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A B S T R A C T   

This paper focuses on the direct and interactive influence of leadership attachment styles (secure, anxious, and 
avoidant) and commitment HR system on two distinct stages of the individual innovation process—idea gen-
eration and implementation. We test our hypotheses in two studies. An experimental study of undergraduate 
students establishes a positive effect of secure attachment on idea implementation. The interplay between 
commitment HR system and avoidant attachment marginally predict idea generation; commitment HR system 
and neither secure nor anxious attachment predict implementation. A multisource multi-level field study in three 
EU-based private firms replicates the direct role of commitment HR system in stimulating idea implementation 
(but not generation) and suggests that secure attachment fosters both generation and implementation, whereas 
anxious attachment hinders both. Moderation analyses support only a marginal interaction between commitment 
HR system and secure attachment in fostering idea generation. We discuss theoretical, practical, and future 
research implications.   

1. Introduction 

Human resource (HR) management underpins people as one of the 
main sources of firms’ competitive advantage and examines the role of 
different employee groups as well as approaches in managing them 
(Barney, 1991; Purcell, 1999). However, to maintain or gain a 
competitive advantage, organizations do not only need to hire the em-
ployees with the right knowledge, skills, and abilities, but also need to be 
able to capitalize on those with the help of HR systems. The latter are 
described as distinctive systems of interchangeable HR practices for 
obtaining, retaining, and developing employees with a specific purpose, 
in processes that might allow the organization to maintain or gain 
competitive advantages—such as by fostering employee creativity and 
innovation (e.g., the generation and implementation of new and useful 
ideas; Liu et al., 2017). Both of these have been linked to individual 
and/or organizational performance (Anderson et al., 2014; Baer, 2012). 
Creativity contributes to the broader organization’s ability to adapt to 
change and innovate in the global marketplace (Shalley et al., 2004) 
while employee innovation serves as a starting point to organizational 
innovation, sustainability, and growth over time (Buhl et al., 2016; 

Salomo et al., 2008). The literature proposes that idea generation and 
implementation may be dependent on individual differences, percep-
tions, and interpersonal relationships (Anderson et al., 2014; Baer, 
2012) and on the formal context in place (Liden & Antonakis, 2009; Liu 
et al., 2017), which leads to two issues. 

First, despite the logical importance of formal context—HR systems 
in place for fostering individual behaviors (Jackson et al., 1989)—most 
of the HR research has neglected the intuitive importance of leader-
–follower ties in the manifestation of HR systems concerning idea gen-
eration and implementation. The contextual conditions in the form of 
HR systems which interact across levels (Peccei & Van De Voorde, 2019) 
are not perceived in the same way by all employees (Wright & Nishii, 
2013), but the actual significance of the HR system may be heavily 
intertwined with the actions of their immediate supervisor (Zupan & 
Kaše, 2007) and the dynamic relational emotional exchange pattern 
employees develop with him or her (Černe et al., 2018). 

Second, this suggests that to explore idea generation and imple-
mentation as relational phenomena we need to go beyond classical 
conceptualizations of leadership (e.g., transformational, transaction, 
authentic, etc.) (Batistič et al., 2017; Wang & Rode, 2010; Ye et al., 
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Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

European Management Journal 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/emj 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2021.09.005 
Received 13 July 2020; Received in revised form 18 August 2021; Accepted 9 September 2021   

mailto:s.batistic@tilburguniversity.edu
mailto:r.kenda@tilburguniversity.edu
mailto:marusa.premru@gmail.com
mailto:matej.cerne@ef.uni-lj.si
mailto:matej.cerne@ef.uni-lj.si
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02632373
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/emj
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2021.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2021.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2021.09.005
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


European Management Journal xxx (xxxx) xxx

2

2019) and look at attachment styles—i.e., relational schemas that 
correspond to strategies of affect regulation that result from different 
patterns of interactions that followers possess with their supervisors 
(Davidovitz et al., 2007; Wu & Parker, 2017). In doing so, we can un-
derstand a distinctive web of relations at work by simultaneously 
looking at individual differences and relational dynamics (Davidovitz 
et al., 2007; Popper & Amit, 2009). Moreover, we can also simulta-
neously untangle the supervisors, followers, and leader–follower re-
lations and responses. 

Answering the continued call for contextualization of management 
and HR research (Boon et al., 2017; Johns, 2006) and the 
devolution-to-the-line perspective in HR (Perry & Kulik, 2008), this 
research brings together literature on strategic HR management and 
leadership to empirically examine the cross-level interactive role of 
attachment styles that employees perceive to have developed with 
leaders (Hinojosa et al., 2014) and HR systems (cf. Lepak & Snell, 2002) 
in influencing the employee creativity and innovation processes at the 
individual level. The importance of HR systems as an organizational 
contextual top-down catalyst for innovation has only recently gained 
momentum in the extant literature (Černe et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2017; 
Wang et al., 2010). However, it has mostly focused on the role of 
functional HR practices (Dorenbosch et al., 2005) or the relationship 
between high-commitment work systems or high-performance work 
systems (HPWS) and either creativity (idea generation) or innovation 
(idea implementation; Barba-Aragón & Jiménez-Jiménez, 2020; Chang 
et al., 2014). 

Černe et al. (2018) recently developed a complex theoretical 
framework of 12 propositions about the interaction of HR systems and 
attachment styles on creativity and innovation based on the 
person-environment fit framework. Our study first tests the propositions 
put forth by this conceptual paper empirically, and then goes beyond 
their theorizing by focusing explicitly on the commitment HR system. 
We focus on this HR configuration and combine it with three attachment 
styles that employees develop concerning their leaders as attachment 
figure (secure, anxious, and avoidant) to propose that their cross-level 
interactions have different roles in predicting two different elements 
of employees’ innovative work behavior: idea generation and idea 
implementation behaviors (cf. Baer, 2012; Škerlavaj et al., 2014), 
respectively. We theoretically build up hypotheses related to the 
extreme combinations of this system with leadership attachment styles 
that should be most relevant for either idea generation or implementa-
tion (Černe et al., 2018). In this way, we attempt to contribute to the 
literature in several ways. Empirically, we provide a comprehensive 
observational (both field and experimental) test of propositions posited 
in the work of Černe et al. (2018). Next, theoretical contributions of our 
paper stem from the model that is “zoomed in” on the interactions be-
tween commitment HR system and leadership attachment styles most 
relevant for either stage of the micro-innovation process. 

Firstly, we aim to contribute to the strategic HR management liter-
ature by looking at the HR systems from an organizational contextual 
perspective (Boon et al., 2017; Johns, 2006; Peccei & Van De Voorde, 
2019). We apply a multi-level view of HR (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; 
Wright & Nishii, 2013) in exploring its relationship with individual 
behaviors and perceptions. We specifically explore an overlooked 
concept in the HR literature, individual perceptions of leadership 
attachment style (Černe et al., 2018), and relate it to very important 
strategic outcomes—creativity and innovation (Liu et al., 2017)—and 
how these relationships can be influenced by the formal organizational 
context in place through a commitment HR system. 

Secondly, our study aims to contribute to the literature on leader-
ship. Attachment styles allow emphasizing the true dyadic bond be-
tween leaders and followers by acknowledging interpersonal 
characteristics about both parties simultaneously (Manning, 2003), 
specifically focusing on how followers interpret and make sense of these 
dyadic relationships. Considering the attachment framework is very 
useful when looking at idea generation and implementation as 

outcomes, since both tend to be profoundly affected by the supervisors 
and individual characteristics of their followers (Škerlavaj et al., 2014). 
In line with Hansbrough (2012), we emphasize the contextual boundary 
aspects of leadership attachment styles and explore how attachment 
styles relate to features of innovative work behavior and under which 
conditions this relationship might be molded by a commitment HR 
system. 

