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This  study  adopts  the  literature  on  voice  and  examines  the  importance  of  task  feedback  (positive  and
negative)  from  supervisors  in  facilitating  the  emergence  of  creativity,  as  an expression  of  voice  behavior,
from  two  types  of  work  stress  (challenge-  and  hindrance-oriented).  We  theorized  that  both  forms  of
mployee creativity
oice theory
otel
hina

feedback  would  interact  with  challenge-  and  hindrance-related  stress  to result  in employee  creativity.
Using  multi-source  data  from  a total  of  265  full-time  Chinese  employees  in  Beijing, China,  we show
that  employees  under  challenge-related  stress  generated  most  creativity  when  levels of  positive  task
feedback  from  their  supervisors  were  high.  Similarly,  those  suffering  from  hindrance  stressors  were  more
creative  at  work  when  supervisors  provided  less  negative  and  more  positive  feedback.  Future  research

scuss
and  directions  are  also di

Work stress has become one of the most widely studied top-
cs in research, mainly because of its importance to employees’
sychological health, which in turn affects service quality and orga-
izational effectiveness (Bliese and Halverson, 1996; Hon and Kim,
007; Jex et al., 2001; Kahn and Byosiere, 1992; O’Neil and Davis,
010; Xie and Johns, 1995). It is reasonable to expect work stress
o be negatively associated with job attitudes and performance.
esearchers have found that work-related stress is associated with
egative outcomes such as disloyalty, low morale, burnout, absen-
eeism, job seeking, or voluntary turnover (Glazer and Beehr, 2005;
amilton et al., 1993), which are detrimental to organizations and

heir members. However, existing literature mostly generate mix
esults and inconsistent findings on the relationship between work
tress and job outcomes. A number of other studies show only

 modest or no relationship between work stress and outcomes
Bretz et al., 1994; Jex et al., 2001; Podasakoff et al., 2007). In
heir study of job seeking, Bretz et al. (1994) find no significant
elationship between stress and job hunting or intention to leave.
onsistent with this, several other studies suggest that stress may
ot necessarily be related to negative outcomes, but instead may
ave a positive impact on organizational effectiveness (Jex and
Please cite this article in press as: Hon, A.H.Y., et al., Overcoming w
industry: The role of task feedback from supervisor. Int. J. Hospitality 

liese, 1999; Stamper and Johlke, 2003). For example, Jex et al.
2001) find no significant relationship between work overload and
ctive coping behavior. Active coping behavior denotes actions
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initiated by individuals to solve work-related problems. Moreover,
Demerouti et al. (2001) argue that demands and resources serve as
buffers between job stressors and performance under strain. Other
researchers show that work overload and time pressure enhances
employees’ positive feelings toward the job and organization (see
for example Hon and Kim, 2007; LePine et al., 2005). These findings
indicate that stress does not necessarily lead to negative outcomes
at work.

One explanation for these inconsistent findings may  be that the
relationships between work stress and outcomes differ according
to the stressors that are being evaluated. That is, the stress associ-
ated with some stressors may  result in negative outcomes, whereas
others may  produce positive outcomes. Support for this explana-
tion can be found in a recent meta-analysis confirming that not all
work-related stress is bad (LePine et al., 2005; Podasakoff et al.,
2007). Stress can produce a competitive edge and force employees
to change and create novel ideas and procedures to solve problems.

In an era of constant emphasis on change, employee creativ-
ity, and innovation in organizations, particularly for employees in
the hospitality industry who  are repeatedly encouraged to improve
service quality and delivery, the idea of a creative workforce has
captured managers’ attention. Creative ideas generate psychologi-
cal and business benefits for both employees and the hotel industry
as a whole (Hon, 2012; Hon and Leung, 2011). One way of meeting
current business challenges is to rely heavily on employees’ creativ-
ity when serving customers seeking quality accommodation and
ork-related stress and promoting employee creativity in hotel
Manage. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001

food and beverage (F&B) services. This can substantially contribute
to innovation, productivity, and long-term success in the hospi-
tality business (Amabile et al., 1996; Hon, 2011). Creativity here
refers to the development of novel and useful ideas about products,

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02784319
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ervices, ideas, procedures, or work processes, generated by indi-
iduals working together within a complex social system (Amabile
nd Khaire, 2008; George and Zhou, 2001; Woodman et al., 1993).

In spite of the growing attention to creativity in the hotel indus-
ry, however, there is still very little research on the topic (Hon,
011). An interesting question of whether work stress and cre-
tivity is always negatively related, or may  in some circumstances
ave a positive relationship, has drawn the attention of creativity
cholars seeking to probe whether work-related stress is always
etrimental to employee creativity, and thus harms the effective-
ess of service organizations (Hon, 2011; Hon and Leung, 2011).
owever, little is yet known about the circumstances under which

his stress-creativity relationship may  form, particularly in the hos-
itality industry (Hon and Kim, 2007). This paper seeks to overcome
hese limitations by integrating the voice theory, creativity, and
tress literature to explore whether some contextual factors may
erve as a boundary condition to explain the relationship between
ork stress and employee creativity in the service industry.

