of 
novel and set-breaking ideas, whereas incremental creativity 
refers to the generation of ideas that are adaptive and 

derivative of existing practices (Madjar et al., 2011). 
Empirical studies demonstrate that previously unclear 
effects of particular predictors (e.g., intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation) can be elucidated by comparing their effects on 
radical versus incremental creativity (Jaussi & Randel, 2014; 
Malik et al., 2019). Accordingly, the present study explores 
the possibility that the effects of FSB on creativity become 
clear by separating the criterion domain into two forms of 
creativity: radical and incremental creativity.

Another critical shortcoming of the existing research on 
FSB is the disregard for the feedback seekers’ cognitive 
processes, which enable creative performance (Ashford et 
al., 2016). The creative performance of feedback seekers 
may largely rely on how they cognitively process feedback 
information (De Dreu et al., 2008; Sung et al., 2018). 
Consequently, the way feedback seekers digest and make 
use of the feedback information has a critical impact on 
their creativity. Addressing this limitation, Sijbom et al. 
(2018) indirectly tested the significant role of the activation 
and availability of cognitive resources. They inferred that 
feedback seekers are able to use (perhaps cognitively pro-
cess) diverse feedback in favour of creativity only when they 
have the motivation and opportunity to utilize this feed-
back. Other than this indirect testing, the literature has 
largely overlooked the cognitive process associated with 
FSB and presumed that the feedback can “automatically 
lead to performance increments” (Anseel et al., 2015, p. 
340). The inconsistent findings challenge this assumption 
and raise the need to analyse potential cognitive mechan-
isms through which FSB facilitates creativity.
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Considering these limitations, we identify intermediate cog-
nitive processes as the missing link between FSB and different 
forms of creativity. Using the dual pathway to creativity model 
(DPCM) (De Dreu et al., 2008) as our overarching theoretical 
model, we propose that FSB is related to creativity through two 
cognitive processes: cognitive flexibility and cognitive persis-
tence. DPCM identifies cognitive flexibility, a form of divergent 
processing, and cognitive persistence, a form of convergent 
processing, as distinct processes leading to creativity (Baas et 
al., 2013). In the present study, we propose FSB is related to the 
two cognitive pathways, which are associated with radical and 
incremental creativity.

To further elaborate the FSB–creativity relationship, we also 
attend to FSB patterns that differ from person to person with 
distinct performance implications (VandeWalle, 2003). In this 
study, we focus on the effects of feedback-seeking (FS) fre-
quency and breadth, which represent different ways that 
employees pursue feedback (Ashford et al., 2003;Sung et al., 
2020). FS frequency captures how often individuals pursue 
feedback while FS breadth captures the diverse feedback 
sources of individuals. These two dimensions of FSB are theo-
retically distinct, associated with different antecedents, and 
found as predictors of creativity (Ashford et al., 2016; Perry- 
Smith, 2006; De Stobbeleir et al., 2011). We examine the differ-
ential creativity implications of the two FSB dimensions.

This study contributes to the literature on FSB and creativity 
in several ways. We enrich the FSB literature by exploring how 
FS frequency and breadth are related to two distinct forms of 
creativity: radical and incremental. Differentiating the dimen-
sions of FSB and creativity is important to address the mixed 
findings by teasing apart what works and what does not in the 
given relationship. We also explore the underlying cognitive 
processes that underpin the relationship between FSB and 
creativity. Identifying such thought processes is pivotal to 
achieve new insights and develop a nuanced approach in this 
domain (Anseel et al., 2015; Ashford et al., 2016). By applying 
DPCM, this study uncovers the implications of FSB on different 
forms of creativity and explores distinctive cognitive mechan-
isms accounting for the relationship.

Theoretical background and hypothesis development

Creative performance, the generation of novel and useful ideas, 
requires substantial cognitive resources, self-driven motives, 
and supportive social interactions (Amabile, 1997; Anderson 
et al., 2014). With the growing acknowledgement of the social 

nature of creativity, the literature underscores the importance 
of interpersonal interactions in favour of creativity (Dokko et al., 
2013; Kay et al., 2018). Drawing upon self-regulation theory 
(Bandura, 1991), scholars highlight FSB as a valuable social 
resource for creativity because it enables individuals to garner 
relevant information, earn positive social images, and unleash 
their creative potential (Ashford & Tsui, 1991; Harrison & 
Dossinger, 2017).

FSB, defined as the “conscious devotion of effort toward 
determining the correctness and adequacy of behavior for 
attaining valued end states” (Ashford, 1986, p. 466), is a key 
“self-regulation tactic” in workplaces (De Stobbeleir et al., 2011, 
p. 812). Empirical evidence features the significance of FSB in 
affording individuals with performance-related information 
and new perspectives in favour of creativity (Perry-Smith, 
2006; Sijbom et al., 2018). On the one hand, De Stobbeleir et 
al. (2011) demonstrated that both FS breadth and frequency 
enhance creative performance. On the other hand, Kammeyer- 
Mueller et al. (2011) reported that FSB is not a significant 
predictor of creativity. Furthermore, Sijbom et al. (2018) found 
that FS breadth improves creativity only when individuals can 
incorporate and handle the multi-faceted information acquired 
from diverse feedback sources. They highlighted the decisive 
role of contextual factors (i.e., performance dynamism and 
creative time pressure) that enable cognitive processing of 
the received feedback.

As a way to clarify the inconsistent empirical patterns, we 
adopt a finer-grained approach by isolating disparate dimen-
sions of FSB as predictors of different types of creativity. We 
further elucidate the FSB–creativity relationship by examining 
the intervening cognitive processes (Anderson et al., 2014; 
Anseel et al., 2015; Kinicki et al., 2004). By departing from the 
global, general conceptualizations of FSB and creativity and 
identifying intermediate thought processes, the present study 
offers more specific, narrow-scoped insights into how FSB pro-
motes creativity, as summarized in Figure 1.

Dual pathway to creativity model

On the basis of DPCM (De Dreu et al., 2008), we propose that 
cognitive flexibility and persistence facilitate the creative per-
formance of feedback seekers. DPCM is initially presented to 
examine the disparate effects of positive and negative moods 
on the cognitive processes that lead to creativity (De Dreu et al., 
2008; Roskes et al., 2012). DPCM introduces two central drivers 
or “qualitatively different processes” of creativity (Nijstad et al., 

Cognitive persistence 

Radical creativity Cognitive flexibility 

Incremental creativity Feedback-seeking  
breadth 

Feedback-seeking  
frequency 

Feedback-Seeking Behavior Dual Pathway to Creativity Model Creative Performance

Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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2010, p. 42): cognitive flexibility and cognitive persistence. 
Cognitive flexibility refers to the ability to switch focus between 
diverse perspectives and integrate information from remote 
domains to achieve creative insights (Kim & Zhong, 2017; 
Nijstad et al., 2010). It is manifested by the “use of multiple 
and broad cognitive categories, and a global processing style” 
(Roskes et al., 2012, p. 244). Cognitive persistence refers to the 
systematic and focused cognitive effort directed at tasks and is 
characterized by a high degree of effort and perseverance (De 
Dreu et al., 2008). Greater cognitive persistence implies “the 
systematic and effortful exploration of possibilities, and in- 
depth exploration of only a few categories or perspectives” 
(Nijstad et al., 2010, p. 44).