Thirdly, based on the notion described above, we also intend to 
contribute to the innovative work behavior/individual innovation 
literature by explaining how creativity—idea generation—entails 
potentially different characteristics than idea implementation (Baer, 
2012; Škerlavaj et al., 2014), and how both of them are influenced by a 
dyadic leadership–followership tie within the context of organizational 
systems. A significant body of literature in the HR field focuses on how to 
encourage employees to become and stay innovative in the workplace 
(Shipton et al., 2006). However, a less prevailing stream, yet based on a 
profoundly important reality, addresses the fact that ideas need to be 
applied to have value for the organization (Baer, 2012). We thus test 
how particular types of social-contextual conditions—interactions be-
tween leadership attachment styles and types of HR systems—might be 
beneficial for individual creativity and innovation processes (e.g., idea 
generation and implementation). 

2. Theory with hypotheses 

2.1. HR systems 

Strategic HR management is defined as “the pattern of planned 
human resource deployments and activities intended to enable an or-
ganization to achieve its goals” (Wright & McMahan, 1992, p. 298). It 
represents one of the most important contextual factors influencing 
employees’ attitudes and behaviors because it creates a condition in 
which relations between individuals are formed, managed, and 
communicated (Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2003; Mossholder et al., 
2011). Moreover, the HR contextual perspective has recently gained 
traction as it can also explore cross-level effects which can further 
elucidate desired HR outcomes (Peccei & Van De Voorde, 2019). Or-
ganization’s strategic HR management is equipped with a set of uni-
versalistic HR practices (e.g., selective hiring, comprehensive training, 
rewards). HR practices can be then merged into systems, which provide 
further complementarities (Laursen & Foss, 2003) and research has 
shown that these relate to various organizational-level HR outcomes, 
such as productivity (Youndt et al., 1996). To link the HR contextual 
view with creativity we draw on the componential theory of creativity 
(Amabile, 1983) and argue, similarly to other scholars (e.g., Chang et al., 
2014), that HR systems may pose a “creative situation”. This theory 
suggests that contextual factors related to individual idea generation 
and potentially also idea implementation develop via key mechanisms, 
such as motivation and skills. The idea is that HR practices, part of the 
HR systems, might enhance such mechanisms which in turn provide a 
context where idea implementation and generation may flourish (Liu 
et al., 2017; Zhou & Shalley, 2008). 

Various HR systems have been explored in the past research, yet one 
of particular interest is the HR systems based on HR architecture. Lepak 
& Snell, 1999 suggested an HR architecture framework that groups 
employees dependent on two important categories: the value of the 
human capital for the organization and the uniqueness of human capital 
for the organization. Differences in human capital are accompanied by 
variations in the HR systems or configuration, which can be used to 
manage different cohorts of employees in a different way (Lepak & Snell, 
2002). HR systems characterize properties of a part of an organizational 
context that affects individuals’ attitudes and behaviors through care-
fully designed policies and practices for managing individuals, as well as 
through the expectations and obligations of the employment relation-
ship (e.g., relational vs. transactional; Boon et al., 2017). Distinct com-
positions of HR systems can be applied for the same group of employees 
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(Liu et al., 2017), but we argue, similarly to Lepak & Snell, 2002, that 
one main system might prevail. We focus on the commitment HR 
configuration for two key reasons. First, this particular HR system is 
extremely important to manage key employees in the organization 
(Lepak & Snell, 1999). For key employees, idea generation and imple-
mentation are crucial for generating value, thereby fulfilling their po-
tential and finding meaning in work, expressing their uniqueness, and 
thereby contributing to organizations’ sustainable competitive advan-
tage (Amabile & Kramer, 2011; Mihelič & Aleksić, 2017). Second, the 
implementation and investments in commitment HR systems are costly, 
and organizations have only limited resources (Chang et al., 2014), thus 
theorizing and providing further empirical evidence if such investment 
might pay off is indeed important (Tsui et al., 1997). 

A commitment HR system builds on investing in the motivation, 
empowerment, and development of those who hold vital knowledge, 
skills, and ability for the organization (cf. Ehrnrooth & Björkman, 2012). 
These “core” employees are important for the organization’s competi-
tive advantage. Consequently, the organizations will make extra efforts 
to retain, train, develop, and motivate them because such employees are 
rare in the labor market (Lepak & Snell, 1999). All the HR activities aim 
to grow a long-lasting relationship between the employees and the or-
ganization which leads to a strong psychological link between em-
ployees and organizations (Rousseau, 1995). As a consequence, the need 
for control is very low, and employees are given considerable discretion. 

Some recent advances in the HR field suggest that different HR sys-
tems might provide synergetic effects (Jiang, Lepak, Hu, & Baer, 2012; 
Liu et al., 2017), yet some theoretical insights suggest that the synergetic 
role between systems might be more complicated than initially thought; 
dependent on the outcome, HR systems might compete rather than 
provide synergies (Černe et al., 2018; Kang & Snell, 2009). To partially 
acknowledge this issue, we also acknowledge (and control for) an 
opposite configuration—a compliance HR system, which is more 
short-term oriented and transactional. Its aim is to ensure individual 
compliance with procedures and rules (Lepak & Snell, 2002). Organi-
zations applying compliance HR system assume that individuals are 
extrinsically motivated and have to be controlled (Boxall & Macky, 
2009). An explicit statement of economic exchange, limited training 
concentrated on enforcing rules, complying with work procedures, low 
discretion at work, and hourly wages for accomplishing specific tasks 
usually drive the compliance HR configuration (Lepak & Snell, 2002). 

2.2. Leadership and attachment theory 

Attachment theory, which was first conceptualized by Bowlby 
(1958), with joint work by Ainsworth and Bowlby (1991), builds on the 
notion that a child forms an attachment style (secure, and anxious or 
avoidant—insecure) toward principal caretakers. The attachment bonds 
develop beyond infancy and shift to other people in addition to parents 
(e.g., siblings, friends, companions; Ainsworth, 1989), enabling the 
application of attachment theory to adult relationships (Ainsworth & 
Parkes, 1991) and consequently also to the workplace environment 
(Richards & Schat, 2011). There are three different views on attachment 
styles: a) as individual dispositions—general patterns of how individuals 
tend to enter into new relationships (Sprecher & Fehr, 2011); b) related 
to a specific context, i.e., at work (Nelson & Quick, 1991; Richards & 
Schat, 2011); or c) related to a specific attachment figure, such as an 
immediate supervisor or leader (Davidovitz et al., 2007)—which is the 
focus of this paper. Conceptualizations b) and c) represent state-like, 
malleable constructs in a specific context. 

Attachment theory and styles were already applied to the leadership 
field (Černe et al., 2018; Hinojosa et al., 2014; Kafetsios et al., 2014), in 
order to deepen the understanding of the leader–follower relationship. It 
is believed that followers form emotional relationships with their 
leaders, which are in different ways analogous to those with their pri-
mary caregivers. Like a parent, a leader provides guidance, direction, 
and care to the followers who depend on him/her (Popper & Mayseless, 

2003). Oftentimes leaders are expected to provide a so-called “secure 
base” (providing safety, promoting creativity, and personal develop-
ment when employees are not distressed) and a “safe haven” (providing 
comfort, encouragement, and support in time of distress), two crucial 
roles of an attachment figure (Mayseless, 2010). 

Applying attachment theory to leadership suggests that a secure 
leadership attachment style is related to leadership styles that incorpo-
rate pro-social orientation toward the followers, better effectiveness and 
might be the best suited to stimulate creativity and innovation. In a 
similar vein, as with the compliance HR systems, we also acknowledge 
(and control for) the remaining two attachments styles, namely, anxious 
and avoidant. An avoidant leadership attachment style is characterized 
by limited pro-social and sensitive caretaking and consequently fails in 
providing security, which may lead to diminished performance among 
subordinates. Lastly, an anxious leadership attachment style is con-
nected to decreased sensitivity and effectiveness, potentially suggesting 
that the leader’s needs are self-centered (Mayseless, 2010). 

