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DIFFERENT STROKES FOR DIFFERENT FOLKS – A SELF-
REGULATION PERSPECTIVE ON IDEA GENERATION 

•
Carina Lomberg, University of Bern, Switzerland

Kim Klyver, University of Southern Denmark, Denmark 

Abstract

The purpose of the present paper is to add to the small but growing number of studies that 
investigate individual-level factors in corporate entrepreneurship (e.g., Baron & Tang, 2011). We 
shed light on the question how employees can be influenced to act entrepreneurially on behalf 
of their employer. Employees contribute to organizational innovation through the generation 
of original and potentially valuable ideas concerning products, services, and processes (Zhou & 
George, 2001). We hence focus on idea generation. In developing our argument, we build on recent 
developments in creativity research and add personality differences provided by PSI theory (i.e., 
action- vs. state-orientation). In an experimental design with 328 employees we show that based 
on different abilities to self-regulate emotions––employees benefit best from different affective 
activations in order to fully unfold their creative potential.

Introduction

While a number of researchers has examined why individuals leave employment to start 
their own ventures (e.g., Douglas & Shepherd, 2000, 2002), less attention has been paid to why 
individuals participate in corporate entrepreneurial activities. Scholars have long been interested 
in explaining the corporate environmental factors that encourage organizational members to act 
entrepreneurially (for two reviews, see Dess, Ireland, Zahra, Floyd, Janney, & Lane, 2003; Zahra, 
Jennings, & Kuratko, 1999). While we know a fair amount about firm-level conditions for corporate 
entrepreneurial behavior, we know surprisingly little about the individual-level mechanisms, 
which motivate and enable employees to participate in corporate entrepreneurial activities and 
generate creative ideas. Although studies on firm-level factors can have important implications for 
individual-level activities, they are limited in providing in-depth insights on the individual-level 
mechanisms, which motivate and enable employees to participate in corporate entrepreneurial 
activities. In fact, prior literature has not provided us with an explanation why some incentives 
work for some employees while the same incentives do not work for other employees. 

The purpose of the present paper is to add to the small but growing number of studies that 
investigate individual-level factors in corporate entrepreneurship (e.g., cf. Brundin, Patzelt, & 
Shepherd, 2008; Monsen, Saxton, & Patzelt, 2010; Shepherd & Krueger, 2002; Baron & Tang, 
2011). We shed light on the question how employees can be influenced to act entrepreneurially on 
behalf of their employer. 

While organizations can provide resources, formal approaches and tools that encourage 
creative behavior within the organization, the source of innovation within organizations remains a 
function of individual effort (Bharadwaj & Menon, 2000). Employees contribute to organizational 
innovation in form of the generation of original and potentially valuable ideas concerning 
products, services, and processes (Zhou & George, 2001). To succeed this endeavor, it requires 
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them to think creatively (Miron-Spektor, Gino, & Argote, 2011). Therefore, the major focus of this 
study is on the creation of ideas (ideation). 

Prior research has shown that ideation often serves as a starting point for innovation (e.g., 
Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby, & Herron, 1996; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Baron & Tang, 
2011). Creative ideas can be related towards solving an existing problem, or towards new practices, 
procedures, products or services (Shalley & Perry-Smith, 2008). As such, creative thinking 
involves imagination and insight that can ultimately lead to inventions and innovations as the 
goal of corporate entrepreneurial endeavors. Among the few studies at the interface of firm-level 
innovation and individual creativity, Baron and Tang (2011) have shown that creativity is positively 
related to firm-level innovation. They further show a positive link between positive affect among 
entrepreneurs and their creativity. In a similar vein, Perry-Smith and Coff (2011) have shown 
that a positive activation mood in entrepreneurial teams facilitates idea generation. Yet, the effect 
of negative affect for the creative process of idea generation in entrepreneurship has not been 
addressed by prior literature so far. 

The role of negative affect has been widely and controversially discussed in creativity research. 
In overcoming the discussion about whether positive or negative affect is most beneficial, recent 
research on creativity and work engagement points out that the interplay is crucial (Bledow et al., 
2011). Beyond affective levels, it is shifts in affective states that can explain creativity emergence 
best (Bledow et al., 2013). More specifically, individuals need to experience an episode of negative 
affect before experiencing positive affect to maximize creativity. This belief is informed by the fact 
that creativity is one of the most complex mental functions and draws from affective experiences 
and cognitions (Bledow at al., 2013).