Service employees who feel under pressure at work are, in
ssence, dissatisfied with the status quo. Stress can be a trigger
or change when those who are unhappy with their current sit-
ation find new ways and creative approaches to improve their
orking conditions. Consistent with this reasoning, a number of

cholars suggest that stress may  actually have a positive influence
n employee creativity and organizational effectiveness (Hon and
im, 2007; Jex et al., 2001; Talbot et al., 1992). The essence of cre-
tivity is finding new methods and better ways of approaching
roblems. Thus, it is important to examine the conditions under
hich employees’ experience of stress may  actually lead to more

reative performance, which ultimately benefits their organization.
or instance, employees may  experience various levels and types
f work stress, such as the pressure to perform a lot of tasks within

 short period of time or a failure to understand what is expected
f them on the job. This might affect well-being and performance
O’Neil and Davis, 2010). Hence, this study seeks to identify the
upervisor’s role as the boundary condition under which work
tress may  actually lead to creativity. Identifying such a contextual
actor is important for two  reasons. Firstly, stress is very common
n the hospitality industry, so employees who experience it may
rovide a powerful impetus for change in organizations by coming
p with creative ideas for improvement. However, this is likely to
ccur only in certain situations; for example, where the employee
ecides not to leave his or her job in response to stress. Secondly,

n the competitive modern business world, a degree of stress at
ork is inevitable, so managers should not view it as necessarily
etrimental but instead as an opportunity to improve their human
esource management (HRM) practices and training and develop-
ent approaches. More specifically, this study examines the role

f both positive and negative task feedback from a supervisor as
 crucial condition for the relationship between work stress and
mployee creativity in the hospitality industry.

. Theory and hypothesis development

.1. Categorizations of work stress: challenge- and
indrance-oriented stress

Psychologists and management researchers alike are interested
n studying stress at work and its effects on psychological health
nd organizational outcomes (Glazer and Beehr, 2005; Jex et al.,
001; Van Dyne et al., 2001). Cavanaugh et al. (2000) were among
Please cite this article in press as: Hon, A.H.Y., et al., Overcoming w
industry: The role of task feedback from supervisor. Int. J. Hospitality 

he first to theorize that work stress consists of two categories.
hallenge-oriented stress refers to stress that creates challenges
nd feelings of fulfillment or achievement, such as tasks associ-
ted with a heavy workload, time pressure, and high levels of
 PRESS
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responsibility. Hindrance-oriented stress is that which creates
feelings of constrained personal development and work-related
accomplishment caused by role ambiguity, job insecurity, orga-
nizational politics, and “red tape.” The former can be regarded as
good and likely to be positively related to job satisfaction, loyalty,
and intention to remain; whereas the latter is considered as bad
and hence related negatively to job satisfaction and performance,
and positively related to turnover and job search (Cavanaugh et al.,
2000).

1.2. When will work stress result in employee creativity?

Both theoretical and empirical work suggests employees will
respond to work-related stress in one of the four ways: exit, voice,
loyalty, and neglect (Farrell, 1983; Withey and Cooper, 1989). They
may  leave an organization in response to work stress (exit); choose
to remain while actively trying to improve stressful conditions and
create ideas for improvement (voice); remain but respond passively
by accepting the status quo without making any improvements
(loyalty); or remain in the organization and minimize their efforts
while exhibiting passive withdrawal behaviors (neglect). As Farrell
(1983) suggests, exit and voice are active responses and therefore
constructive to an organization, whereas neglect and loyalty are
passive and destructive responses (Van Dyne and LePine, 1998).

Despite the support for the above framework, there has been no
attempt to integrate it with a theory that could be used as a basis
for explaining employee creativity in response to the two  types of
stress (Ng and Feldman, 2012; Talbot et al., 1992). For either aspect
of stress to result in creativity, employees must make an active and
constructive response. Leaving a job is a genuine option for stressed
employees, and when employees choose to exit, their potential to
be creative and improve the focal organization is removed. How-
ever, exit will not be a viable option for employees when there are
high costs associated with leaving and they are aware of these. In
addition, finding another job cannot guarantee work stress would
totally disappear in a new firm. In this situation, stressed employees
often feel that staying is the better choice. Voice behaviors such as
creativity not only enable organizations to channel their employ-
ees’ stress into a positive desire for change, but also help them to
correct problems and improve performance. A recent meta-analysis
conducted by Ng and Feldman (2012) supported our argument that
work stress is associated with voice behavior, which in turn posi-
tively related to performance outcomes. Thus, consistent with the
voice theory, individuals who experience challenge stress and hin-
drance stress will be associated with creativity as an expression of
voice behaviors.

Hypothesis 1a and b. Challenge-related stress will be positively
related to employee creativity and hindrance-related stress will be
negatively related to employee creativity.

The literature on voice suggests that employees are most likely
to engage in this type of behavior when they perceive the unfavor-
able situation (such as work stress) as potentially effective, in the
sense that they can perform their tasks, leaders or supervisors in
the organization will support them, and they can bring about the
desired change (Brockner et al., 1998; Withey and Cooper, 1989).
This social support may  be especially important when creativity is
used as an expression of voice. Therefore, employees may choose to
express voice through creativity only when they perceive that this
has the potential to be effective and resolve their stressful situation.
A review of the voice and creativity literature suggests that super-
ork-related stress and promoting employee creativity in hotel
Manage. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001

visory task feedback – both positive and negative – may  channel
stress into creativity in the form of voice behaviors (Amabile and
Khaire, 2008; Talbot et al., 1992). Thus, this study aims to exam-
ine two forms of task feedback from the supervisor as a boundary

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001
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ondition on the relationship between work stress and employee
reativity in the hospitality industry.