2.3. Creativity and innovation; idea generation; and implementation 

In this paper, we refer to creativity as an equivalent of idea gener-
ation, which is defined as the generation of novel and utile ideas 
(Amabile et al., 1996; ̌Skerlavaj et al., 2014). However, generating ideas 
is not enough as creativity is only a precursor to innovation (Scott & 
Bruce, 1994). Individual innovation is consequently composed of two 
distinctive and at times even clashing processes: generation and imple-
mentation. Consequently, we treat idea generation and idea imple-
mentation as two different activities (Baer, 2012) that are associated 
with distinct behaviors, which can be linked to exploration in the case of 
idea generation and exploitation in the case of idea implementation 
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2011). These distinct activities often compete for 
attention, effort, and resources (Škerlavaj et al., 2014), as they are 
enabled by different factors fostering either highly creative ideas (but at 
the same time, risky, novel, and transformative ideas) or implementable 
innovations—that are predominantly useful, capitalize on creativity, 
and capture business value (Škerlavaj et al., 2016). Accordingly, pre-
senting the essential elements of the micro-innovation process, they 
demand different resources, settings, or contextual situations. These 
may be hard to combine and even mutually exclude each other since a 
strong emphasis on one of the activities may be detrimental to the 
accomplishment of others (Škerlavaj et al., 2014). 

2.4. The interaction between commitment HR system and secure 
leadership attachment style predicting creative idea generation 

A commitment HR system contributes to employee well-being and a 
positive atmosphere at work (Lepak & Snell, 2002), stimulating per-
ceptions of psychological safety and a relaxed working environment, 
which have unsurprisingly been deemed beneficial for stimulating idea 
generation among employees (Kark & Carmeli, 2009). Freedom is a very 
important characteristic of creative thought as it enables individuals to 
focus on one idea for longer, fundamentally allowing workers to go 
beyond their ordinary daily habits and full development of creative 
ideas in an incubation period (Amabile et al., 1996). It empowers the 
employees with a sense of control (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992) and the 
psychological and participative safety the individuals need to achieve 
creativity (Choi et al., 2009). Practically, commitment HR practices, 
such as training, developmental performance appraisal, or job rotation 
might allow individuals to gain greater knowledge and skills (cf. Rynes 
et al., 2005) which represent an important antecedent of creativity 
(Amabile, 1983). If HR practices are similarly perceived by the in-
dividuals, this will generate a situation of uniform expectancies that 
results in a high/strong commitment HR system, which will signal what 
responses and behaviors are expected, rewarded, and valued (Ostroff & 
Bowen, 2016). 

As noted by various authors, high creative idea generation is 
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expected if the context is aligned with the individual behavior (Cable & 
Edwards, 2004; Leroy et al., 2018). Secure attachment style produces a 
basis for such an alignment, as it fosters employee perceptions needed 
for creative autonomy. When both commitment HR system and secure 
attachment style are high, this situation sends a message that individuals 
are not expected to ground their work on a rigid compliance-based 
structure, nor rigorous rules set by their supervisor (Hinojosa et al., 
2014; Lynch, 2013). Thus, the alignment reflects in perceptions of in-
dependent action and higher capacity for autonomous work (Bowlby, 
1988). This situation of supplementary alignment or fit (Cable & 
Edwards, 2004) between the HR context and supervisory behavior is 
characterized by the provided cues is beneficial for creative idea gen-
eration. Thus, the positive relationship that is expected between secure 
attachment style and creative idea generation will be further enhanced 
by the positive message (e.g., freedom, psychosocial safety) delivered by 
the matching context in place—commitment HR system. We therefore 
propose: 

Hypothesis 1. The interaction of secure attachment and commitment 
HR system relate to idea generation. High levels of secure attachment in 
combination with high levels of commitment HR system relate to high 
levels of idea generation. 

2.5. The interaction between commitment HR system and secure 
leadership attachment style predicting idea implementation 

A commitment HR system is focused on the cultivation of employees’ 
participation and maximizing profit by investing in human capital. 
Moreover, perception of performance-oriented guidelines might be ab-
sent (Lepak & Snell, 2002), which might result in not promoting speed 
and uptake of achievements, which are too important parts of the idea 
implementation process. For example, previous studies indicate that 
individual practices with a commitment orientation relate to idea 
implementation, such as training and development appraisal with the 
aim of development and team collaboration (Shipton et al., 2006). 
However, when looking at the complementarities of HR practices, thus 
commitment HR systems as a whole, support is more limited. None-
theless, empirical evidence suggests that commitment HR systems are 
positively related to idea implementation (Ceylan, 2013). 

On the other hand, supportive supervisors, who show characteristics 
of secure attachment style (Simmons et al., 2009), help employees with 
access to resources and potentially affect their perceptions of relatedness 
and competence. This might lead to better work efficacy at the indi-
vidual level and resulting in higher levels of idea implementation 
(Mathisen et al., 2006; Škerlavaj et al., 2014). 

This again leads to a situation of supplementary alignment or fit 
(Cable & Edwards, 2004), but we argue that this supplementary align-
ment has negative effects for idea implementation. The commitment HR 
system moderates the otherwise positive link between followers’ 
perception of a secure leadership attachment style and idea imple-
mentation, making it less positive. We propose that this is due to the 
looseness (e.g., in terms of performance goals) of the context in place 
which is provided by the high commitment HR systems. Further, we 
propose, following the logic of Cable and Edwards (2004), that the 
strength of the context, especially the designed one—such as HR systems 
(Batistič et al., 2016), could potentially offset the strength of the indi-
vidual, in our case provided by the high secure attachment style. Taken 
together, characteristics of a secure leadership attachment style in 
combination with commitment HR systems might provide a loose 
environment, in which the equilibrium of compliance and effective 
implementation of creative ideas could be lacking (Costello & Keane, 
2000), as employees would feel overly secure, leading to the situation 
described as too many “carrots” and not enough “sticks” (Černe et al., 
2018). Thus: 

Hypothesis 2. The interaction of secure attachment and commitment 
HR system relate to idea implementation. High levels of secure 

attachment in combination with high levels of commitment HR system 
relate to low levels of idea implementation. 

To test the proposed hypotheses, we used an experiment Study 1. To 
address the limitations of Study 1 and establish causality, we performed 
a replication field Study 2. The research model with Hypotheses is 
shown in Fig. 1. 

3. Study 1: methods 

3.1. Sample and experimental design 

The experiment was conducted in Spring 2017 on a sample of 164 
undergraduate HRM students at an EU-based university. All students 
were informed in advance about the purpose of the study and its 
confidentiality. The age of the participants ranged from 20 to 28 years, 
and the mean age was 21.76 years (SD = 1.25). About half of them had 
at least a year of working experience in terms of holding student jobs. 
The experiment used a two-by-three (HR systems: commitment, 
compliance [used as a control vs. the commitment condition]; and 
attachment styles: secure, anxious, avoidant [the latter two used as 
controls versus the secure condition]) between-subjects factorial design. 

The experiment adopted a task used by Škerlavaj et al. (2014) which 
started by presenting an HR scenario to the participants. The partici-
pants were assigned the role of HR managers for a large car retailer. In 
the scenario, one of the company’s branch managers has just resigned 
and the company’s HR department must come up with a printed 
newspaper job advertisement to find his or her replacement. The par-
ticipants received a case in which the previous manager’s tasks were 
written in detail. 

Upon their arrival at the experimental site, participants randomly 
drew index cards to determine their team assignment into one of the two 
classrooms. Participants were then directed to individual places where 
they were informed that they would be participating in several tasks, 
such as completing survey questionnaires and working on an idea 
development task. 

The participants received and read the case materials and the in-
structions to first generate and write down (describe) ideas for a job 
advertisement (20 min) and then design it (e.g., write and draw it on a 
sheet of paper as it would appear in the newspaper: 30 min). Before the 
beginning of the first stage, we introduced our manipulations of HR 
systems using vignettes describing each system based on the logic pre-
sented by Lepak & Snell, 1999. Even if manipulating real-life conditions 
in educational settings might be seen as a problem, we believe that, due 
to the students’ specific vocational path related to business education, in 
combination with working experience that most of them possessed, they 
were able to relate to the manipulation well (Highhouse & Gillespie, 
2009). 