Feedback-seeking frequency and cognitive persistence/ 
flexibility

Feedback provides information about the progress and gui-
dance of how to proceed with the task (Hattie & Timperley, 
2007). Therefore, it enables employees to check on their work in 
terms of evaluation standards and determine how to continue 
their tasks (Ashford & Cummings, 1983). By providing useful 
information to advance their tasks, feedback serves to regulate 
and motivate employees to work towards their designated 
goals (Lam et al., 2017). Accordingly, frequent FSB improves 
the competence and job control of feedback seekers (Chen et 
al., 2007) and allows them to be “in contact with target’s view 
on his/her work and maintain that contact as those views 
perhaps shift over time in response to changing conditions” 
(De Stobbeleir et al., 2011, p. 814).

Frequent FSB may activate persistent cognitive efforts to 
bridge the gap between current and desired task processes as 
employees continually become aware of such a gap (Lam et al., 
2017). Specifically, frequent feedback provides employees with 
important, timely information that tells them how well they are 
doing (Simon et al., 2021). Therefore, frequent feedback seekers 
are likely to encounter opportunities to check their task pro-
gress continuously through gradually developing forms of 
feedback (De Stobbeleir et al., 2011). Frequent FSB offers per-
formance-related information and specifies desirable directions 
regarding the specific task, thereby promoting the cognitive 
effort and perseverance of feedback seekers to accomplish the 
given task. In addition, individuals who seek feedback fre-
quently are highly motivated to achieve the task goals, such 
that they may persevere when facing challenges and maintain 
focused efforts on the task at hand. Thus, we propose that FS 
frequency is positively associated with cognitive persistence.

Frequent FSB will also trigger the cognitive flexibility of 
feedback seekers by providing various alternatives and diverse 
information. First, the more individuals seek for feedback, the 
more they will be exposed to others’ know-hows, skills, and 
information apart from their own (Sijbom et al., 2018). Thus, 
frequent feedback seeking can help them process new inputs 
and consolidate their understanding of the newly acquired 
information for applications to their task. Second, the more 
individuals seek feedback, the more likely they will encounter 
perspectives conflicting with their own (De Stobbeleir et al., 
2011). Consequently, when individuals receive feedback that is 
inconsistent or discrepant from their expectations, they strive 

to search for additional feedback and information to make 
sense of the discrepancy. Accordingly, conflicting feedback 
can be “a stimulant to feedback information search” (Ashford 
& Cummings, 1983, p. 381) and induce the navigation and 
consideration of diverse alternatives based on divergent view-
points. Thus, we propose that frequent feedback seeking is 
associated with cognitive flexibility. 

Hypothesis 1: Feedback-seeking frequency is positively related to 
cognitive flexibility and cognitive persistence.

Feedback-seeking breadth and cognitive flexibility/ 
persistence

FS breadth or source variety is defined as the “diversity of 
contact for which individuals proactively search, which is dis-
tinct from the amount or frequency of contact” (Sijbom et al., 
2018, p. 357). Feedback source variety provides access to var-
ious pockets of information, thereby enabling feedback seekers 
to navigate bigger pools of ideas and synthesize heterogenous 
sets of perspectives (De Stobbeleir et al., 2011). Therefore, the 
increasing breadth of FSB indicates increasing opportunities for 
feedback seekers to acquire diverse information and gain 
access to a broad range of perspectives and angles to a pro-
blem (Sijbom et al., 2018). A wide range of information gath-
ered by feedback seekers is likely to be associated with 
cognitive flexibility or divergent cognitive processing based 
on heterogeneous information.

Granovetter’s (1973) strength-of-weak-ties theory lends sup-
port to this argument. Having social network ties that span 
diverse groups and social circles allows exposure to wide-ran-
ging ideas and perspectives, which are known to increase 
flexible thinking (Dokko et al., 2013). Cognitive flexibility indi-
cates the ability to switch focus between diverse perspectives 
and integrate information from remote domains (Kim & Zhong, 
2017; Martin & Rubin, 1995). Diverse feedback sources that 
provide individuals with a wide range of knowledge and skills 
encourage these people to be inclusive and to use unconven-
tional ways to combine seemingly unrelated knowledge and 
information (Miron-Spektor & Beenen, 2015; Perry-Smith, 2006). 
For example, if employees in the IT department ask for feed-
back from their colleagues from other departments, such as 
marketing or R&D, then they will be more likely to hear feed-
back from new vantage points which will help them think more 
flexibly. Diverse sources can provide feedback seekers with less 
redundant but more diverse and thought-provoking com-
ments. Therefore, greater FS breadth will help them achieve 
creative insights by overcoming their cognitive fixation (Nijstad 
et al., 2010).

Unlike the positive effect of FS breadth towards cognitive 
flexibility, we expect a neutral relationship for cognitive persis-
tence. When individuals seek feedback from diverse sources, 
they are more likely to pick up feedback on a broad spectrum. 
Various opinions and perspectives can be confusing and puz-
zling to the seekers, because each feedback giver may employ 
different criteria and advance oftentimes contradictory sugges-
tions, which may not help (or even hinder) persistent efforts 
towards a given problem. For example, managers in decisional 
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roles with economic mindsets often apply different standards 
of evaluation as do employees in non-decisional roles (Mueller 
et al., 2018). Subjective and inconsistent standards and mind-
sets of feedback givers from various roles and backgrounds are 
also likely to affect the feedback content, valence, and style. 
These features may lead to highly incompatible and fluctuating 
opinions that can disorient feedback seekers. Unlike frequent 
feedback seeking that provides gradual feedback along with 
the progress of the task, feedback from diverse sources can 
provide inconsistent feedback and interfere with the persever-
ant effort with a specific task. Encountering such challenges, 
some feedback seekers may persist to resolve the confusion 
while others may quit prematurely. Therefore, we hypothesize 
the effect of diverse feedback sources to be neutral on the 
persistent cognitive efforts of feedback seekers. 

Hypothesis 2: Feedback-seeking breadth is positively related to 
cognitive flexibility but not to cognitive persistence.

Cognitive pathways towards radical and incremental 
creativity

On the basis of the distinct magnitudes and motivational dri-
vers of creativity, scholars have classified creativity into differ-
ent types (Gilson & Madjar, 2011; Unsworth, 2001). Among the 
various classifications, the present study focuses on radical and 
incremental creativity. Radical creativity refers to ideas that are 
significantly different from current practices, ideas, or solutions, 
whereas incremental creativity refers to ideas that entail minor 
changes from existing ones (Madjar et al., 2011). Scholars have 
identified different predictors of each type of creativity (Jaussi & 
Randel, 2014). For example, radical creativity is predicted by 
intrinsic motivation, learning goal orientation, problem-driven 
processes, resources for creativity, and willingness to take risks 
(Madjar et al., 2011; Malik et al., 2019). By contrast, incremental 
creativity is related to extrinsic motivation, performance goal 
orientation, and solution-driven processes (Gilson & Madjar, 
2011; Malik et al., 2019).