Task feedback means helpful and valuable information provided
y supervisors that enables an employee to make improvements
n the job. Supervisory task feedback refers to the information
rovided by a supervisor or a manager about an employee’s per-
ormance (Zhou, 1998). Research suggests that two forms of task
eedback, both positive and negative, guide purposive action and
nhance perception of how one’s work is perceived by others
Moss et al., 2003). Recent research in organizational creativity
emonstrates that HRM practices such as leader behaviors can play

 significant role in facilitating or inhibiting employee creativity
Hon, 2011; Oldham and Cumming, 1996; George and Zhou, 2001).
y creating an appropriate context, hotel managers can encourage
mployees who are experiencing either challenge- or hindrance-
riented stress to engage in creative activities.

.3. Challenge-related stress, task feedback, and employee
reativity

Positive task feedback from a supervisor can influence the
elationship between stress and creativity. It is conceivable that
ositive and useful feedback from supervisors contributes to chan-
eling challenge-oriented stress into creativity by influencing the
mployee’s perceptions of the effectiveness of creative activities
such as the perception that new ideas can be produced and that
eaders will support them). Task-focused and positive feedback
rom supervisors may  therefore be conducive to generating new
nd useful ideas. In essence, positive and useful feedback from
upervisors directs employees’ attention to the task at hand, fos-
ers their interest in the task itself as opposed to workload and
ime pressure, and nurtures an orientation toward learning and
evelopment and solving difficult problems, all of this may  lead
o creativity (Hon and Kim, 2007; Utman, 1997; Woodman et al.,
993). Positive task feedback is a source of encouragement and
upport from supervisors. It indicates that an employee’s perfor-
ance is acceptable, and so reinforces creative behavior by shifting

hallenge-oriented stress into creativity by encouraging employees
o try different approaches to improve an unfavorable situation.
onsistent with this logic, Zhou (1998) shows that people exhibit
he highest levels of creativity when they have high autonomy and
eceive positive task feedback from the supervisor. Furthermore,
uch feedback also results in high creativity for individuals with a
igh need for achievement (Fodor and Carver, 2000). Positive task

eedback from supervisors may  therefore direct employees’ atten-
ion toward making improvements on the job and facilitate the
reation of new ideas. It may  also increase employees’ confidence
n the possibility of transforming challenge-related stress into a

ore satisfactory situation by engaging in creative activities. Thus,
e have the following hypothesis.

ypothesis 2. Positive task feedback from a supervisor will mod-
rate the positive relationship between challenge-oriented stress
nd employee creativity, such that the positive relationship will be
tronger when positive task feedback is high.

In contrast, negative task feedback indicates that employees’
erformance is inadequate and they need to make more effort to

mprove. For example, if a front-line service employee is under
eavy workload and time pressure, negative task feedback from
is or her supervisor will not help to solve the problem but actu-
lly increase their burden. Although research suggests that negative
ask feedback is better than none if employees are to improve
Please cite this article in press as: Hon, A.H.Y., et al., Overcoming w
industry: The role of task feedback from supervisor. Int. J. Hospitality 

heir subsequent behavior (Arvey and Ivancevich, 1980; Fodor and
arver, 2000), it is not viable for challenge stressors. Time is critical
or individuals who work under heavy workload and time pressures
s they need to perform a lot of tasks in a short period. However,
 PRESS
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creativity involves the development of new and useful ideas, and
so needs time to develop; it also requires experiments such as
trial and error. Employees with a heavy workload may  not have
the time available to engage in creative activities when supervi-
sors provide negative task feedback, because that will result in
more effort being necessary to complete their work according to
schedule. Such employees will be unable to feel achievement or
fulfillment at work and so may  choose to be passive about the
job and only work to a minimum standard because they have too
much to do and not enough time. Accordingly, they are unlikely to
develop new ideas and generate novel approaches to solving prob-
lems. Thus, if such employees receive negative task feedback from
a supervisor that serves no purpose to support them in making
improvements, their attention is less likely to be directed toward
learning and innovating on the job. Thus, we  have the following
hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3. Negative task feedback from supervisor will mod-
erate the positive relationship between challenge-oriented stress
and employee creativity, such that it will be stronger when negative
task feedback is low.

1.4. Hindrance-related stress, task feedback, and employee
creativity

Hindrance stressors should be associated with low motivation
at work given that stressful demands will be seen as obstacles to
be overcome in order to learn and achieve. Such employees may
be expected to experience incompatible job demands from one or
various supervisors or to have poorly defined role expectations.
Positive task feedback is valuable information provided by super-
visors that enables a stressful employee to make improvements on
the job. It is conceivable that positive task feedback from super-
visors contributes to shifting hindrance stress into creativity via
clarifying role expectations and conflicting objectives on the job
demands. Task-focused feedback, such as positive feedback from
supervisors, directs stressors attention to the task and fosters their
interest in the task itself, and nurtures an orientation toward learn-
ing and development, all of which may  lead to creativity (Utman,
1997).