3.2. HR systems manipulations 

Commitment HR system: The company focuses on internal development 
and long-term employee commitment for their employees. Moreover, HR 
practices are oriented toward training, education, and other skill-enhancing 
activities. In general, the firm uses an employment mode that is structured 
around the skills and competencies of employees rather than the execution of 
programmed tasks and job routines. 

Compliance HR system: The company seeks short-term contractual ar-
rangements for the performance of tasks with limited scope, purpose, or 
duration. HR practices related to training, education, and other skill- 
enchaining activities are kept at a minimum. In general, the firm uses a 
job-based employment mode, in which contractual arrangements simply focus 
on the economic aspects of the contract (hourly pay) and strive to ensure 
worker compliance with preset rules, regulations, and procedures, rather than 
building a long-lasting commitment relationship. 

Next, the scenario presented the participants’ supervisor, Pat, the 
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CEO of the company. Before presenting their ideas, they were randomly 
exposed to three vignettes describing the attachment styles manipula-
tions with a specific referent to their supervisor as the attachment figure. 

3.3. Attachment styles manipulations 

Secure: You find it relatively easy to get close to Pat and are comfortable 
depending on him and having Pat depend on you. You don’t often worry 
about being abandoned by Pat or about him getting too close to you. 

Anxious: You find that Pat is reluctant to get as close as you would like. 
You often worry that he doesn’t really want to be in a working relationship 
with you. You also want to be merged with another leader. 

Avoidant: You are somewhat uncomfortable being close to Pat; you find 
it difficult to trust him completely, difficult to allow yourself to depend on 
him. You are nervous because you believe Pat wants to have a closer working 
relationship than you feel comfortable being in. 

In the second stage of the experimental task, the instructors directed 
the participants to carry out the ideas they put down in the first stage 
and to write and draw the actual job advertisements. 

3.4. Measures 

Idea generation and implementation were evaluated by independent 
raters with expertise in creativity and innovation and previous experi-
ence in rating experimental outputs. Two raters assessed the partici-
pants’ ideas from the first stage of the task, and different two raters 
assessed the actual outputs in terms of the job advertisements (imple-
mentation). For both idea generation and implementation, two di-
mensions were assessed: novelty and usefulness on a scale between one 
and seven (1 = not at all novel/useful, 7 = highly novel/useful). 

The raters achieved good reliability (intraclass correlation [ICC] for 
creativity = 0.88; ICC for innovation = 0.82) and agreement (average 
deviation for idea generation = 0.14, average deviation for imple-
mentation = 0.05) both on idea generation and on implementation, well 
within conventional guidelines (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). We thus 
averaged the raters’ ratings into single measures of their overall idea 
generation and implementation, respectively. 

Attachment styles were measured using a selection of items from 
Collins and Read (1990) and the Richards and Schat (2011) scale (secure 
attachment α = 0.75; anxious attachment α = 0.62; avoidant attachment 
α = 0.89), adapted to the task context. Sample items included: “I find it 
relatively easy to get close to Pat” (secure attachment), “I am nervous 
when Pat gets too close” (anxious attachment), and “I find it difficult to 
trust Pat completely” (avoidant attachment). 

Commitment and compliance HR systems were measured using a scale 
developed by Lepak & Snell, 2002, adapted to the student task setting. 
Sample items for the commitment HR system included “The jobs were 

well-defined” (α = 0.91). Sample items for the compliance HR system 
(used as a control in all analyses involving commitment HR) included 
“The jobs are extremely simple” (α = 0.77). 

4. Study 1: Results 

Manipulation checks. In terms of manipulation checks, a multivariate 
analysis of variance (MANOVA) showed the expected primary effects of 
the HR systems manipulation on participants’ perceptions of compliance 
HR system (F[1161] = 10.89, p < 0.01), but not on commitment HR 
system (F[1161] = 0.769, ns). 

Testing attachment styles manipulation, a MANOVA showed the 
expected primary effects of the attachment styles manipulation on par-
ticipants’ perceptions of secure attachment (F[2160] = 9.86, p < 0.01), 
anxious attachment (F[2.160] = 3.82, p < 0.05), and avoidant attach-
ment (F[2.160] = 18.38, p < 0.01). 

Hypotheses tests. Serving as a test of propositions posited by Černe 
et al. (2018) as well as our specific hypotheses, we first focus on testing 
creative idea generation as the dependent variable. Table 1 lists idea 
generation means in differential HR systems conditions (F[1158] =
3.69, p = 0.056) and attachment styles conditions (F[2158] = 0.39, ns). 

The MANOVA revealed a non-significant interaction effect of the HR 
systems manipulation and attachment styles manipulation on creative 
idea generation (F[2158] = 0.97, ns; Fig. 2). Nonetheless, the idea 
generation means were highest in the condition of secure attachment 
and commitment HR system and were significantly higher than in the 
condition of compliance HR and insecure attachment (t-test statistics: 
2.38, p < 0.01) supporting Hypothesis 1. 

For idea implementation as the dependent variable, Table 1 also lists 
idea implementation means in differential HR systems conditions (F 
[1158] = 7.91, p = 0.01; t-test differences revealed that the mean of idea 
implementation in commitment HR system [4.39, SD = 1.57] was 
significantly different from the mean of idea implementation in 
compliance HR system [3.78, SD = 1.06]; t = 2.90, p < 0.01) and 
attachment styles conditions (F[1158] = 8.39, p < 0.01; t-test differ-
ences also revealed that the mean of idea implementation in secure 
attachment [4.61, SD = 1.56] was significantly different from the mean 
of idea implementation in insecure attachment [3.8, SD = 1.20]; t =
3.53, p < 0.01). The MANOVA also showed that the interaction effect of 
the HR systems manipulation and attachment styles manipulation on 
idea implementation was significant (F[2158] = 28.53, p < 0.01; Fig. 3). 
However, not supporting Hypothesis 2, the idea implementation levels 
were highest in the condition of anxious attachment and commitment 
HR system (t-test statistics: 5.15, p < 0.01). 

To summarize results of the tests of propositions of Černe et al. 
(2018), our experiment indeed revealed that the interaction of compli-
ance HR system and secure attachment is more beneficial for idea 

Fig. 1. Research model with hypotheses.  
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implementation (M = 4.35) than idea generation (M = 3.4), supporting 
Propositions 1 and 2. Propositions 3 and 4, which predicted that the 
condition of compliance HR system and anxious attachment style would 
not be favorable for both idea generation and implementation, were 
supported—both the levels of idea generation (M = 3.16) and imple-
mentation (M = 2.79) are low in these conditions. The following two 
propositions (5 and 6) predicted that the condition of compliance HR 
and avoidant attachment style would be better suited for idea generation 
(M = 3.48) than implementation (M = 4.22), and were thus not 
supported. 

Černe et al.’s (2018) Propositions 7 and 8 relate to conditions 
conceptualized by our Hypotheses 1 and 2. As mentioned, the supported 
Hypothesis 1 also supports Proposition 7 (M IDEA GENERATION = 4.1), 
whereas the levels of idea implementation (M = 4.87) in secure 
attachment/high commitment HR condition are even higher, contrast-
ing the logic proposed by Proposition 8. A proposed favorable interac-
tion of commitment HR with anxious attachment proved not to be in fact 
favorable for idea generation (M = 3.9), not supporting Proposition 9, 
but was indeed conducive to higher levels of idea implementation (M =
5.48), supporting Proposition 10. Condition of avoidant attachment in 

combination with commitment HR was indeed not favorable for idea 
generation (M = 3.48), supporting Proposition 11, but was even less 
favorable for idea implementation (M = 2.83), therefore not supporting 
Proposition 12. 