We draw upon DPCM to determine the cognitive processes 
associated with different types of creativity. Extending the 
theory of DPCM, we explore how the two cognitive pathways 
distinctively relate to radical and incremental creativity. In its 
current form, DPCM does not take into consideration the dif-
ferent creativity types, though its emphasis on the original and 
novel aspects seems to make DPCM more applicable to radical 
than incremental creativity (De Dreu et al., 2008). On the basis 
of the original implications of DPCM, we predict that both 
cognitive flexibility and persistence pathways are related to 
radical creativity.

First, the flexibility pathway is conducive to radical creativity 
because it stimulates divergent thinking and global processing 
in favour of generating different or original ideas (Malik et al., 
2019). The global processing mode, that is, the ability to focus 
on global features rather than specific characteristics, is con-
ducive to generating novel ideas (Förster et al., 2004). 
Integrating diverse categories of information and insights 

received from others, feedback seekers tend to engage in 
flexible cognitive processes and be prone to generate highly 
novel ideas that fall under the category of radical creativity.

Second, we expect that the persistence pathway is also 
associated with radical creativity. Radical creativity entails 
ideas that are significantly different from ongoing practices, 
thus representing “new and set-breaking frameworks or pro-
cesses” (Gilson & Madjar, 2011, p. 22). It is a cognitively 
demanding process that accompanies relatively high risks and 
social rejection and demands persevering and devoted cogni-
tive efforts. Therefore, research shows that individuals with a 
strong willingness to take risks, perseverance over trial-and- 
error experiences, and career commitment tend to exhibit 
radical creativity (Madjar et al., 2011; Malik et al., 2019). 
Accordingly, the persistence pathway is a likely venue through 
which feedback seekers exert sustained cognitive effort and 
perform an in-depth exploration of the task to achieve radical 
creativity by overcoming social risks and task challenges. We 
identify cognitive flexibility and persistence as plausible path-
ways that connect FS frequency and FS breadth to radical 
creativity. Figure 1 shows a visual depiction of the proposed 
model. These arguments inform the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 3: Cognitive flexibility and cognitive persistence are 
positively related to radical creativity.

Hypothesis 4: Cognitive flexibility and cognitive persistence med-
iate the relationship between feedback-seeking frequency and 
radical creativity.

Hypothesis 5. Cognitive flexibility mediates the relationship 
between feedback-seeking breadth and radical creativity.

Drawing on DPCM, we suggest cognitive persistence as a 
meaningful pathway to incremental creativity. The persistence 
pathway indicates the deliberate and systematic examination 
of a few cognitive categories (De Dreu et al., 2011). While 
radical creativity can be described as “thinking outside the 
box,” incremental creativity is “finding a solution within the 
box” (Madjar et al., 2011, p. 739) or expanding the existing 
box instead of generating a new one. Thus, incremental crea-
tivity is not significantly related to external scanning but pre-
dicted by internal scanning or “directing attention within the 
organizations’ boundaries” (Jaussi & Randel, 2014, p. 403). 
Internal scanning may offer a way of convergent thinking by 
deliberately focusing on internal information sources with clear 
boundaries, a process that is related to cognitive persistence 
but not flexibility. Representing minor modifications to the 
existing practices or solutions, incremental creativity entails 
lower risks and originates from concrete thoughts within a 
given issue rather than broad and abstract thoughts and ques-
tions spanning various issues (Madjar et al., 2011; Malik et al., 
2019). In line with this reasoning, we propose that cognitive 
persistence functions as a pathway that connects FS frequency 
to incremental creativity. 

Hypothesis 6. Cognitive persistence is positively related to incre-
mental creativity.
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Hypothesis 7. Cognitive persistence mediates the relationship 
between feedback-seeking frequency and incremental creativity.

Overview of studies

We tested our theoretical model in two complementary studies 
conducted in accordance with the ethical guidelines and 
approval. In Study 1, we used field data to test our model. We 
collected data from 239 employees and 95 supervisors from 
various organizations in South Korea. For Study 2, we con-
ducted two online vignette studies to verify the causal effects 
of FS frequency and breadth on cognitive flexibility and persis-
tence as well as their effects on radical and incremental 
creativity.

Study 1

To test our hypotheses, we collected data using hardcopy 
(77.4%) and online (22.6%) surveys from various organizations 
in South Korea. The initial sample included 261 members from 
102 teams (response rates of 87% for hardcopy surveys and 
92.5% for online surveys). Excluding the surveys with missing 
responses and mismatches between supervisors and employ-
ees, we obtained a final sample of 239 employees from 95 
teams. These teams represented various industries, including 
finance (13.25%), manufacturing (27.35%), telecommunication 
(5.13%), service (19.23%), public services (3.42%), and others 
(31.62%). The functions also varied: general management 
(49.8%), sales (10%), research and development (R&D) (19.2%), 
production (5.4%), and others (15.5%). The employee sample 
consisted of 54.81% men with an average age of 34.79 years 
(SD = 8.04) and an average organizational tenure of 6.3 years 
(SD = 6.28). The educational levels were high school (7.14%), 
two-year college (13.03%), undergraduate degree (70.17%), 
and graduate degree (9.66%).

Measures

Data were collected from employees and their supervisors to 
prevent the problem of common method variance (Podsakoff 
et al., 2003). The employees responded to scales assessing FSB 
and cognitive processes, and the supervisors rated employee 
creativity.

FS frequency
was measured using a three-item scale constructed based on 
previous studies (Sijbom et al., 2018; De Stobbeleir et al., 2011; 
Sung et al., 2020). The three items are as follows: (a) “In a typical 
month, how frequently do you directly ask [source] for feed-
back about your work?” (b) “In a typical month, how frequently 
do you directly ask [source] for an informal appraisal of your 
work?” (c) “In a typical month, how frequently do you directly 
ask [source] for advice on how to proceed with your work?” 
These three items were repeated for the following four feed-
back sources: supervisor, coworkers, peers in other depart-
ments, and extra-organizational sources. Employees reported 

their FS frequency on a five-point Likert scale (1 = never, 
5 = quite often). This scale exhibited an acceptable reliability 
(α = 0.86).

FS breadth
was calculated using the Herfindahl index, which has been 
employed in previous studies (Sijbom et al., 2018; De 
Stobbeleir et al., 2011; Sung et al., 2020). This index represents 
the extent to which the FSB of an individual is distributed 
across the four categories of feedback givers or feedback 
sources. Ranging from 0 to 0.75, a higher index represents 
greater FS breadth. 

HerfindahlIndex ¼ ð1

� ½f
seekingfromsupervisor

totalfeedback � seeking
g

2

þ
seekingfromcoworkers

totalfeedback � seeking

� �2

þ f
seekingfromexternalsources

totalfeedback � seeking
g

2
�

Cognitive flexibility
was measured using four items adopted from Martin and Rubin 
(1995). The four items are (a) “I have many possible ways of 
behaving in any given situation,” (b) “I am willing to listen and 
consider alternatives for handling a problem,” (c) “I am willing 
to work at creative solutions to problems,” and (d) “I have the 
self-confidence necessary to try different ways of behaving” 
(α = 0.81). Using a Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree), employees indicated the degree to which 
they agreed with the four statements.