Although research does not directly address the role of task feed-
back in the context of reactions to hindrance-oriented stress, work
on feedback and creativity points to its importance in promot-
ing the latter (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996; Leung et al., 2001; Zhou,
1998). Consistent with its definition, positive and useful task feed-
back from supervisors may  signal that supervisors are interested in
improvement and change. Thus, the employee who  receives high
levels of positive feedback may  believe that there is a high like-
lihood that his or her search for new ways of performance will
be supported by supervisors and hence successfully implemented
(Farr and Ford, 1990; Hon and Kim, 2007). A number of scholars
have argued that individuals under work pressure are more likely to
rely on their supervisors’ feedback and support to improve the unfa-
vorable situation (Ashford and Tsui, 1991; Moss et al., 2003). Thus,
positive and useful task feedback from supervisors may  direct the
attention of employees experiencing hindrance stress to changing
their stressful and unfavorable situations, and increase their per-
ceptions of the effectiveness of creativity, thereby channeling their
stress into creative activities. As a result, we  have the following
hypothesis.
ork-related stress and promoting employee creativity in hotel
Manage. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001

Hypothesis 4. Positive task feedback from supervisor will mod-
erate the negative relationship between hindrance-oriented stress
and employee creativity, such that it will be weaker when positive
task feedback is high.

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001
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On the other hand, negative task feedback is always less wel-
ome and less likely to be accepted (Fedor et al., 1989), particularly
y individuals experiencing hindrance-oriented stress such as role
mbiguous and job insecurity which are difficult to overcome.
egative task feedback from supervisors clearly signals that a

upervisor is dissatisfied with an individual’s performance; an indi-
idual suffering high hindrance stress will project more negative
eelings toward his or her job this may  be due to the frustration of
he unclear performance goals and job insecurity. Thus, employees
nder hindrance stress will become tired of conflicting demands
nd negative task feedback from supervisors, accentuating their
egative attitudes and behaviors toward their job. As indicated
arlier, when an employee experiences work stress in a job yet per-
eives the cost of quitting as too high, he or she may  choose either
o be passive about the job and decrease effort so as to meet the

inimum level standard (Farrell, 1983). This is particularly salient
or hindrance stressors when employees receive negative task feed-
ack from supervisors. Because hindrance stressors are appraised
s having the potential to harm personal growth they trigger nega-
ive emotions and behaviors on the job (such as withdrawing from
he situation, decreasing effort). As a result, if employees suffering
rom such stressors receive negative feedback they may  decide to
nvest little energy in accomplishing routine tasks rather than com-
ng up with new ways of doing things. In support for this, scholars
uggest that role ambiguity not only directs individuals’ attention
oward completing routine tasks but also away from problem solv-
ng approaches that may  reduce creative actions (Leung et al., 2001;
albot et al., 1992). Thus, we propose the following hypothesis.

ypothesis 5. Negative task feedback from supervisor will mod-
rate the negative relationship between hindrance-oriented stress
nd employee creativity, such that it will be weaker when negative
ask feedback is low.

. Methods

.1. Sample and procedure

The research team worked with a research assistant from a
ajor university in Beijing, China to contact organizations in the

otel and service industries operating in this region. The assistant
nitially contacted the HR managers in each company. Once their
greement had been obtained, the research assistant visited each
ompany. With the assistance of the HR managers, a list of 50 work
eams, randomly selected, was compiled and 50 team managers
hen completed the survey. The team managers distributed sur-
eys to individual members of their teams in each company. The
nal sample included 265 team members and 50 managers from 50
otel companies. The research assistant visited the data collection
ites and met  with the HR managers and some of the top manage-
ent team in each. Two sets of questionnaires were distributed,

ne in which respondents (general employees) reported their per-
eptions of challenge- and hindrance-oriented stress on the job and
n two forms of supervisory task feedback, and one in which man-
gers or supervisors reported on the creative performance of their
ubordinates. Each questionnaire was coded with an identification
umber assigned by the researcher. We  first distributed the ques-
ionnaires in packs to 50 team managers or supervisors, who  then
assed them to their subordinates. Each survey pack included a
over letter explaining the general purpose of the study and stat-
ng that participation was voluntary. Respondents were instructed
Please cite this article in press as: Hon, A.H.Y., et al., Overcoming w
industry: The role of task feedback from supervisor. Int. J. Hospitality 

o complete the survey individually and to use the pre-addressed
nvelope to return it directly to us. A total of 265 usable responses
ere returned. The sample size for each organization ranged from

 to 7, with a mean of 5.3.
 PRESS
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Fifty-three percent of the employees were male. With regard to
age, 57% were aged 20–29, 32% were 30–49, and the rest over 49. In
terms of educational background, 64.3% had a bachelor’s degree or
higher, and the rest had a secondary-level education or below. For
the supervisors, 72% percent were male, 10.7% were aged 20–29,
69% were 30–49, and the rest over 49. Of the supervisors, 92.8%
had a bachelor’s degree or higher, and the rest had a college- or
secondary-level education. All supervisors were middle- or senior-
level managers within the organization. Organization size ranged
from small (23% had fewer than 300 employees), to fairly large (31%
had above 2000 employees).

2.2. Measures

A seven-point scale was used for all of the study measures,
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). All of
the measures used in the current analysis were originally devel-
oped in English. We  invited two  bilingual professional experts to
translate the measures into Chinese using the back-translation
method. The two  translators worked independently to complete
the English-to-Chinese and Chinese-to-English translations. Dis-
crepancies between the English and Chinese versions were then
identified, discussed, and revised by the experts to assure semantic
equivalence.