5. Study 2: Methods 

5.1. Sample and context of field data collection 

To address potential external validity concerns of experimental 
Study 1, the proposed relationships were also tested through a field 
study conducted in Spring 2017 among three EU-based large interna-
tional organizations in the high-technology sector. The first company is 
a leading systems integrator for industrial and building automation and 
provider of IT solutions for production management and analysis. The 
second company is one of the leading European home appliance man-
ufacturers. The third company offers products for efficient energy use, 
communication systems, data management software, and supportive 
services. All three firms put creativity and innovation at the center of 
their strategic values and initiatives; are sufficiently large enough to 

Table 1 
Study 1—means and standard deviations across experimental conditions.  

Condition Idea 
generation 

Idea 
implementation 

Secure 
attachment 

Anxious 
attachment 

Avoidant 
attachment 

Commitment 
HR 

Compliance 
HR 

Commitment HR, secure attachment 
(n = 27) 

4.1 (1.65) 4.87 (1.46) 5.5 (1.19) 3.85 (4.24) 1.72 (0.86) 3.44 (0.81) 4.07 (1.33) 

Compliance HR, secure attachment 
(n = 27) 

3.4 (1.56) 4.35 (1.65) 5.25 (0.94) 3.11 (0.94) 1.56 (0.92) 3.40 (0.86) 4.27 (1.21) 

Commitment HR, anxious 
attachment (n = 28) 

3.9 (1.72) 5.48 (1.98) 4.48 (1.01) 4.07 (1.26) 2.18 (1.11) 4.14 (0.97) 3.36 (1.09) 

Compliance HR, anxious attachment 
(n = 27) 

3.16 (1.22) 2.79 (0.44) 4.39 (1.06) 3.82 (1.05) 2.28 (1.12) 4.07 (1.05) 4.52 (1.22) 

Commitment HR, avoidant 
attachment (n = 27) 

3.48 (1.76) 2.83 (1.28) 4.65 (1.19) 3.05 (1.25) 3.47 (1.71) 4.53 (1.06) 3.75 (1.25) 

Compliance HR, avoidant attachment 
(n = 27) 

3.48 (1.59) 4.22 (1.08) 5.2 (1.18) 2.71 (1.28) 2.67 (1.37) 4.21 (1.05) 4.22 (1.04) 

Values in bold are relevant to tests of hypotheses; other means in specific conditions serve as tests of propositions posited by Černe et al. (2018). 

Fig. 2. Study 1—Idea generation scores across experimental conditions.  
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have a clear HR system; and apply a team-based organizational structure 
that enabled us to assess nestedness and unique team membership of 
participating employees. 

After obtaining confirmations for participation in our research by top 
management, employees and team leaders were invited to participate. 
All teams that matched the criteria of dealing with creative and inno-
vative work in their firms (as assessed by top management) were invited 
to participate. All employees were informed in advance about the pur-
pose of the study (i.e., studying the context of behavior at work) and its 
confidentiality. Only matched fully finished surveys of both team 
leaders and followers were considered in the analysis. The final total 
sample size consisted of 217 employees nested into 31 units with 
assigned unique leaders. 

5.2. Measures 

To avoid common method bias problems, we collected the data with 
two separate questionnaires. One was aimed at unit members, which 
assessed employees’ general attachment styles, employees’ attachment 
styles with the leader, creativity, and leader–member exchange (LMX) as 
a control. The other questionnaire was addressed to leaders, who 
assessed HR systems in their units and employees’ innovative work 
behavior (idea implementation). 

Questionnaires included numbered coding of the departments for 
employees, allowing us to match them with the appropriate supervisor. 
The scales used in Study 1 for measuring HR systems and attachment 
styles were also used in Study 2, with the same Likert scale anchors 
[Attachment styles: secure (α = 0.79), anxious (α = 0.92), and avoidant 
(α = 0.85) [the latter two used as controls]; commitment HR system: (α 
= 0.84); compliance HR system, as a control (α = 0.51)]. 

Idea generation was also measured from employees’ perceptions using 
four items targeting the idea generation aspect of creativity taken from 
the Zhou and George (2001) scale (α = 0.88). Sample items included “I 
am a good source of creative ideas” and “I exhibit creativity on the job 
when given the opportunity to” (1 = not at all characteristic, 7 = very 
characteristic). 

Idea implementation was rated by direct supervisors using four items 

from De Jong and Den Hartog’s (2010) innovative work behavior scale 
(α = 0.82). Leaders were asked to assess the degree to which they think 
their subordinates exhibited idea implementation behavior at work (1 =
never, 7 = very often). Sample items included “How often does this 
employee encourage key organization members to be enthusiastic about 
innovative ideas?” and “How often does this employee contribute to the 
implementation of new ideas?” 

Controls. We controlled for LMX in all the analyses, because attach-
ment relationships develop over time and may be dependent on the 
exchange relationships employees develop with their specific supervi-
sors, and LMX was deemed important as an influence on performance 
ratings (Martin et al., 2016). When focusing on the relationship with a 
particular attachment style, we also controlled for the other two styles. 
LMX was measured by the LMX seven-item scale developed by Graen & 
Uhl-Bien, 1995 (α = 0.92). Respondents were asked to what extent they 
agreed with individual statements (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). Sample items included “My supervisor understands my job 
problems and needs” and “I have an effective relationship with my 
supervisor.” 

6. Study 2: Results 

Descriptive statistics of all focal variables are presented in Table 2. 
For the analyses, we used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) in HLM 7 
with scores centered around each person to test the following aspects: 1) 
the existence of a multi-level structure and the individual-level rela-
tionship between attachment styles and idea generation/implementa-
tion, 2) the cross-level effect of the commitment HR system at the unit 
level on idea generation/implementation at the individual level, and 3) 
the moderation effects of the commitment HR system on the relationship 
between attachment styles and idea generation/implementation. The 
dataset consisted of two hierarchically nested levels: 217 employees 
(Level 1) nested within 31 groups (Level 2). 

We developed a set of two multi-level models, for which Tables 3 and 
4 present the fixed effects with robust standard errors. We started with 
the intercept-only model with creative idea generation as the dependent 
variable (Table 3; Model 1). Then, we added the general Level 1 control 

Fig. 3. Study 1—Idea implementation scores across experimental conditions.  
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variable LMX (Model 2) and found that its connection with idea gen-
eration was non-significant (γ = 0.14, SE = 0.10, p = 0.163). Conse-
quently, we added the three attachment styles. Direct effects were 
statistically significant only in cases of secure (γ = 0.41; SE = 0.14, p =
0.003) and anxious (γ = − 0.28; SE = 0.08, p < 0.001) attachment. 

To examine the cross-level effects of commitment HR system 
configuration, we first added both (commitment and compliance) HR 
systems as Level 2 predictors of idea generation. To test the interaction 
effects among HR system configurations and attachment styles predict-
ing idea generation, serving as a test of our hypotheses, as well as 
propositions posited by Černe et al. (2018), we added the individual 

attachment styles, along with their interaction terms with HR systems. 
The analysis showed marginal significance of the interaction of 

avoidant attachment with commitment HR system in predicting idea 
generation (Table 3; Model 4a) (γ = 0.21; SE = 0.11, p = 0.065), 
therefore not supporting Proposition 11. Anxious attachment did not 
exhibit a significant interaction with Commitment HR in predicting idea 
generation, therefore not supporting Proposition 9. We observed that 
secure attachment exhibited a direct effect on idea generation (γ = 0.39; 
SE = 0.13, p = 0.005), but did not interact with commitment (γ = − 0.11; 
SE = 0.15, p = 0.467) in predicting idea generation; Hypothesis 1 could 
thus not be supported, nor could Proposition 7. Direct effects were 

Table 2 
Study 2—Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of/between Focal Variables.   