Cognitive persistence
was assessed using a four-item measure developed by Tanaka 
et al. (1988). The items include the following: (a) “I try hard to 
complete challenging tasks at work,” (b) “When working on a 
task, I keep trying no matter how difficult it is,” (c) “Even if I fail 
the first time on a given task, I try again,” and (d) “Even when I 
am uncertain about successfully performing a task, I try my best 
on a given task” (α = 0.90). Employees indicated the degree to 
which they agreed with these statements on a five-point Likert- 
type scale.

Radical creativity
of employees was evaluated by a three-item scale (Madjar et al., 
2011). Supervisors rated the following three items (α = 0.87) for 
each employee on a five-point response format: (a) “[Name] is a 
good source of highly creative ideas,” (b) “[Name] demonstrates 
originality in his/her work,” and (c) “[Name] suggests radically 
new ways of doing things.”

Incremental creativity
was also measured using three items presented in Madjar et al. 
(2011). The three items (α = 0.78) are (a) “[Name] uses pre-
viously existing ideas of work in an appropriate new way,” (b) 
“[Name] is very good at adapting already existing ideas,” and (c) 
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“[Name] easily modifies previously existing work processes to 
current needs.” The supervisors evaluated each employee by 
using a five-point agreement scale.

Control variables
included age, gender, education, function, and organizational 
tenure as they are variables known to affect creativity signifi-
cantly (Anderson et al., 2014; De Stobbeleir et al., 2011). Given 
our two data collection methods, we also included a survey- 
type dummy (0 = hardcopy, 1 = online). For functions, we 
controlled the two most common types of task functions of 
the participants: general management and R&D.

Analytic procedure

Taking into account the nested data structure in which a super-
visor rated multiple employees from the same team, we 
adopted hierarchical linear modelling (HLM) to test the hypoth-
eses with consideration of the non-independence of the obser-
vations (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). The ICC values of radical 
creativity and incremental creativity were 0.09 (95% confidence 
interval or CI [0.02, 0.36]) and 0.18 (95% CI [0.08, 0.36]), respec-
tively, which indicated significant between-group variances 
and necessitated the use of multilevel modelling. Study vari-
ables were group-mean centred to account for the group 
membership effect on individual-level variables (Enders & 
Tofighi, 2007). To test if cognitive processes mediated the effect 
of FSB on radical creativity, we applied the bootstrapping 
procedure to generate the CIs of indirect effects for multilevel 
data (Krull & MacKinnon, 2001).

Results

Before testing our hypotheses, we performed confirmatory 
factor analyses (CFAs) to check the empirical distinctiveness of 
the measures reported by the employees and supervisors. First, 
we performed CFA on the three employee-rated variables and 
found that the three-factor model exhibited better fit (χ2 

[df = 117] = 210.150, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.055) 
compared with the two-factor model, in which we collapsed 
the two cognitive processes into a single factor (χ2 

[df = 119] = 604.435, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.67, RMSEA = 0.125). 
Next, we conducted CFA on the two types of creativity rated by 
the supervisors. The two-factor model exhibited better fit (χ2 

[df = 23] = 33.308, p > 0.05, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.041) than the 
single-factor model (χ2[df = 24] = 188.596, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.77, 
RMSEA = 0.162). In addition, the hypothesized five-factor 
model, including all study variables reported by employees 
and supervisors (χ2[df = 271] = 281.796, p > 0.05, CFI = 0.99, 
RMSEA = 0.012), outperformed the alternative four-factor 
model (two types of creativity combined) (χ2[df = 276] = 593.757, 
p < 0.001, CFI = 0.88, RMSEA = 0.07) and the three-factor model 
(two types of creativity and cognitive processes combined) (χ2 

[df = 279] = 1028.845, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.71, RMSEA = 0.10). The 
descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables 
are reported in Table 1.

Testing main effect hypotheses

Hypothesis 1 proposes that FS frequency positively relates 
to cognitive flexibility and persistence. In the HLM results 
reported in Table 2, FS frequency was significantly related 
to cognitive flexibility (γ = 0.40, p= 0.001) and cognitive 
persistence (γ = 0.29, p= 0.001) (Models 2 and 6 in Table 
2, respectively). When controlling for FS breadth, FS fre-
quency still had significant effects on cognitive flexibility 
(γ = 0.39, p= 0.001) and persistence (γ = 0.25, p= 0.001) 
(Models 4 and 8 in Table 2, respectively). These patterns 
demonstrated significant implications of FS frequency 
towards both cognitive processes in support of 
Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 posits a positive relationship between FS 
breadth and cognitive flexibility. The results showed that FS 
breadth was significantly related to cognitive flexibility 
(γ = 0.19, p= 0.009) but not to cognitive persistence 
(γ = 0.03, p= 0.704) (Models 3 and 7 in Table 2, respec-
tively), thus confirming Hypothesis 2. However, when con-
trolling for FS frequency, FS breadth no longer had a 
significant effect on cognitive flexibility (Model 4 in Table 
2, γ = 0.03, p= 0.699).

Testing mediation effect hypotheses

We then tested whether each cognitive pathway towards radi-
cal and incremental creativity was statistically significant. 
Hypothesis 3 advances the positive effects of cognitive flexibil-
ity and persistence on radical creativity. Models 3 and 4 in Table 
3 showed that cognitive flexibility was significantly related to 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Gender 0.55 0.50
2. Age 34.79 8.04 0.13*
3. Education 3.82 0.70 0.22** 0.19
4. Management/Admin 0.50 0.50 −0.11 0.05 −0.09
5. R&D 0.19 0.40 0.21** −0.16* 0.21** −0.50**
6. Organizational Tenure 6.30 6.28 0.08 0.67** −0.07 0.11 −0.09
7. FS Frequency 3.17 0.55 −0.10 0.05 −0.02 0.06 −0.04 −0.02
8. FS Breadth 0.73 0.02 0.04 0.21** 0.01 0.02 −0.10 0.09 0.48**
9. Cognitive Flexibility 3.57 0.57 0.19** 0.07 0.04 −0.11 0.16* −0.05 0.34** 0.18**
10. Cognitive Persistence 3.64 0.79 0.01 −0.80 0.04 0.00 0.04 −0.04 0.30** 0.11 0.31**
11. Radical Creativity 3.31 0.79 0.05 0.01 0.18** −0.06 0.12 −0.05 0.10 0.08 0.20** 0.13*
12. Incremental Creativity 3.60 0.64 0.01 0.01 0.03 −0.05 0.07 0.05 −0.01 −0.10 0.15* 0.02 0.50**

N = 239 
*p < 0.05 **p < 0.01
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radical creativity (γ = 0.23, p= 0.001) and cognitive persistence 
was marginally significantly related to radical creativity 
(γ = 0.13, p= 0.055). These results support Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 4 proposes that cognitive flexibility and persis-
tence mediate the relationship between FS frequency and 
radical creativity. The bootstrapping result confirmed a signifi-
cant indirect effect of FS frequency on radical creativity via 
cognitive flexibility (b = 0.10, 95% CI [0.02 and 0.19]), whereas 
the indirect effect via cognitive persistence was not significant. 
Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is partially supported. The bootstrap-
ping analysis also confirmed Hypothesis 5, which indicates that 
cognitive flexibility mediates the relationship between FS 
breadth and radical creativity (b = 0.05, 95% CI [0.002 
and 0.11]).