2.2.1. Pilot study
We  used a pilot study before a large-scale survey was conducted.

We invited 22 full-time Chinese employees who  worked in hospi-
tality industry to join our focus group interview. This objective was
to examine the level of compensation difference between expatri-
ates and locals and employees’ perceptions of the gap. We  then
distributed our questionnaires to these 22 employees and invited
them to provide a detailed comment about each question items. If
there is any unclear or ambiguous sentence or word, we  will modify
and correct it.

2.2.2. Work stress
Employee’s work stress was  measured using Cavanaugh et al.

(2000) six-item scales of challenge-related stress and five-
item scales of hindrance-related stress. Challenge-related stress
items include “Many projects and assignments” “Experience time
pressures on the job” “Spend long time at work” “Heavy respon-
sibility at work” “A lot of work much be accomplished in the
allotted time” and “Position entails a lot of responsibility.” On
the other hand, hindrance-related stress items were “Don’t clearly
understand what is expected on the job” “Experience low levels of
job security” “Different supervisors have different requirements”
“Organizational politic” and “Performance goals keep changing.”

2.2.3. Task feedback from supervisor
Two forms of supervisory task feedback were adapted from

George and Zhou’s (2001) seven-item scale to measure both pos-
itive and negative task feedback from the supervisor. Positive task
feedback consisted of three items, including “Tell me  that I do a
good job”, “Tell me  that my  performance is excellent”, and “Give
me positive task feedback.” Negative task feedback consisted of four
items, including “Criticize my  work”, “Indicate that he/she is not
happy with my  work”, “Give me  negative task feedback”, and “Tell
me that my  task performance is not up to standard.”
ork-related stress and promoting employee creativity in hotel
Manage. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001

2.2.4. Employee creativity
Team managers or supervisors were asked to assess their sub-

ordinates’ individual creativity. We  used Zhou and George’s (2001)
13-item scale to measure this. Example items included “Suggests

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001
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Table  1
Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities (in parentheses).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 29.83 7.68 –
2. Gender .58 .47 .3 –
3.  Education 1.13 .55 −.15* .10 –
4.  Organizational tenure 7.69 3.15 −.19** .06 −.12 –
5.  Employee creativity 5.01 .76 .06 .08 .07 −.09 (.88)
6.  Challenge-related stress 4.84 .98 .00 .01 .04 .10 .18** (.86)
7.  Hindrance-related stress 3.34 1.11 .01 .00 .02 .06 −.06* .27** (.80)
8.  Positive task feedback 5.04 1.07 .03 .14* .08 .14* .28** .17* −.26** (.85)
9.  Negative task feedback 4.78 1.31 .00 .02 .05 .02 −.11 .15* −.41** −.22** (.90)
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ote: (N = 265). Scale reliabilities are shown in parentheses on the diagonal.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.

ew ways to achieve goals or objectives” and “Comes up with new
nd practical ideas to improve performance.”

.2.5. Control variables
We  controlled for several demographic variables that were not

f direct interest but have been shown in prior studies to be related
o employee creativity (Janssen, 2004; Shin and Zhou, 2003), such as
ge, gender, education, and year(s) with current company. Gender
as coded as 1 = female and 0 = male. Education was  coded into

wo categories (University level or above = 1 and Secondary level
r below = 0). Age and tenure were assessed in terms of years.

.2.6. Analyses
We  used hierarchical regression analyses to test our hypothe-

es about the two-way interaction effects of the two  dimensions of
ork stress, two forms of supervisory task feedback, and employee

reativity. The work stress and supervisory task feedback scales
ere centered at their means before computing the interaction

nalyses (Aiken and West, 1991). To enable any significant inter-
ction effects to be more closely examined, we plotted the simple
lope of the work stress and employee creativity regression at one
tandard deviation above and below the mean of each item of pos-
tive and negative task feedback from the supervisor, and tested

hether each slope was significant, according to Aiken and West’s
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1991) recommendation. In addition, we performed confirmatory
actor analyses (CFA) to investigate the discriminant validity of the
actor structures of work stress and task feedback from supervisors.
verall model fit was assessed by the comparative fit index (CFI),

able 2
ierarchical regression analysis result for two aspects of work stress and positive task fee

Statistics Variables 

Step 1: Control variables
Age 

Gender 

Education
Year(s) work in this company 

Step  2: Main effects
Challenge-related stress (challenge) 

Hindrance-related stress (hindrance) 

Positive task feedback from supervisor
Step 3: Interaction terms
Challenge*positive task feedback 

Hindrance*positive task feedback 

R2 (adj) 

F  

�R2

�F  

ote: (N = 265). The coefficients are standardized beta weights.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
the incremental fit index (TLI), and the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA; Browne and Cudeck, 1992).