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1 LMX 4.10 0.61 (0.92)        
2 Attachment: Avoidant 2.12 0.72 0.02 (0.85)       
3 Attachment: Secure 3.70 1.00 0.36a − 0.07 (0.79)      
4 Attachment: Anxious 1.92 1.06 0.18a 0.56a 0.28a (0.92)     
5 HRM: Commitment 4.65 0.61 0.00 − 0.05 0.12 0.06 (0.84)    
6 HRM: Compliance 3.87 0.72 0.05 0.04 0.08 0.11 0.50a (0.51)   
7 Idea generation 4.65 1.26 0.31a − 0.03 0.40a 0.02 0.18b 0.06 (0.88)  
8 Idea implementation 8.48 1.58 0.08 − 0.03 0.18b − 0.06 0.47a 0.00 0.76a (0.82) 

Coefficient alphas are on the diagonal in parentheses. 
a Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
b Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

Table 3 
Study 2— multi-level analysis results for idea generation as the dependent variable.   

Model 1 
(null) 

Model 2 (controls & 
Level 1 variables) 

Model 3 (Level 2 
variables—direct) 

Model 4a (cross-level 
interactions) 

Model 4b (cross-level 
interactions) 

Model 4c (cross-level 
interactions) 

Level 1 
Intercept 4.66 (0.13); 

p < 0.001 
4.13 (0.42); p <
0.001 

4.12 (0.42); p < 0.001 4.12 (0.43); p <
0.001 

4.17 (0.41); p <
0.001 

4.09 (0.42); p <
0.001 

LMX  0.14 (0.10); p =
0.163 

0.15 (0.10); p = 0.155 0.14 (0.10); p =
0.162 

0.13 (0.10); p =
0.175 

0.15 (0.10); p =
0.137 

Attachment: avoidant  0.15 (0.10); p =
0.140 

0.15 (0.10); p = 0.156 0.14 (0.10); p =
0.175 

0.13 (0.10); p =
0.221 

0.09 (0.12); p =
0.450 

Attachment: secure  0.41 (0.14); p =
0.003 

0.40 (0.13); p = 0.003 0.39 (0.13); p =
0.005 

0.36 (0.15); p =
0.018 

0.37 (0.15); p =
0.013 

Attachment: anxious  − 0.28 (0.08); p <
0.001 

− 0.29 (0.08); p < 0.001 − 0.31 (0.09); p <
0.001 

− 0.28 (0.09); p =
0.001 

− 0.27 (0.08); p =
0.002 

Level 2 
Commitment HR   0.24 (0.14); p = 0.100 0.31 (0.14); p =

0.044 
0.25 (0.14); p =
0.096 

0.29 (0.13); p =
0.038 

Compliance HR   0.09 (0.25); p = 0.719 0.08 (0.25); p =
0.755 

0.10 (0.25); p =
0.688 

0.08 (0.26); p =
0.751 

Cross-level Interaction effects       
Avoidant attachment ×

Commitment HR 
configuration    

0.21 (0.11); p =
0.065   

Avoidant attachment ×
Compliance HR 
configuration    

− 0.11 (0.10); p =
0.256   

Secure attachment ×
Commitment HR 
configuration     

− 0.11 (0.15); p =
0.467  

Secure attachment ×
Compliance HR 
configuration     

− 0.07 (0.10); p =
0.515  

Anxious attachment ×
Commitment HR 
configuration      

0.11 (0.12); p =
0.340 

Anxious attachment ×
Compliance HR 
configuration      

− 0.19 (0.08); p =
0.019 

Deviance 544.57 480.94 481.72 483.85 484.95 483.64 
Pseudo R-square  0.12 0.14 0.15 0.14 0.16 
n (Level 2) 31 31 31 31 31 31 
n (Level 1) 217 217 217 217 217 217 

Notes. Entries are estimations of fixed effects with robust standard errors. Values in bold are relevant to tests the hypotheses; other interactions serve as tests of 
propositions posited by Černe et al. (2018). 
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statistically significant only in the cases of secure (γ = 0.36; SE = 0.15, p 
= 0.018) and anxious (γ = − 0.28; SE = 0.09, p = 0.001) attachment. 

In terms of interactions of compliance HR system with attachment 
styles predicting idea generation, we found a non-significant interaction 
of compliance HR and secure attachment, therefore not supporting 
Proposition 1. The interactions of compliance HR and avoidant attach-
ment, was also not significant, thereby not supporting proposition 5. 
However, the interaction between compliance HR and anxious attach-
ment was significant (γ = − 0.19; SE = 0.08, p = 0.019; Table 3, Model 
4c), supporting Proposition 3. 

The second part of the analysis referred to idea implementation as 
the dependent variable (Table 4), in which Model 1 represented the 
intercept-only model. Then we added the general Level 1 control vari-
able LMX (Table 4, Model 2) and found that its connection with idea 
implementation was non-significant (γ = 0.13, SE = 0.10, p = 0.227). In 
addition, direct effects of attachment styles were statistically significant 
only in the cases of secure (γ = 0.41; SE = 0.14, p = 0.004) and anxious 
(γ = − 0.27; SE = 0.08, p = 0.001) attachment. 

To examine the cross-level effects of HR system configurations, we 
added both (commitment and compliance) HR systems as Level 2 pre-
dictors of idea implementation. The results indicated that the commit-
ment HR system is significantly related to idea implementation (γ =
1.29; SE = 0.27, p < 0.001; Table 4, Model 3). Further analysis of the 
interaction of secure attachment with the commitment HR system did 
not exhibit any interactive evidence predicting idea implementation (γ 
= − 0.08; SE = 0.09, p = 0.421; Table 4, Model 4a), thus not supporting 

Hypothesis 2 (or Proposition 8). The only marginally significant inter-
action predicting idea implementation was the one of compliance HR 
and anxious attachment (γ = − 0.15; SE = 0.08, p = 0.082; Table 4, 
Model 4c), thus marginally supporting Proposition 4. Propositions 2, 6, 
10, and 12 were not supported with significant interactions. 

7. General discussion 

Taking into consideration the recent call for contextualization of 
management and HR research (Johns, 2006), we explored strategic HR 
literature (Lepak & Snell, 1999, Lepak & Snell, 2002), leadership 
attachment styles (Hinojosa et al., 2014), and creativity and innovation 
(Amabile, 1996) to build a cross-level model. In this way, we provide a 
full empirical test of the theoretical model proposed by Černe et al. 
(2018); we summarize it in Table 5. The results were inconclusive across 
our two studies. In experimental Study 1, the interaction between HR 
systems manipulation and attachment styles manipulation on creative 
idea generation was insignificant, whereas it was significant for idea 
implementation. The interaction between commitment HR system and 
avoidant attachment was marginally significant and positive for idea 
generation (Study 2) and significant for idea implementation (Study 1). 
Thus, the majority of the proposed interactions conceptualized by Černe 
et al. (2018) could not be empirically supported. This finding opens 
avenues to two interpretations that inform us about the relative 
importance of HR- and leadership-related factors for fostering employee 
idea generation and implementation: i) specific interplays cancel each 

Table 4 
Study 2—multi-level analysis results for idea implementation as the dependent variable.   