Hypotheses 6 and 7 posit the direct and mediation effects of 
cognitive persistence on incremental creativity. However, the 
results revealed an insignificant effect of cognitive persistence 
on incremental creativity (Model 4 in Table 4). In addition, the 
indirect effect of FS frequency on incremental creativity via 
cognitive persistence was not significant either. Thus, 
Hypotheses 6 and 7 are rejected. Interestingly enough, we                      

found a marginally significant effect of cognitive flexibility on 
incremental creativity (γ = 0.12, p= 0.053). These unexpected 
patterns will be discussed later. The overall relationship pat-
terns among the current study variables are summarized in 
Figure 2.

Study 1 discussion

Study 1 was designed to examine the cognitive underpin-
nings of FSB towards different types of creativity. In line 
with our theoretical predictions, the current analysis demon-
strated that FS frequency exerted significant positive effects 
on cognitive flexibility and persistence. FS breadth was also 
positively related to cognitive flexibility but not to cognitive 
persistence. We found that cognitive flexibility had positive 
effects on both radical and incremental creativity. By con-
trast, cognitive persistence was a positive predictor only for 
radical creativity, contrary to our proposition that identified 
cognitive persistence as the pathway towards incremental 
creativity. FS frequency and breadth also had indirect effects 
on radical creativity through the cognitive flexibility 

Table 2. Results of hierarchical linear models predicting cognitive processes.

Cognitive Flexibility Cognitive Persistence

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Step 1. Controls
Survey Type −0.02 −0.02 −0.02 −0.02 −0.02 −0.01 −0.02 −0.01
Gender 0.22* 0.20* 0.16* 0.20* 0.13† 0.11 0.12† 0.13
Age 0.05 −0.03 0.00 −0.03 −0.05 −0.11 −0.06 −0.09
Education −0.07 −0.05 −0.07 −0.05 0.05 0.06 0.05 0.06
Management/Admin 0.04 0.03 0.06 0.03 −0.05 −0.06 −0.05 −0.07
R&D 0.15 0.11 0.18 0.11 0.03 −0.00 0.03 −0.02
Organizational Tenure −0.25* −0.22* −0.25* −0.22* −0.05 −0.03 −0.05 −0.03
Step 2. Main Effects
FS Frequency 0.40** 0.39** 0.29** 0.25**
FS Breadth 0.19* 0.03 0.03 −0.11
Individual-level σ2 0.58 0.52 0.49 0.49 0.53 0.48 0.53 0.49
Pseudo-R2 0.10 0.16 0.16 0.09 0.00 0.08

N = 239 
†p < 0.10 *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01

Table 3. Results of hierarchical linear models predicting radical creativity.

Radical Creativity

Model 
1

Model 
2

Model 
3

Model 
4

Model 
5

Model 
6

Step 1. Controls
Survey Type 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02
Gender 0.12 0.13 0.07 0.11 0.07 0.08
Age 0.06 0.06 0.05 0.07 0.06 0.07
Education 0.00 0.08 0.10 0.08 0.09 0.08
Management/ 

Admin
0.10 0.09 0.10 0.11 0.10 0.09

R&D 0.08 0.05 0.04 0.08 0.05 0.03
Organizational 

Tenure
−0.22 −0.21 −0.16 −0.21† −0.16† −0.16

Step 2. Main Effects
FS Frequency 0.14* 0.14
FS Breadth −0.09 −0.09
Cognitive Flexibility 0.23** 0.21* 0.21*
Cognitive 

Persistence
0.13† 0.05 0.04

Individual-level σ2 0.55 0.54 0.52 0.54 0.52 0.52
Pseudo-R2 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.05 0.05

N = 239 
†p < 0.10 *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01

Table 4. Results of hierarchical linear models predicting incremental creativity.

Incremental Creativity

Model 
1

Model 
2

Model 
3

Model 
4

Model 
5

Model 
6

Step 1. Controls
Survey Type 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Gender −0.03 −0.02 −0.06 −0.04 −0.06 −0.04
Age 0.09 0.10 0.09 0.10 0.09 0.11
Education 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02
Management/ 

Admin
0.03 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.01

R&D 0.00 −0.03 −0.02 0.00 0.02 −0.04
Organizational 

Tenure
−0.10 −0.09 −0.07 −0.10 −0.07 −0.07

Step 2. Main Effects
FS Frequency 0.11 0.06
FS Breadth −0.12† −0.13†

Cognitive Flexibility 0.12† 0.11† 0.11
Cognitive 

Persistence
0.07 0.03 0.01

Individual-level σ2 0.52 0.51 0.51 0.52 0.51 0.51
Pseudo-R2 0.02 0.02 0.00 0.02 0.02

N = 239 
†p < 0.10 *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01
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pathway. Nonetheless, Study 1 is subject to limitations. First, 
all our study variables were measured simultaneously, which 
made it difficult to establish causal directions. Second, the 
mediators, cognitive flexibility and cognitive persistence, 
were not measured with respect to the FS context. This is 
an important limitation because our theoretical reasonings 
focused on the cognitive mechanisms as a result of FSB. 
Therefore, we performed a second study to address these 
limitations.

Study 2: Online scenario study

We conducted online vignette studies to test the effects of 
cognitive mechanisms in the FS context and establish the 
direction of causality of our theoretical model. We used the 
moderation-of-process design, which allows us to test the 
effects of the mediating mechanism by “manipulating the 
process to moderate between the independent variable and 
the dependent variable” (Spencer et al., 2005, p. 850). This 
design for testing mediation is recommended when it is 
difficult to measure but easy to manipulate the intervening 
psychological process (Spencer et al., 2005). Given the diffi-
culty of measuring the cognitive processes of online parti-
cipants, we manipulated the cognitive processes following 
each FS scenario and compared the resulting intention for 
creativity across different experimental conditions. In Study 
2A, we manipulated FS frequency and breadth and cogni-
tive flexibility to examine their effects on creativity. In line 
with our theoretical model, we predicted that in each feed-
back seeking scenario, the mean of radical creativity (but 
not incremental creativity) will be higher when cognitive 
flexibility is high than when it is low. In Study 2B, we 
manipulated FS frequency and breadth and cognitive per-
sistence to predict creativity. We predicted that in each 
feedback seeking scenario, the means of radical and incre-
mental creativity will be higher when cognitive persistence 
is high than when it is low.

Study 2A

Sample

We recruited 114 participants through Amazon Mechanical 
Turk (MTurk) (Buhrmester et al., 2011). We included a screening 
item to screen out participants who failed to follow instructions 
(Oppenheimer et al., 2009). As a result, 4 participants who 
provided incorrect answers were excluded from the final ana-
lysis. Also, we excluded 1 participant for missing responses on 
the survey. In the final sample of 109 participants, 61.5% were 
male, the average age was 34 years (SD = 10.86), and 61.5% 
were Caucasian.