3. Results

To assess discriminant validity, we first conducted a CFA on the
items comprising the two dimensions of work stress and the two
forms of supervisory task feedback. Three baseline models were
computed. The results showed a good fit for the four-factor model,
where all items loaded on their intended constructs (�2 = 433.26,
df = 98, p < .01; CFI = .95; TLI = .96, RMSEA = .06). Next, we computed
a two-factor model which combined the items for challenge- and
hindrance-related stress, and combined the items of positive and
negative task feedback from the supervisor. This two-factor model
yielded a poorer fit to these data (�2 = 635.38, df = 123, p < .01;
CFI = .79; TLI = .80, RMSEA = .09). Finally, a one-factor model, where
all items were constrained to load on a single factor, yielded a poor
fit (�2 = 2655.27, df = 135, p < .01; CFI = .51; TLI = .52, RMSEA = .11).
The hypothesized four-factor model better fit these data than both
the two-factor (��2 = 202.12, �df = 25, p < .01) and single-factor
(��2 = 222.01, �df  = 37, p < .01) models, which supported the dis-
criminant validity of each variable (Andre and Werner, 2005).

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, correlations,
and reliability coefficients (in parentheses) of all the variables in
ork-related stress and promoting employee creativity in hotel
Manage. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001

the study. Except for negative task feedback, all the bivariate rela-
tionships indicate that the two  dimensions of work stress and
positive task feedback from supervisor were significantly related
to employee creativity.

dback on employee creativity.

Creativity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

.08 .06 .06
−.17* −.16* −.14
−.14 −.15* −.15*

−.04 −.07 −.06

.28** .25**

−.22** −.20*

.31*** .29***

.21**

−.18*

.15 .21 .25
6.49** 8.21*** 9.47***

.03 .04
3.37** 5.43**
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Table 3
Hierarchical regression analysis result for two  aspects of work stress and negative task feedback on employee creativity.

Statistics Variables Employee creativity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Step 1: Control variables
Age .06 .07 .06
Gender −.17* −.16* −.13
Education −.12  −.13 −.15*

Year(s) work in this company −.04 −.03 −.03
Step  2: Main effects
Challenge-related stress (challenge) .26** .23**

Hindrance-related stress (hindrance) −.23** −.20**

Negative task feedback from supervisor −.08 −.05
Step  3: Interaction terms
Challenge*negative task feedback −.17*

Hindrance*negative task feedback .19**

R2 (adj) .17 .24 .28
F  6.68** 7.97*** 8.32***

�R2 .03 .03
�F  5.32** 4.56**

Note: (N = 265). The coefficients are standardized beta weights.
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* p < .05.
** p < .01.

*** p < .001.

To examine the interactional relationship between work stress
nd supervisory task feedback on employee creativity, we tested
wo hierarchical regression models (see Tables 2 and 3) with pos-
tive or negative task feedback as moderator. Model 1 reports the
esults for the control variables, Model 2 adds the main effects of
he two dimensions of work stress and each form of supervisory
ask feedback, and Model 3 adds the interaction terms for the above
onstructs. Model 3 also presents the results of the analysis to test
hether the hypothesized moderation effects were significant.

.1. Hypotheses testing

Hypothesis 1a and b predicted that challenge-related stress
ill be positively related to employee creativity while hindrance-

elated stress will be negatively related to employee creativity. As
redicted, results show that challenge-related stress was  positively
elated to creativity (Table 2,  ̌ = .28, p < .01; Table 3,  ̌ = .26, p < .01)
nd hindrance-related stress was negatively related to employee
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reativity (Table 2,  ̌ = −.22, p < .01; Table 3,  ̌ = −.23, p < .01). There-
ore, Hypothesis 1a and b were supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that positive task feedback from
upervisor will moderate the positive relationship between
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ig. 1. Moderation effect of positive task feedback from supervisor on the relation-
hip between challenge-related stress and employee creativity.
challenge-oriented stress and employee creativity such that it will
be stronger when positive task feedback is high. Table 2 shows that
the two-way interaction terms for challenge-related stress and pos-
itive task feedback were significant on employee creativity (  ̌ = .21,
p < .01). Tests of simple slopes, as displayed in Fig. 1, indicates that
the relationship was positively significant when positive task feed-
back from supervisor was high (simple slope = 61, p < .01). When
positive task feedback was low, the relationship did not change
and was not significant (simple slope = 08, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 1
is supported.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that negative task feedback from
supervisor will moderate the positive relationship between
challenge-oriented stress and employee creativity such that it will
be stronger when negative task feedback is low. Table 3 shows
that the two-way interaction term for challenge-related stress and
negative task feedback was negatively significant on creativity
(  ̌ = −.17, p < .05). Tests of simple slopes, displayed in Fig. 2 indicates
that the relationship was positive and significant when negative
task feedback was  low (simple slope = 33, p < .05). When it was high,
ork-related stress and promoting employee creativity in hotel
Manage. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001

the relationship was negative and significant (simple slope = −.71,
p < .01). Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Hypothesis 4 predicted that positive task feedback from supervi-
sor will moderate the negative relationship of hindrance-oriented
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Fig. 2. Moderation effect of negative task feedback from supervisor on the relation-
ship between challenge-related stress and employee creativity.
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ig. 3. Moderation effect of positive task feedback from supervisor on the relation-
hip between hindrance-related stress and employee creativity.

tress and employee creativity such that it will be weaker when
ositive task feedback is high. As shown in Table 2, the two-way

nteraction term was negatively significant on employee creativity
 ̌ = −.18, p < .05). Tests of simple slopes, displayed in Fig. 3, indicate

hat the relationship was significant when positive task feedback
as high (simple slope = 36, p < .05). When it was low, the relation-

hip between hindrance-related stress and creativity was  negative
nd significant (simple slope = −.59, p < .01). Thus, Hypothesis 3 is
upported.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that negative task feedback from super-
isor will moderate the negative relationship of hindrance-oriented
tress and employee creativity such that it will be weaker when
egative task feedback is low. As shown in Table 3, the two-way

nteraction term was positive and significant on employee cre-
tivity (  ̌ = .19, p < .05). Tests of simple slopes, displayed in Fig. 4,
ndicates that the relationship was negatively significant when neg-
tive task feedback was high from supervisor (simple slope = −.62,

 < .01). However, when it was low, the relationship was not signif-
cant (simple slope = 02, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 4 is also supported.
ll four moderation hypotheses are supported and these results are
onsistent with our predictions and theoretical arguments.