Model 1 
(null) 

Model 2 (controls & 
Level 1 variables) 

Model 3 (Level 2 
variables—direct) 

Model 4a (cross-level 
interactions) 

Model 4b (cross-level 
interactions) 

Model 4c (cross-level 
interactions) 

Level 1 
Intercept 8.48 (0.24); 

p < 0.001 
8.50 (0.25); p <
0.001 

8.529 (0.19); p < 0.001 8.52 (0.19); p <
0.001 

8.54 (0.19); p <
0.001 

8.53 (0.19); p <
0.001 

LMX  0.13 (0.10); p =
0.227 

0.14 (0.10); p = 0.177 0.14 (0.10); p =
0.179 

0.13 (0.10); p =
0.202 

0.14 (0.10); p =
0.170 

Attachment: avoidant  0.19 (0.10); p =
0.048 

0.18 (0.09); p = 0.059 0.17 (0.10); p =
0.081 

0.17 (0.10); p =
0.078 

0.13 (0.11); p =
0.218 

Attachment: secure  0.41 (0.14); p =
0.004 

0.41 (0.14); p = 0.003 0.40 (0.14); p =
0.004 

0.37 (0.15); p =
0.017 

0.38 (0.15); p =
0.011 

Attachment: anxious  − 0.27 (0.08); p =
0.001 

− 0.28 (0.08); p = 0.001 − 0.29 (0.09); p =
0.002 

− 0.28 (0.09); p =
0.003 

− 0.27 (0.09); p =
0.002 

Level 2 
Commitment HR   1.29 (0.27); p < 0.001 1.33 (0.28); p <

0.001 
1.3 (0.28); p < 0.001 1.32 (0.28); p <

0.001 
Compliance HR   − 0.54 (0.35); p = 0.132 − 0.55 (0.35); p =

0.129 
− 0.53 (0.35); p =
0.137 

− 0.54 (0.35); p =
0.138 

Cross-level Interaction effects       
Avoidant attachment ×

Commitment HR 
configuration    

0.12 (0.12); p =
0.316   

Avoidant attachment ×
Compliance HR 
configuration    

− 0.08 (0.09); p =
0.421   

Secure attachment ×
Commitment HR 
configuration     

− 0.12 (0.17); p =
0.486  

Secure attachment ×
Compliance HR 
configuration     

− 0.04 (0.11); p =
0.703  

Anxious attachment ×
Commitment HR 
configuration      

0.05 (0.15); p =
0.729 

Anxious attachment ×
Compliance HR 
configuration      

− 0.15 (0.08); p =
0.082 

Deviance 578.25 521.16 507.61 511.25 510.96 510.61 
Pseudo R-square  0.05 0.31 0.30 0.32 0.31 
n (Level 2) 31 31 31 31 31 31 
n (Level 1) 217 217 217 217 217 217 

Notes. Entries are estimations of fixed effects with robust standard errors. Values in bold are relevant to tests the hypotheses; other interactions serve as tests of 
propositions posited by Černe et al. (2018). 
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other out when controlling for other interactions simultaneously and ii) 
direct effects of either HR systems or attachment styles might be more 
important in driving the effects on the studied outcomes than specific 
interplay conditions. 

To address interpretation i), narrowing in on extreme combinations 
potentially relevant for creativity and innovation, we proposed and 
empirically examined the interplay between commitment HR system 
(while controlling for compliance HR system) and the secure leadership 
attachment style (while controlling for anxious and avoidant leadership 
attachment style) and their influences on idea generation and imple-
mentation in two studies. In terms of interpretation ii), above and 
beyond the proposed interactions, both studies showed the importance 
of a direct relationship between HR systems and idea implementation, 
and a positive relationship between secure attachment and imple-
mentation (as well as idea generation in Study 2), whereas the rela-
tionship was negative for anxious attachments in Study 2. 

7.1. Theoretical contributions 

The theoretical contributions of this paper are three-fold. 
First, we contribute to the HR literature by positioning the HR system 

as formally designed organizational context and explore how such a 
context relates to individual behaviors (Batistič et al., 2016; Johns, 
2006). We depart from established views, which consider specific 
practices, such as training and performance appraisal, to foster creative 
idea generation and implementation (Dorenbosch et al., 2005). We also 
look beyond best-practice views such as high-commitment work systems 
(Chang et al., 2014; Song et al., 2020) and focus on HR systems (Liu 
et al., 2017) in looking at idea generation and implementation at the 
same time. In doing so, we provide further empirical evidence linking 
HR system with idea generation and implementation (Liu et al., 2017) 
and build upon the notion of complementarities of HR practices—-
whereas HR systems composed commitment-based HR practices might 
lead to better outcomes than individual HR practices (Laursen & Foss, 
2003). 

Our results show that a commitment HR system was (marginally) 
linked to creative idea generation and implementation in both Studies 1 
and 2. This suggests that commitment HR systems might act as a political 
catalyst and provide employees with access to key resources and infor-
mation (Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2003; Soltis, Brass, & Lepak, 
2018), which may be used to implement their ideas and provide a 
generally stimulating and safe environment for employees to try to pitch 
their ideas for implementation (Chang et al., 2014). 

We also extend the literature that advocates exploring the process of 
idea generation and implementation by looking at social and contextual 
influences (Dul et al., 2011; Zhou et al., 2019) and focus on HR systems 
as the key context in which idea implementation and generation are 
happening (Liu et al., 2017; Zhou et al., 2017). Specifically, we delve 
deeper into the interaction between HR and leadership (context and 
social influences), as both are aimed at the same goal—motivated and 
productive employees (Dirani et al., 2020; Leroy et al., 2018). However, 
when looking for preliminary evidence in cross-level moderations ef-
fects between individual perception leadership attachment styles and 
HR systems, we did not find support in Study 2, but Study 1 shows 
preliminary evidence for such interactions. Nevertheless, we also found 
a non-hypothesized interaction between anxious attachment style and 
compliance HR system, but because of the low consistency of the mea-
surement instruments, these results should be interpreted with caution. 

These interactions, despite being non-significant, can still inform 
theory and practice, in particular with regards to the discussion on top- 
down intended/designed system versus emergent contexts that occur in 
organizations (Harney & Dundon, 2006). A bigger picture of HRM needs 
to be considered. Since both idea generation and implementation are 
inherently social phenomena, commitment HR system as conceptualized 
by Lepak & Snell, 1999 might be too distant and traditional. When 
looking at the interaction between attachment styles and HR, the Ta
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relational aspects might be more important. Thus, HR systems and 
practices aimed at relationships at work—relational HR systems (Kang, 
Morris, & Snell, 2007; Soltis, Brass, & Lepak, 2018) should thus be 
emphasized. Focusing on relational HR practices would aid in building a 
network within organizations that can trigger the relational resources 
needed in a specific stage of the idea journey (Nedkovski & Guerci, 
2021; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017), besides influencing knowledge 
sharing (Kaše et al., 2009) which might be a better fit for the foci 
interactions. 

Second, we contribute to the literature on leadership. We go beyond 
the transformational and transactional, or specific leadership-facet, 
debate (Avolio et al., 2009; Batistič et al., 2017) and embrace an 
attachment styles conceptualization of leadership, which acknowledges 
relational dynamics and individual differences simultaneously (Davi-
dovitz et al., 2007; Harms et al., 2016; Popper & Amit, 2009). This al-
lows us to explore the notion of relational dynamics and individual 
differences simultaneously because followers can interpret their in-
teractions with leaders, which may depend on a manifestation of fol-
lowers’ and leaders’ characteristics and their relations and might 
ultimately result in different behaviors. 

The literature heavily emphasizes the political nature of the inno-
vation process (e.g.; Baer, 2012; Obstfeld, 2005), in which social rela-
tionship seems to be the key to gain leverage in implementing ideas. Our 
results support this notion, Studies 1 and 2 show that the secure 
attachment style is positively related to idea implementation. It seems 
that the help provided by immediate supervisors is indeed very impor-
tant (Škerlavaj et al., 2014), especially if such supervisors are perceived 
as being pro-socially oriented, providing access to key (political) re-
sources and stimulating their perception of competence and relatedness. 
Concerning idea generation, our results partially support (we found 
evidence of this relationship only in Study 2) the notion that secure 
attachment style is beneficial for idea generation as well, probably 
enhancing creative autonomy and allowing employees not to adhere to 
strict expectations and rules (Černe et al., 2018). Thus, having a sup-
portive and lenient—allowing a great deal of creative free-
dom—supervisor seems to be the key for idea implementation as well. 

Furthermore, our results also highlight the importance of attachment 
styles in the work context (Fein et al., 2020), in which an anxious 
attachment style was found to be negatively related to both idea gen-
eration and implementation. Unfortunately, these results were not 
replicated by the experimental study, which further supports a logical 
claim that for leadership perceptions to take effect, the leader–follower 
relationship must be established for a significant period. Experimental 
studies in leadership thus lack face validity and especially fail to tap into 
the intangible nature of leader–follower relations (Aguinis & Bradley, 
2014). However, our studies do provide some preliminary findings, 
because it seems that anxious leaders might be perceived as excessively 
controlling, which hinders creative idea generation (Kwaśniewska & 
Nȩcka, 2004) and implementation (Černe et al., 2018). Taken together, 
the direct effects indicate that in the work settings, leadership attach-
ment is more important both for idea generation and implementation 
above and beyond the HR systems, showing strong support for the 
devolution-to-the line perspective on HR (McGovern et al., 1997; Perry 
& Kulik, 2008) and for the importance of leadership in implementing 
strategic initiatives in organizations in general (Leroy et al., 2018). 