Procedures

We conducted a 2 (FS frequency and breadth) × 2 (high and low 
cognitive flexibility) between-subject design study. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of the conditions. Before the 
manipulation for a specific condition, participants were pre-
sented with the following scenario: “Please imagine that you 
are a member of a 4-person marketing team in a large company 
headquarters operating in the United States. Next month, your 
company is anticipating a new product release. Your job is to 
develop a marketing proposal for the new product.” Next, we 
included a screening item, “Which statement correctly 
describes your job?” to screen out participants who failed to 
mark the correct answer.

We then manipulated feedback context. For FS frequency, 
participants were told the following: “As you are working on 
the marketing proposal, you collect feedback from your super-
visor multiple times. Instead of asking for feedback from differ-
ent people, you rather check in with your supervisor frequently 
who can give you progressive feedback on how to move for-
ward.” FS breadth was manipulated using the following sen-
tences: “As you are working on the marketing proposal, you 
collect feedback from various sources, including your super-
visor, teammates, coworkers from other departments, and 

Figure 2. Results of hierarchical linear modelling of the conceptual model.
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friends. Instead of asking for feedback multiple times from the 
same source, you rather ask many different people who can 
give you a broad range of perspectives and ideas.”

Finally, we manipulated high cognitive flexibility with the 
following statement: “After collecting feedback, you are moti-
vated to consider various alternatives for handling a problem 
and think flexibly.” Low cognitive flexibility condition was 
manipulated with the following statement: “After collecting 
feedback, you are confused and not motivated to consider 
various alternatives for handling a problem and think flexibly.”

Measures

Manipulation check items

FS frequency was measured with the following item: “I fre-
quently ask for feedback on my marketing proposal from my 
supervisor to check up on my progress in different occasions.” 
FS breadth was measured with the following item: “I ask for 
feedback on my marketing proposal from several different 
sources, such as team members, coworkers from other depart-
ments, and friends from other companies.” Cognitive flexibility 
was measured using the same four items as in Study 1, which 
were modified to the context of the scenario: “While I work on 
this marketing proposal, (a) I have the self-confidence neces-
sary to try different ways of solving problems, (b) I have many 
possible ways of solving problems in any given situation, (c) I 
am willing to work at creative solutions, and (d) I am willing to 
listen and consider alternatives for handling a problem.”

Dependent variables

Radical creativity was measured using the same items in Study 
1 applied to the specific context: “How likely are you to (a) 
come up with radically new ideas for your proposal, (b) reshape 
the proposal using highly creative ideas, and (c) demonstrate 
your originality in this proposal?” Incremental creativity was 
also measured using the same scale in Study 1: “How likely 
are you to (a) use previously existing ideas for this proposal, (b) 
modify previous proposals to suit the current proposal, and (c) 
adapt already existing ideas related to this proposal?”

Results

Manipulation checks

The manipulation check showed that participants in the FS 
frequency condition reported higher FS frequency: Mean FS 

frequency = 4.19, SD = .89, Mean no FS frequency = 3.74, SD = 1.23, 
F(1, 107) = 4.82, p = 0.030. Likewise, participants in the FS 
breadth condition reported higher FS breadth: Mean FS 

breadth = 4.25, SD = 0.54, Mean no FS breadth = 2.90, SD = 1.58, F 
(1, 107) = 36.61, p = 0.001. For cognitive flexibility, participants 
in the high cognitive flexibility condition (Mean = 4.15, 
SD = 0.57) reported higher cognitive flexibility than did those 
in the low cognitive flexibility condition (Mean = 3.34 
SD = 1.18), F(1, 107) = 20.68, p = 0.001. These patterns indicated 
a successful manipulation of the experimental conditions.

Effects of feedback-seeking frequency, breadth, and 
cognitive flexibility on creativity

To examine if high versus low cognitive flexibility under differ-
ent FS conditions leads to different levels of creativity, we 
compared the means of radical and incremental creativity as 
reported by the study participants. As summarized in Table 5, in 
the FS frequency conditions, there was no significant difference 
in the means of radical and incremental creativity between high 
versus low cognitive flexibility. Cognitive flexibility did not 
mediate the effect of FS frequency on creativity. Next, we tested 
the possibility that cognitive flexibility mediates the relation-
ship between FS breadth and creativity. Specifically, we tested 
if there was a significant difference in the means of creativity 
between the two conditions for FS breadth characterized by 
high versus low cognitive flexibility. We found significant differ-
ences between the two conditions for radical creativity (Mean 
high flexibility = 4.03, Mean low flexibility = 3.51, t(55) = 2.56, p 
= 0.013) and incremental creativity (Mean high flexibility = 4.01, 
Mean low flexibility = 3.48, t(41.78) = 2.49, p = 0.017). The effects of 
FS breadth on radical and incremental creativity were mediated 
by cognitive flexibility.

Study 2B

Sample

We recruited 124 participants through Amazon Mechanical 
Turk (MTurk) (Buhrmester et al., 2011). As in Study 2A, we 
excluded 10 participants who failed to follow the instructions 
(Oppenheimer et al., 2009), resulting in the final sample of 114 
individuals. In the final sample, 62.3% were male, the average 
age was 32 years (SD = 8.32), and 59.6% were Caucasian.

Procedures

We conducted a 2 (FS frequency and breadth) × 2 (high and low 
cognitive persistence) between-subject design study. The 
design was the same as in Study 2A, the only difference being 
the manipulation for cognitive persistence instead of cognitive 
flexibility. We manipulated high cognitive persistence with the 
following statement: “After collecting feedback, you are moti-
vated to continue working hard and persevere with your pro-
posal.” The manipulation for low cognitive persistence was 
“After collecting feedback, you are not motivated to continue 
working hard. Rather, you feel distracted and urged to give up 
on your proposal.”

Table 5. Means, standard deviations, and cell sizes of study 2A.

FS Frequency FS Breadth

High 
Cognitive 
Flexibility

Low 
Cognitive 
Flexibility t

High 
Cognitive 
Flexibility

Low 
Cognitive 
Flexibility t

Radical 
Creativity

3.61 
(0.96) 

N = 24

3.33 
(1.15) 

N = 28

0.94 4.03 
(0.61) 

N = 30

3.51 
(0.93) 

N = 27

2.55*

Incremental 
Creativity

3.58 
(0.74) 

N = 24

3.52 
(0.89) 

N = 28

0.26 4.01 
(0.11) 

N = 30

3.48 
(0.96) 

N = 27

2.49*

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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Measures

Manipulation check items

We measured FS frequency and breadth using the same items 
as in Study 2A. Cognitive persistence was measured using the 
same four items in Study 1, which were modified to fit the 
context of the scenario: “While I am working on this marketing 
proposal, (a) I try hard to complete challenging tasks at work, 
(b) I keep trying no matter how difficult it is, (c) I try again even 
if I fail the first time on a given problem, and (d) I try my best on 
a given task even when I am uncertain about successfully 
performing it.”