. Discussion

This study confirms previous findings from the work stress lit-
Please cite this article in press as: Hon, A.H.Y., et al., Overcoming w
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rature (Cavanaugh et al., 2000; LePine et al., 2005; Podasakoff
t al., 2007) that service employees in the hotel industry fre-
uently face pressures such as heavy workload, insufficient time,

ig. 4. Moderation effect of negative task feedback from supervisor on the relation-
hip between hindrance-related stress and employee creativity.
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high responsibility, role ambiguity, role conflict, and job insecu-
rity. Accordingly, it is common to experience various kinds of work
stress in the service industry. The results of this study demonstrate
that work stress is not necessarily a bad or undesirable outcome
for organizations. Organizations interested in improving employee
creativity need to be discriminating in their interpretation of levels
of work stress. We  found that challenge-related stress is related
to high employee creativity, which ultimately increases organi-
zational effectiveness. Organizations should focus on eliminating
hindrance-related stress. For example, reducing the stress asso-
ciated with job insecurity, role ambiguity, or role conflict in the
workplace may  require more systemic changes in the organiza-
tion’s culture, and approach to employee relations, or both.

In addition, our study found that supervisory task feedback is
an important boundary condition that makes challenge-related
stress come to be regarded as “good,” and so positively related to
employee creativity, which is damaged by hindrance-related work
stress. However, hindrance stress in some situations (such as task
feedback from a supervisor) can also promote employee creativity
even though it is regarded as “bad.” As indicated above, the purpose
of this study was, (1) to examine both positive and negative task
feedback from supervisors that may  facilitate or inhibit individual
creativity; and (2) to challenge the assumption that work stress
will always be associated with negative outcomes. The results of
this study provide several theoretical and practical implications
for hotel managers operating in the fast-changing business envi-
ronment.

From a theoretical point of view, the voice literature suggests
that task feedback from supervisor is an important aspect of the
social context that may  channel employee work stress into creativ-
ity (Withey and Cooper, 1989; Zhou and George, 2001). Employees
may  choose to use creativity as an expression of voice when they
are under stress and pressure at work. Supervisory task feedback
as an organizational signal gives rise to the perception that cre-
ative performance has the potential to be effective and so new
and useful ideas can be produced that supervisors in the organi-
zation will support (LePine and Van Dyne, 1998). More specifically,
positive task feedback from supervisors reinforces employees’ con-
fidence regarding prior performance (Amabile and Khaire, 2008;
Fodor and Carver, 2000), and this psychological motivation can
minimize the negative effect of conflicting role requirements or
unclear job demands in the workplace. Task-focused feedback from
supervisors can also help to shift the efforts of those employees
who are tired of organizational politics and concerned about their
job security toward creative action. This line of argument is consis-
tent with Zhou and George’s (2001) work suggesting that unhappy
employees who  stay in their organization tend to actively engage in
creative behavior to improve unfavorable situations. These results
can be reconciled with the conceptual framework developed by the
current study on the basis of the existing literature on voice behav-
iors, work stress, and creativity (Amabile et al., 1996; Cavanaugh
et al., 2000; Oldham and Cumming, 1996), by showing that dimen-
sions of work stress can promote and inhibit employee creativity,
and this association is dependent upon various forms of task feed-
back from supervisors.

Additionally, prior research suggests that in order for challenge
and hindrance stressors to lead to creativity as an expression of
voice, employees must perceive that their creative efforts will be
effective. This is because that these behaviors, although having the
potential to improve work stress, are not without cost (Withey and
Cooper, 1989). Creativity carries certain risks because the new ideas
may  or may  not deliver the intended positive outcomes (Zhou and
ork-related stress and promoting employee creativity in hotel
Manage. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2012.11.001

George, 2001). Our results showed that employees who experi-
enced pressure at work were more likely to be creative when their
supervisors had provided them with positive and useful feedback
enabling them to make improvements on the job. We  reasoned that
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upervisory task feedback might have contributed to the employ-
es’ belief that their creative actions would be effective because (1)
t directed the employees’ attention toward learning and making
mprovements on the job, in the process of which they might be
timulated to generate new and useful ideas, and (2) it increased
heir confidence that their creative ideas had a good chance of being
upported by supervisors and subsequently implemented. Thus,
reativity, as an expression of voice, is an active and constructive
esponse to work stressors.