To address the role of negative affect and the role of self-regulation in ideation we look 
at external stressors (e.g. feedback as a mechanism to induce affect in potential corporate 
entrepreneurs) but also at self-regulatory mechanisms within employees (Kuhl, 2000). We draw on 
Personality-Systems-Interactions (PSI) theory. PSI theory dynamically integrates cognitions and 
affective states. Moreover, the theory emphasizes differences between individuals in the ability to 
self-regulate affective states and adds these differences to a dynamic framework including affective 
states (Kuhl, 2000). The theory is thereby well suited for examining the relationship between 
differences in employees’ ability to self-regulate affective states and changes in affective states 
triggered by feedback on previous performance, and employees’ creative performance.

Hypotheses Development

PSI theory states that individuals differ in their ability to self-regulate affect and thus, in 
coordinate cognitive functioning (Kuhl, Kazén, & Koole, 2006). According to PSI theory, positive 
affect enables individuals to enact on their intentions by translating intentions into action 
strategies (Kuhl & Kazén, 1999). Positive affect also facilitates the access to a broad range of 
cognitive resources such as prior knowledge, or similar experiences, which allows for exploratory 
thinking and therefore increases originality (De Dreu et al., 2008; Fredrickson, 2001). Negative 
affect, in turn, enables individuals to draw attention to the task on hand (George & Zhou, 2002). 
By signaling that effort needs to be made to solve a situation (Foo, Uy, & Baron, 2009), it allows 
individuals to focus, to persist, and to painstakingly analyze of what needs to be done (Kuhl, 2000; 
De Dreu et al., 2008). Hence, negative and positive affective states are responsible for distinct 
cognitive functions. 
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Although the presence of positive affect alone would allow for creative outcomes (Baas et al., 
2008), a prior sequence of negative affect unleashes the maximum ability for generating creative 
ideas by detecting and analyzing the task on hand, and thereby eliciting the progress (Bledow et 
al., 2013). On the contrary, negative affect alone, impedes creativity as it hinders the enactment of 
tasks (Baumann & Kuhl, 2002). In PSI theoretical language, a down-regulation of negative affect 
enables access to contents of those cognitive systems necessary for idea generation. By contrast, the 
inability to down-regulate negative affect, impedes access to these systems and thereby the ability 
to integrate the intention (here: to generate creative ideas) with corresponding action strategies 
(Kuhl et al., 2006). 

According to PSI theory, state-oriented individuals lack the ability of coping with negative 
affect (Kuhl, 2000). Thus, when experiencing high initial negative affect, state-oriented employees 
are presumed to stay in a state of rumination unable to enact a complex task (Koole, Kuhl, Jostmann, 
& Vohs, 2005). On the contrary, action-oriented individuals are particularly presumed to be 
highly skilled at coping with negative affect and in generating positive affect through activation 
of relevant information (Jostmann & Koole, 2006). Thus, action-oriented employees should be 
able to down-regulate negative emotions and to enable themselves to enact a complex task such as 
idea generation. They might even benefit from initial negative affect. Initial negative affect allows 
them to experience both, negative affect necessary for drawing attention on the task and analytical 
thinking, and––by self-regulating their affective states––also the positive effect of down-regulated 
negative affect and up-regulated positive affect (Bledow et al., 2013). Bridging the affective shift 
model with PSI theoretical differences in employees, we postulate: 

Hypothesis 1: Negative affect influences originality   

a) positively for action-oriented employees

b) negatively for state-oriented employees

With regard to positive affect, an action-orientation style should enable employees to 
generate ideas through a self-induced up-regulation of positive affect even when experiencing 
low initial positive affect. When experiencing low initial positive affect—for example when an 
employee experiences frustration or discouragement from superiors—the connection between 
high- and low-level cognitive systems is disturbed, which prevents action (Kuhl, 1994). In this 
case the generation of ideas remains an abstract goal as the access to high-level cognitive systems 
is impeded (Koole et al., 2005). By contrast, when positive affect is high—for example when an 
employee receives recognition by superiors—the connection is facilitated allowing the high-level 
systems to translate the abstract goals of idea generation into small and concrete behavioral step 
(Kuhl & Kazén, 1999). Hence, a state shift toward increased positive affect paves the way between 
both levels necessary for creative outcomes. 