Dependent variable

Radical and incremental creativity were measured using the 
same scales in Study 2A.

Study 2B results

Manipulation checks

The manipulation check showed that participants in the FS 
frequency condition reported higher FS frequency, Mean FS 

frequency = 4.23, SD = .69, Mean no FS frequency = 3.53, SD = 1.22, 
F(1, 112) = 14.73, p = 0.001. Participants in the FS breadth 
condition likewise reported higher FS breadth, Mean FS 

breadth = 4.23, SD = .64, Mean no FS breadth = 3.00, SD = 1.44, F 
(1,112) = 32.88, p = 0.001. In addition, participants in the high 
cognitive persistence condition (Mean = 4.00, SD = 0.50) 
reported higher cognitive persistence than did those in the 
low cognitive persistence condition (Mean = 3.24, SD = 1.17, F 
(1, 112) = 21.17 p = 0.001. These patterns indicated a successful 
manipulation of the experimental conditions.

Effects of feedback-seeking frequency, breadth, and 
cognitive persistence on creativity

Table 6 presents the results of Study 2B, in which we tested if 
cognitive persistence mediates the relationships between feed-
back conditions and creativity. In the case of FS breadth, there 
was no significant difference in the means of radical and incre-
mental creativity between the two conditions for FS frequency 
with high versus low cognitive persistence, suggesting no 
mediation. In the case of FS frequency, there was a significant 
difference in the means between the two conditions of FS 
frequency with high versus low cognitive persistence for radical 

creativity (Mean high persistence = 3.78, Mean low persistence = 3.18, t 
(59) = 2.38, p = 0.021). Thus, cognitive persistence mediated the 
effect of FS frequency on radical creativity.

Study 2 discussion

Study 2 was designed to examine the cognitive mechanisms in 
the FS context and establish the causal inferences of the 
mediated relationship. Consistent with the current theoretical 
propositions based on DPCM (De Dreu et al., 2008), we found 
that cognitive flexibility can be a meaningful pathway through 
which FS breadth affects radical and incremental creativity in 
Study 2A. Radical and incremental creativity were higher when 
participants in the FS breadth condition were manipulated to 
experience high cognitive flexibility rather than low cognitive 
flexibility. Similarly, in Study 2B, radical creativity was higher 
when participants in the FS frequency condition experienced 
high cognitive persistence than low cognitive persistence. 
These patterns corroborated and complemented the findings 
from Study 1 by bolstering the causality and the context invol-
ving feedback seeking.

General discussion

Across two complementary studies, we examined how FSB is 
related to cognitive processes, which, in turn, is associated with 
the creative performance of employees. While cognitive flex-
ibility was found to be related to radical and incremental 
creativity, we found a positive association between cognitive 
persistence and radical creativity only. In the following section, 
we discuss the implications of the current analyses and the 
study limitations that indicate the directions for further 
investigation.

Theoretical implications

FSB, a form of proactive behaviour based on self-regulation, is 
needed and encouraged in contemporary workplaces. Through 
a better understanding of their task and performance, feedback 
seekers develop a strong sense of efficacy and job control, 
which enables them to direct cognitive resources to their 
tasks and improve creative performance (Bernichon et al., 
2003; De Stobbeleir et al., 2011). However, inconsistent empiri-
cal findings have raised the need to substantiate this phenom-
enon by clearly identifying potential intervening mechanisms 
and/or boundary conditions behind the relationships between 
FSB and creativity (Ashford et al., 2016; Kammeyer-Mueller et 
al., 2011; Sijbom et al., 2018). Addressing this shortcoming in 
the literature, the present study attempted to specify the 
effects of FSB on radical and incremental creativity and deline-
ate intervening cognitive mechanisms. Our empirical analysis 
yielded several confirmations as well as unexpected yet inter-
esting findings and implications to be addressed.

First, existing research on FSB has failed to explain its impli-
cations on various forms of creativity, which can be a reason for 
the somewhat inconsistent empirical results. Given the findings 
showing discrete antecedents and processes associated with 
different creativity types (Malik et al., 2019), FSB can also exhibit 
distinct functions towards various types of creativity, as 

Table 6. Means, standard deviations, and cell sizes of study 2B.

FS Frequency FS Breadth

High 
Cognitive 

Persistence

Low 
Cognitive 

Persistence t

High 
Cognitive 

Persistence

Low 
Cognitive 

Persistence t

Radical 
Creativity

3.78 
(0.86) 

N = 32

3.18 
(1.10) 

N = 29

2.38* 3.87 
(0.56) 

N = 27

3.82 
(0.75) 

N = 26

0.31

Incremental 
Creativity

3.71 
(0.62) 

N = 32

3.63 
(0.65) 

N = 29

0.47 3.77 
(0.72) 

N = 27

3.83 
(0.61) 

N = 26

−0.37

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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confirmed in our empirical analysis. Responding to calls for 
additional research that identifies distinctive predictors of radi-
cal and incremental creativity, we present novel insights into 
the differential predictive power of FS frequency and breadth 
on each creativity type and disclose a complicated nature of the 
given relationship. Specifically, in Study 1, FS frequency shows a 
significant positive effect on radical creativity (γ = 0.14, 
p= 0.043), whereas FS breadth has a marginally significant 
negative effect on incremental creativity (γ = – 0.12, 
p= 0.094). This contrasting pattern involving different types of 
creativity may explain the inconsistent findings reported in 
previous studies that can confound various forms of creativity. 
The unexpected negative effect of FS breadth on incremental 
creativity is noteworthy as it reveals the potential downside of 
FSB, particularly having diverse feedback sources. This potential 
disadvantage is a new focal point of inquiry and invites scholars 
to investigate associated mechanisms that can address the 
questions of why and when behind this unexpected aspect 
of FSB.

Second, despite the long-standing research on the per-
formance implications of FBS, very little attention has been 
paid to the cognitive processing of feedback seekers, 
thereby failing to delineate how FSB leads to creative 
idea generation (Anseel et al., 2015; Ashford et al., 2016). 
Given that creativity basically represents cognitive endea-
vours, divulging the cognitive underpinnings of FSB is 
indispensable to advance the literature on the FSB–crea-
tivity relationship. Drawing upon DPCM (De Dreu et al., 
2008), we argued that FS frequency and breadth comprise 
distinct cognitive pathways towards creativity. According 
to our empirical analysis, FS frequency exerts significant 
effects on cognitive flexibility and persistence while FS 
breadth shows a positive effect only on cognitive flexibil-
ity. DPCM proposes cognitive flexibility and persistence as 
two independent and often irreconcilable pathways that 
can be predicted respectively by positive and negative 
moods and contribute to creativity independently from 
each other (Baas et al., 2011). Our findings suggest that 
the two pathways are not always inversely related because 
both cognitive flexibility and persistence can be associated 
with the same behaviour of frequent feedback seeking. 
Further conceptual and empirical work should elaborate 
the relationship between the two cognitive pathways, 
which seems more complicated than what has been pro-
posed by DPCM.