Third, we also contribute to the creativity and innovation literature. 
Idea generation and implementation processes are inherently related 
one to another; idea generation without implementation leads to scarce 
business value and might not be enough to sustain the competitive 
advantage (Baer, 2012). Idea generation and implementation represent 
two sides of the same micro-innovation coin, but require different re-
sources and contextual influences, which may mutually exclude each 
other (Baer, 2012; Černe et al., 2018; Chae & Choi, 2019). We affirm and 
complement this stream by specifically focusing on the contextual in-
fluences in such processes (Dul et al., 2011); thus, we explored this 
notion by looking at the joint interaction between leadership attachment 

styles and HR systems to validate the importance of organizational 
contextual contingencies (Wang et al., 2010). These different contextual 
situations are based on very different foci, resources, and behaviors, and 
may be hard to combine (Škerlavaj et al., 2014). Our results show a more 
prominent role of formal HR systems as a contextual factor. Although we 
failed to replicate the importance of the HR systems for the idea gen-
eration part in Study 2, Study 1 shows that HR systems might also be 
important for the idea generation of individuals providing the right 
settings for this process to flourish. HR systems not only relate to the 
general relational climate in organizations (Mossholder et al., 2011) but 
also help to build an efficient and effective web of relationships among 
individuals (Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2003; Soltis, Brass, & 
Lepak, 2018). Moreover, our results from Studies 1 and 2 emphasize the 
importance of individuals’ perceptions of their line managers (Černe 
et al., 2018; Kirrane et al., 2019; Zupan & Kaše, 2007), which were 
especially critical in the field study, in which the secure attachment style 
yielded the most positive results for idea generation and implementa-
tion. Thus, having a supportive and open relationship with one’s line 
manager not only helps one be more creative, but also provides some 
important political leverage in the implementation of one’s ideas (Baer, 
2012; Škerlavaj et al., 2014). 

Overall, we believe that our results show the distinctiveness of idea 
generation and implementation, and the role of formally designed 
context (especially the commitment HR systems) for both facets. For the 
whole micro-innovation process to be successful for implementing ideas, 
the individual’s perception of the line manager and the relationship with 
him or her are important (especially when paired with a secure 
attachment style), in addition to the role of the context in the form of HR 
systems and beyond. 

7.2. Practical implications 

In a dynamic and changing world, organizations are striving to 
achieve and maintain their competitive advantage. We explore a pos-
sibility in which competitive advantage can be achieved through crea-
tivity and innovation, providing organizations with two practical 
implications. First, we show that idea generation and implementation 
are two distinct processes that might have different influencing factors 
(Baer, 2012). The relationship with a supervisor and how supervisors are 
perceived by employees are very important for both of them. The results 
of our study imply that organizations might try to make more use of the 
secure attachment style (Manning, 2003), which appears to be one of the 
most beneficial factors for boosting the levels of creative idea generation 
and especially of implementation. Applying a secure attachment style 
across the leadership functions might be easier than reframing and 
changing the HR systems in place. This can be done by advising the 
leader about the attachment forms he or she can build with team 
members by providing specific training. For example, supervisors can be 
trained to more generally promoting followers’ personal growth, con-
fidence, commitment, and individual’s feelings of being appreciated 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2010), which might result in higher idea gener-
ation and implementation. Another option is to influence the pattern 
exchange individuals to develop with their supervisor or influence both 
at the same time. In this case, team-building exercises seem to be the best 
way to proceed. This might allow leaders and followers to build deeper 
and more long-lasting relationships going beyond the shorter nature of 
LMX relationships, which can results in various beneficial outcomes 
(Maslyn et al., 2017). However, such an approach might not work every 
time; therefore, a more considerate approach should be taken into 
consideration that accounts both for attachment style dyads and HR 
systems simultaneously, which lead to our next suggestion. 

Second, our study highlights that HR managers need to adjust HR 
systems toward idea generation and idea implementation behaviors. 
Our results suggest that HR systems can influence idea generation and 
idea implementation, although it seems they play a major role in idea 
implementation, where a commitment HR system, characterized by 
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long-term relationships, development, and training, relates to higher 
innovation. This suggests that the formal context in place (Batistič et al., 
2016; Mossholder et al., 2011) is an inherently important part of the 
whole creativity–innovation nexus. It is especially important in the po-
litical aspect, providing employees with support and resources to 
implement their ideas because generating abundant creative ideas 
without implementing any or few can cause more drawbacks than 
simply not using enough resources on generating ideas. 

7.3. Limitations and future research directions 

The first limitation of our study is that we only explore one contex-
tual variable in place, namely, the HR systems. We chose to focus on the 
commitment HR system, although there are theoretical grounds that 
multiple HR systems (Lepak & Snell, 2002; Liu et al., 2017), or emerging 
contexts, such as emerging organizational climates (Batistič et al., 2016; 
Mossholder et al., 2011), can co-exist in an organization. Future research 
might consider the exploration of additional types of HR systems in our 
research context. For example, in a market-based HR system, both in-
dividuals and organizations show a synergetic relationship which ben-
efits both sides (Lepak & Snell, 1999). It can be argued that the context, 
in our case market-based HR system as a whole can mitigate various 
negative HR practices, such as rewards, or outvoice the immediate 
leader and in turn deliver a positive message for idea implementation 
(Cable & Edwards, 2004). Similar scenarios add a layer of complexity, 
which warrant more research in this domain. Additionally, in light of 
non-significant findings of the interaction between the designed HR 
system and leadership, this study can also be expanded to the emerging 
context—a context that inherently emerges from the relationship at 
work, such as relational climate, which dictates how relationships be-
tween coworkers exist and what “rules” dictate them (Fiske, 1992), or 
the leader–follower value fit (Marstand, Epitropaki, & Martin, 2017), 
which could influence the co-interpretation of the attachment dyad. For 
example, in a context which is bound to communal sharing climate, 
individuals would be more prone to support each other, making the 
buy-in process of idea implementation less political and smoother (Baer, 
2012)—aiming at a greater good for the organization and individuals 
(Fiske, 1992). 

Second, even though our study used a robust research design, the 
experimental study, which can be considered as one of the strengths of 
this paper, can also be a limitation due to its external validity. Thus, one 
possible way to address this is to opt for longitudinal field studies, which 
can measure the focus variables in a working context at multiple points 
in time. This would also address other possible limitations of the 
experiment such as manipulation of attachments styles, which based on 
our results were more important in the field study than in the experi-
mental environment. The students were also not able to single out the 
commitment HR system from our manipulation. In the design phase, we 
followed Highhouse and Gillespie’s (2009) suggestion, who noted that 
the use of student samples is only problematic when the behavior 
studied is specific to one demographic or occupational group. None-
theless, the undiscerned manipulation of the commitment HR system 
could also influence the results. Furthermore, in the field study, 
compliance HR system—albeit only a control variable in our hypotheses, 
but an integral part of testing the full model proposed by Černe et al. 
(2018)—exhibited relatively poor reliability. To some extent, this could 
be attributed to the fact that items related to measuring this phenome-
non reflect very different HR practices (of job design, performance 
management, rewarding, etc.), likely reflecting a formative 
second-order construct, rendering such low-reliability alpha indicators 
irrelevant. Nonetheless, a case could also be made that the respondents 
in our sample simply were not able to pinpoint this specific HR system 
through the used items. Future studies should focus on replicating our 
results on new samples, potentially in different industries and 
national-cultural contexts, or with refined scales tapping into the HR 
systems. 
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