PSI theory states that only action-oriented individuals are assumed to have this capacity 
to up-regulate positive affect themselves (Kuhl et al., 2006). In contrast, because state-oriented 
employees lack this capability (Koole et al., 2012), they should be inhibited in their creative 
performance when not experiencing high initial positive affect. Yet, in a corporate setting, affective 
states are not only provoked by self-regulation mechanisms. 

In fact, organizational settings influence employees in many ways. The most direct instrument 
for influencing employees is leadership behavior (Amabile, et al., 2005; Zhou, 2003). Employees’ 
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creative performance, in particular, is strongly influenced by feedback (Zhou, 1998). Therefore, 
state-oriented employees might benefit from positive organizational support in terms of positive 
feedback, as this will help them to up-regulate positive affect and down-regulate negative affect as 
suggested by the affective shift model (Bledow et al., 2011, 2013). 

However, for action-oriented employees, we propose a self-regulation of affective states. 
Hence, a positive feedback on already down-regulated initial negative affect (and up-regulated 
positive affect respectively) would undermine the positive influence of negative affect. Action-
oriented employees hence, need to be brought back into a stage of negative affect. Taken together, 
we postulate that

Hypothesis 2: 

a) Negative feedback perception positively affects originality for action-oriented employees

b) Positive feedback perception positively affects originality for state-oriented employees

Method

We chose an experimental design with repeated measures with 328 full-time employees 
working in a creativity-relevant environment. Participants rated their momentary affect and 
proceeded with the first creativity test (t0). Subsequently, the participants were confronted with 
either a negative or a positive feedback, which was randomly assigned to them. The participants 
proceeded with the second creativity test (t1). We then asked them to evaluate the perceived 
feedback. We measured their action-orientation and controlled for age and sex. For both tests, two 
independent coders rated each unique idea for originality on a five-point Likert-scale. We applied 
various hierarchical linear regression models. 

Results

We applied various hierarchical linear regression models. For Hypothesis 1a and 1b, we 
applied the cross-sectional information and predicted creativity at t0, while for Hypothesis 2a 
and 2b we applied the lagged data predicting creativity at t1 simultaneously controlling for the 
original creativity at t0. Hypothesis 1a and 1b are tested on the sub-samples of state-oriented and 
action-oriented respondents respectively. We find a non-significant impact of negative affect t0 on 
creativity in the state-oriented sample and significant positive effect of negative affect on creativity 
t0 for the action-oriented sample (β = 0.037; p < 0.05). The effect is curvilinear. This suggests a 
rejection of Hypothesis 1b and support for Hypothesis 1a.  

Hypothesis 2a and 2b are tested in Model 6 and Model 9 respectively (cf. Table 2). After 
controlling for the original creativity t0, feedback perception has a positive impact on creativity 
t1 for state-oriented respondents (β = 0.052; p < 0.10) and a negative impact on creativity t1 for 
action-oriented respondents (β = -0.048; p < 0.05). The effects are curvilinear. This provides 
support for Hypothesis 2a and marginal support for Hypothesis 2b.

Discussion and Implications

Against a backdrop of sparse prior research investigating the individual level of corporate 
entrepreneurship, our results offer important insights on how the creativity of employees can be 
enhanced by leadership behavior, and by accentuating the importance of appropriate feedback 
as being vital for the ability to act entrepreneurially. More specifically, by pointing out how 
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employees react differently to a given feedback, we highlight the importance of taking individual 
differences into account when researching about organizational mechanisms to increase corporate 
entrepreneurial activities. Thereby, our results go significantly beyond extant research by bridging 
prior knowledge from CE, creativity, leadership and psychology literature and by integrating them 
into a coherent framework to explain how personality differences in the ability to self-regulate 
affect influences the relationship between affective states and employee creativity. By emphasizing 
the crucial role of individual differences in coping with negative affect for generating ideas, and 
by demonstrating how employees’ action control regulates the way in which affect influences 
their creativity, we are able to explain why employees’ behavior varies despite the same (given and 
perceived) feedback or the same initial affective state. 