.1. Managerial implications

From a practical point of view, service employees in the hotel
ndustry frequently face problems of role ambiguity and conflict,
ob insecurity, heavy workload, and lack of time. Work stress has
ong been considered to be a detrimental construct in the world
f work which affects service quality and organizational effective-
ess; negative outcomes are expected (Glazer and Beehr, 2005;
amilton et al., 1993; Jex et al., 2001). The results of this study
emonstrate that work stress is not necessarily regarded as a “bad”
r undesirable outcome for organizations, especially when creativ-
ty is used as an expression of voice. This is an interesting yet
nderdeveloped area in the specific area of the hospitality sector.
nder favorable contextual conditions, such as the opportunity to

eceive task feedback from supervisors, challenge and hindrance
tressors can be redirected into a positive outcome – employee
reativity. Future research is needed to identify and investigate
hether there are other social–contextual variables, including

rganizational cultures, trust in supervisors, and coworker behav-
ors (Hon, 2011; Hon and Leung, 2011; Stamper and Johlke, 2003),
hat might also have a useful impact on this process.

Secondly, our results suggest that various forms of supervisory
ask-focused feedback can play a positive role in shifting work
tress into creativity. That is, when employees who  experience a
igh level of pressure at work, but for whom the cost of quitting

s too high, perceive their supervisors as giving them high levels
f advice and support, they will exhibit a high level of creativity.
otel managers should be aware that coming up with new and
seful ideas is a real challenge in organizations, and if employees
eel their efforts will be unsuccessful, they may  react to stress pas-
ively rather than actively. Specifically, if hotel managers provide
seful and positive task feedback, staff under stress will know that
hey have someone available to consult when problems arise and
hat their supervisors will be willing to share their knowledge
nd feedback to solve problems and ensure that new ideas are
iable.

Lastly, hotel managers should understand that reducing work
tress is not always associated with favorable outcomes when
anaging employees in a changing and competitive environment.

ervice employees experiencing stress can realize the potential
enefits of creativity to move away from the unfavorable situa-
ion when they receive positive feedback, by making their working
nvironment more flexible or coming up with new ways to perform
heir tasks. This can help to minimize the level of incompatibil-
ty in their job requirements and role conflict (Zhou and George,
001). Additionally, when the external market is turbulent (such
s in a economic downturn or financial crisis), if organizational
estructuring or downsizing is necessary to maintain a compet-
tive advantage, hotel managers might view employees’ heavy

orkloads or concerns about job security as an opportunity for
ncouraging new and useful ideas, rather than as a problem requir-
Please cite this article in press as: Hon, A.H.Y., et al., Overcoming w
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ng tight controls or the introduction of rigid policies. In practice,
ospitality managers should acknowledge that work stress is not
lways associated with unfavorable outcomes when managing
mployees.
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4.2. Limitation and direction for future research

This research has several limitations that should be addressed in
future research. First, we employed a cross-sectional design, which
does not allow an evaluation of the causal directions proposed and
the temporal dynamics implied. Alternative explanations based on
a different causal ordering could be proposed. A longitudinal design
would be preferable to a cross-sectional design because it allows
researchers to trace patterns of change over time and explore causal
directions and reciprocal relationships (Williams and Podsakoff,
1989). However, our findings focus on moderation effects which
are complex and coherent (Aiken and West, 1991); it is less possi-
ble to generate reasonable alternative explanations for them based
on sampling biases (Evans, 1985).

Second, the sample was drawn from only one Chinese city (Bei-
jing), which may  deviate from other areas; accordingly, we cannot
address the issue of generalizability. However, we surveyed a size-
able number of full-time service workers in hotel organizations.
Moreover, our theorizing is not tied to any specific organizational
or cultural context, so it will be important to replicate our findings
in different contexts. Lastly, although employees’ creative perfor-
mance was rated by supervisors, the work stress and supervisory
task feedback measures were self-reported at the individual level.
Future studies may  wish to include additional objective measures
of these variables.

Nonetheless, future research is needed to identify whether other
categories of stress exist in addition to challenge- and hindrance-
oriented stress, and whether other contextual variables such as
leadership style, management policies and practices, organiza-
tional reward systems, and intrinsic motivation (Hon, 2011; Shalley
and Gilson, 2004) might also be useful in shifting work stress into
positive or negative work outcomes. In addition, it would also
be interesting to examine the effect of stress on other job out-
comes such as performance and on psychological outcomes such
as employees’ trust and helping behaviors toward their boss (Hon
and Leung, 2011). Lastly, managers should understand that employ-
ees have different personal characteristics and different needs for
achievement, power, or affiliation; it would be interesting to see
how these characteristics interact with work-related stress in terms
of employee creativity and other work outcomes.

To sum up, this study contributes to the literature on work stress,
voice behavior, and creativity and provides interesting implications
for managing work stress and creativity in the hotel industry in
two important ways. Firstly, few other studies have addressed the
issue of how and to what extent employees experiencing high lev-
els of stress in various forms will have their creativity promoted or
inhibited. Furthermore, organization decision makers often com-
plain about the difficulty of helping employees to overcome work
stress and the strength of resistance to change (Woodman, 1989).
This study has also showed that work stress is not always bad,
and that by ensuring that supervisors provide positive and useful
task feedback, employees may  be able to channel it into creativity.
Employee creativity may  result in the development of novel and
useful ideas that will not only help eliminate the sources of stress,
but also improve organizational effectiveness. Hospitality employ-
ees who are discontented with the status quo may be a valuable
resource in initiating change and overcoming this kind of inertia.
Our results suggest that in order to take advantage of this potential
problem, hotel managers need to ensure that supervisors provide
task-focused feedback and support for creativity.
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