Third, in Study 1 and Study 2, we found consistent 
patterns that cognitive flexibility is associated with radical 
and incremental creativity, whereas cognitive persistence is 
only associated with radical creativity. In Study 1, when 
both cognitive flexibility and persistence are considered 
simultaneously, only cognitive flexibility is a significant pre-
dictor of radical and incremental creativity. These results 
contradict our propositions that cognitive persistence 
forms the focal pathway to incremental creativity. 
Furthermore, both FS frequency and breadth have signifi-
cant indirect effects on radical creativity through the cogni-
tive flexibility pathway only. This pattern appears in line 
with the theoretical argument by De Stobbeleir et al. 
(2011) that FSB enhances creativity via cognitive flexibility.

The current empirical findings suggest that DPCM is a more 
applicable theoretical framework for radical creativity than for 
incremental creativity, perhaps because DPCM underscores the 
originality or novelty aspect of creativity, which may be better 
or more strongly reflected in the radical than the incremental 
type. Moreover, unlike what has been proposed in DPCM, the 
function of cognitive persistence towards creativity may not 
parallel that of cognitive flexibility. Thus, their functions should 
be reconsidered given the dominant and prevailing effect of 
the cognitive flexibility pathway towards both types of creativ-
ity in comparison with the relatively weak or non-significant 
effect of cognitive persistence. This lack of support for DPCM 
particularly related to cognitive persistence in the present 
study raises the need for further validating and possibly revis-
ing the propositions of DPCM, which have been largely sup-
ported in experimental studies but have rarely been examined 
in field settings using employees in workplaces as target 
samples.

Practical implications

Apart from new theoretical insights, this study provides prac-
tical implications for managers and organizations to improve 
workplace creativity. Creativity is a key source of competitive 
advantage and a valued asset of organizations. Thus, organiza-
tions attempt to contrive a favourable climate and social con-
text in favour of the creative performance of employees. 
Managers should also be keen on the desirable or necessary 
form of creativity because different tasks, functions, and pro-
jects facing each team or employee may pose disparate chal-
lenges that can be overcome or resolved by minor adaptations 
of existing practices or major breakthroughs departing from 
the existing ways of doing things (cf., box-enriching vs. box- 
generating solutions) (Zacher & Rosing, 2015). In this respect, 
the current analysis demonstrates that FSB is beneficial for 
employees to generate creative ideas.

In particular, frequent FS seems a robust predictor of radical 
creativity and improves both radical and incremental creativity 
by activating cognitive flexibility and persistence to solve work-
place problems. Meanwhile, FS breadth or feedback source 
variety may enhance radical creativity by activating flexible 
cognitive processes. However, seeking feedback from diverse 
sources seems to diminish the tendency of incremental crea-
tivity, perhaps because a broad search of information and 
external scanning can interfere with the systematic and 
focused analysis of current practices to introduce minor adap-
tations. Considering the seemingly greater impact of cognitive 
flexibility over cognitive persistence on both types of creativity, 
managers should create a psychologically safe and positive 
team environment that can promote active FS and trigger the 
divergent thinking of members based on various sets of infor-
mation and perspectives collected from internal and external 
constituents (Norris-Watts & Levy, 2004). Ultimately, as the 
most powerful and influential source of feedback, managers 
should offer constructive and supportive feedback that can 
activate the cognitive flexibility and persistence of employees 
and further generate a safe environment that allows risk-taking 
and experimentation among members (Dahling & O’Malley, 
2011).
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Limitations and directions for future research

This study has several limitations. First, given that our analysis 
of Study 1 was based on cross-sectional data, we could not 
clearly ascertain a causal relationship. Therefore, we conducted 
a set of online vignette studies in which we manipulated the FS 
context and cognitive mechanisms. This approach helped us 
clarify the causal relationships between the current study vari-
ables. Nonetheless, it is important to consider several limita-
tions of Study 2, such as a modest sample size and simplified 
online experimental procedures based on measures with cer-
tain limitations. In Study 2, instead of directly measuring cog-
nitive processes and creativity following each FS scenario, we 
manipulated the cognitive processes and examined their 
effects on expected creativity. Thus, although the causal direc-
tions of our model were tested, we could not draw firm con-
clusions based on the current online experiment. Future 
research should use longitudinal panel data or multi-stage 
field experiments to further analyse the effects of FSB on result-
ing cognitive processes and the creative performance of feed-
back seekers.

Second, our findings in Study 1 should be interpreted cau-
tiously because our data were collected in Korea. Korean work 
settings are characterized by a high degree of collectivism and 
power distance (Hofstede, 1983; Moon & Franke, 2000). The 
rigid and authoritative work climate particularly driven by 
high power distance can constrain employees’ FSB and creative 
performance. Furthermore, collectivistic individuals may be 
reluctant to cause inconveniences to others and engender 
social or image risks. To ensure the generalizability of the 
current findings, we recommend that future research be con-
ducted in other cultural settings and national contexts.

Third, because we have specifically focused our attention on 
FS frequency and breadth, our study design does not take into 
account the feedback content (e.g., positive or negative) or 
other FS patterns (e.g., monitoring). Considering that feedback 
content can significantly influence how individuals cognitively 
process the feedback (Chen et al., 2007), future research should 
take into account how individuals differ in terms of their cog-
nitive processes when given positive or negative feedback. For 
example, when given positive feedback, employees will be 
motivated to maintain their course of action and set higher 
goals. Thus, this can be associated with cognitive persistence, 
which is exerting focused effort on the tasks. When given 
negative feedback, employees will search for ways to alter 
their action to improve their performance (Cianci et al., 2010). 
Thus, this will be associated with their systematic exploration of 
possible ways to overcome their inadequacies.

Finally, as acknowledged by Sijbom et al. (2018), the use of 
the Herfindahl index to measure FS breadth can be limiting 
because of the low standard deviation of FS breadth, which has 
also been observed in other studies based on the Herfindahl 
index. In future research, we recommend creating a new scale 
or measure that can capture the variety of feedback sources 
with sufficient variance and validity.

Notwithstanding, the current effort to identify potential 
cognitive pathways connecting FSB and creativity has added 
a new dimension to the literature by elaborating cognitive 
implications of social behaviour, such as FSB at the workplace. 

Although most existing research features the upside of FSB, the 
effects of frequent or diverse feedback seeking may be unex-
pected and deleterious to the direct negative effect of FS 
breadth on incremental creativity, as observed in the current 
study. To expand the current analysis, further studies should 
investigate other FSB dimensions (i.e., positive/negative, 
inquiry/monitoring) on various forms of creativity and identify 
alternative cognitive mechanisms of feedback seekers. For 
example, cognitive overload may be another cognitive 
mechanism of feedback seekers that merits further inquiry 
(Sijbom et al., 2018). Similarly, cognitive withdrawal or disen-
gagement from cognitive processes is a plausible cognitive 
reaction that may dampen the creativity of feedback seekers. 
Identifying the limits or boundary conditions of FSB seems 
necessary to reap the benefits of FSB. Therefore, understanding 
the intervening mechanisms of the FSB–creativity relationship 
and its potential contingencies is an important point of depar-
ture to advance research in this domain.
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