Differences in action control might be helpful to likewise investigate the effect of other CE 
tools. Literature about CE has often suggested compensation and incentives system to motivate 
employees to participate in corporate entrepreneurial activities (e.g., Hornsby et al., 2013), without 
investigating the factors leading to actual CE behavior. Thereby it remained unclear, why some 
incentives work for some employees while not for others. Our framework offers a new explanation 
that might help to explain not only differences in the effect of feedback but also for other CE 
tools such as compensation. Moreover, the ability to self-regulate affect offers not only a fruitful 
explanation for why only some employee can be motivated, but also for why some employees with 
the same degree of motivation do not perform equally. Our work, hence, can extend prior studies 
by adding a potential explanation for the empirical phenomenon that despite strong motivation 
for corporate venturing activities, performance differences abound.

From a general perspective, the role of affect in the context of corporate entrepreneurship 
is often not explicitly considered. Yet, our findings suggest that affect has a major influence 
on creativity and thus on the employees’ ability to act entrepreneurially. Our results underline 
the relevance of including affect in ongoing efforts to investigate emotions in the context of 
entrepreneurship (Cardon, Foo, Shepherd, & Wiklund, 2012; Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011; Baron, 
Hmieleski, & Henry, 2012.) but also call for investigating emotions within a CE context. 

Taken together, the present study shows that personality differences play a key role in 
handling affect in the creative process. The patterns we identify provide a detailed understanding 
of how affective self-regulation determines the kind of feedback employees should get to increase 
idea generation as a first step in corporate entrepreneurial activities. The current emphasis that 
many firms place on enhancing creativity and entrepreneurial acting as a key to organizational 
effectiveness and competitive advantage (Amabile et al., 1996) is a strong impetus for research on 
corporate entrepreneurship on the individual level. As our findings highlight the influencing role 
of psychological processes for corporate entrepreneurial phenomena, we encourage our colleagues 
to further investigate this important line of research.

CONTACT: Carina Lomberg; carina.lomberg@imu.unibe.ch; (T): +41 78 928 0622 (F): +41 31 
631 5332; Engehaldenstrasse 4, 3012 Bern, Switzerland.
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Table 1: Linear Regression predicting Originality T0

Full sample State-oriented sample Action-oriented sample

Model 
1

Model 
2

Model 
3

Model 
4

Model 
5

Model 
6

Model 
7

Model 
8

Model 
9

Age .000 .000 .000 .006 .006 .006 -.002 -.002 -.002

Sex (male) .029 .032 .026 .033 .032 .027 .021 .029 .020

Action orientation .098** .103** .105**

Negative affect T0 .019 -.092 -.003 -.088 .037* -.184†

Negative affect T02 .017 .013 .036*

R Square .028 .032 .037 .018 .018 .021 .061 .133 .184

R Square Change .004 .022 .003 0.18* .034*

Notes: ᶧ p>0.1; * p>0.05; ** p>0.01

Table 2: Linear Regression predicting Originality T1

Full Sample State oriented sample Action oriented sample

Model 
1

Model 
2

Model 
3

Model 
4

Model 
5

Model 
6

Model 
7

Model 
8

Model 
9

Age .001 .001 .002 .005 .005 .006 .000 .001 .001

Sex (male) .020 .020 .019 .076 .063 .055 -.011 -.010 -.012

Action orientation -.015 -.015 -.012

Originality T0 .175** .174** .175** .200* .195* .178† .163* .169* .179*

Negative affect T0 -.160† -.161† -.155† -.238† -.240† -.241† -.046 -.023 .004

Negative affect T0
2 .021 .021 .020 .036† .036† .036† .000 -.004 -.010

Feedback Perception .001 -.189† .052† -.270† -.048* -.294†

Feedback Perception2 .031† .054* .039†

R Square .050 .050 .057 .104 .123 .150 .042 .056 .065

R Square Change .000 .007 .077† .097* .028* .008†

Notes: ᶧ p>0.1; * p>0.05; ** p>0.01

Figure 1: Curvelinear effects of feedback perceptions
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