
Hybrid Registered Report

Flexible Adaptation of
Leader Behavior
An Experimental Analysis of the Beneficial Effect of Flexibility
in Innovation Processes

Friederike Gerlach1, Kathrin Rosing1, and Hannes Zacher2

1Institute of Psychology, University of Kassel, Germany
2Institute of Psychology – Wilhelm Wundt, Leipzig University, Germany

Abstract. Based on the model of ambidextrous leadership, we investigated the impact of flexible adaptation of leader behavior, that is, opening
and closing leader behaviors, on innovative performance in a laboratory experiment. Leader behaviors were manipulated with confederates
attending to one participant showing either no leadership, a sequential, or a flexible application of opening and closing leader behaviors. We
hypothesized that flexible adaptation leads to better innovation performance. N = 93 participants took part and received one leadership
manipulation. We did not find significant effects. These findings suggest that the effects of ambidextrous leadership might not be as strong as
previously expected. Nonetheless, this study provides a manipulation of flexible leadership in a controlled setting, which is important to provide
causal evidence.
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Today’s business world is characterized by change
(Halbesleben et al., 2003; Hosking & Anderson, 2018).
Accordingly, flexibility and dynamic adaptation have been
coined as important prerequisites for successful leadership
in different organizational processes (Vroom& Jago, 2007;
Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). In an increasingly complex busi-
ness environment, it is important for leaders to be
adaptable and respond to the changing requirements of
followers and tasks (Blanchard et al., 1993; Yukl &
Mahsud, 2010). This is especially true for innovation
processes, as they involve changing situational require-
ments, including creativity and idea implementation
(Bledow et al., 2009). Flexibility has been recognized in
theoretical models on leadership, but a thorough empirical
investigation of this component of leadership is lacking
(Fiedler, 1971; Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). Therefore, the goal
of this study is to examine the effectiveness of a flexible
leadership concept for innovation processes.
Regarding innovation processes, the flexible adaptation

of leader behavior could be key to an effective leadership
approach (Havermans et al., 2015; Rosing et al., 2011).
Empirical relationships of traditional leadership ap-
proaches, such as transformational leadership, with in-
novation performance are inconsistent and vary widely
(Herrmann & Felfe, 2013; Rosing et al., 2011). This could
be due to the fluctuating requirements of creativity and

implementation and a neglect of matching these re-
quirements with appropriate leader behaviors (Rosing
et al., 2011, 2018). A flexible adaptation of leader be-
havior to address both requirements could provide a
solution.
The model of ambidextrous leadership describes such

an approach, as two leader behaviors, opening and closing,
are defined to address creativity and implementation re-
quirements, respectively (Rosing et al., 2011). Most im-
portantly, for successful innovation processes, both
behaviors need to be applied flexibly to address the
present requirement in each situation (Hunter et al., 2011;
Rosing et al., 2011). Although flexibility is at the core of
ambidextrous leadership, actual changes between opening
and closing leader behaviors have not yet been investi-
gated empirically (Zacher et al., 2016; Zacher & Rosing,
2015; Zacher & Wilden, 2014). This is problematic be-
cause, based on our knowledge of the innovation process,
adequate changes should catalyze the effectiveness of
ambidextrous leadership for innovation success (Bledow
et al., 2009; Rosing et al., 2011). In addition, the existing
literature on leadership for innovation has relied mostly on
correlational designs (Hughes et al., 2018). Recent ex-
ceptions are the experimental studies by Klonek et al.
(2020) and Gerlach, Heinigk et al. (2020) which, how-
ever, do not include aspects of flexibility. Thus,
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conclusions in terms of causal influences of flexible ad-
aptation of leader behavior cannot be drawn, for instance,
due to possible reverse causality issues (Antonakis, 2017;
Antonakis et al., 2010).
This paper considers these limitations and investigates

the flexible adaptation of ambidextrous leader behaviors
in a controlled laboratory setting. We aim to contribute to
the leadership literature in two ways. First, our research
provides empirical data on a flexible leadership approach.
Second, we give insights on how flexible leadership can be
standardized in a laboratory setting to draw causal con-
clusions and to avoid the issue of reverse causality or the
influence of biases such as performance cues (Antonakis,
2017; Lord et al., 1978). In line with this, we highlight the
difficulties and challenges associated with such a labo-
ratory experiment (Podsakoff & Podsakoff, 2019).

Theoretical Background and
Hypothesis Development

Flexibility in Innovation Processes

Innovation is defined as the “intentional introduction and
application within a role, group or organization of ideas,
processes, products or procedures, new to the relevant
unit of adoption” (West & Farr, 1990, p. 9). Accordingly,
innovation incorporates both requirements of creativity
and implementation (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Crea-
tivity requires the generation of ideas associated with
novelty, taking risks, and new opportunities (Amabile,
1988; Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Andriopoulos & Lewis,
2009). Implementation requirements, in contrast, en-
tail the efficient and error-free realization of a product or
process (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009). Both creativity
and implementation requirements are present through-
out the whole innovation process (Bledow et al., 2009;
Rosing et al., 2018). They fluctuate within the innovation
process resulting in situations where creativity require-
ments and situations in which implementation require-
ments are more prominent (Rosing et al., 2018). Actors
within the innovation process need to adjust their be-
havior in line with these requirements to address both
aspects and integrate them to reach high innovation
performance (Rosing et al., 2011, 2018).

Ambidextrous Leadership for Innovation

Leadership has been suggested as one of the central in-
fluences that can support followers in mastering the

challenge of innovation (Hunter et al., 2011; Mumford et al.,
2002). In general, it has been proposed that leader support
for creativity and innovation will be helpful (Mainemelis
et al., 2015; Shalley & Gilson, 2004). The model of am-
bidextrous leadership specifically describes leadership for
innovation by considering the situational requirements of
creativity and implementation (Hunter et al., 2011; Rosing
et al., 2011). Opening leader behavior describes aspects
such as experimenting with different ideas and taking risks,
whereas closing leader behavior incorporates controlling
goal attainment and emphasizing efficiency (Rosing et al.,
2011). According to the model, opening leader behavior
should address creativity requirements, whereas closing
leader behavior will be helpful when implementation is
required (Rosing et al., 2011).
In addition to addressing creativity and implementation

requirements, leaders also need to be aware of the dy-
namic nature of the innovation process (Rosing et al.,
2011). The situational requirements of creativity and im-
plementation fluctuate in an unpredictable manner
(Bledow et al., 2009; Rosing et al., 2018). In line with this,
ambidextrous leaders need to identify creativity and im-
plementation requirements as they are inherent to the
tasks of the innovation process (Rosing et al., 2011). They
should adjust their leader behavior toward opening leader
behavior when creativity is required, whereas they need to
adapt to closing leader behavior when implementation
requirements are more prominent (Rosing et al., 2011).
With the appropriate leader behavior for a given situation,
the leader provides information on how to address a
certain situational requirement of either creativity or im-
plementation (Herrmann & Felfe, 2013; Rosing et al.,
2011). Moreover, a flexible leadership approach will also
provide more effective communication as the leader be-
havior matches the requirements. Thus, the communi-
cation may be perceived as more appropriate and lead to
better leader–follower interactions in general (Gottfredson
& Aguinis, 2017; Hofmans et al., 2019).
Appropriate communication and improved leader–follower

interactions will not be possible with a strictly sequential
approach, showing only opening leader behavior in the
beginning to foster creativity and only closing leader be-
havior toward the end (Farr et al., 2003). Such a sequential
approach is advocated by phase models of innovation that
prescribe a certain order of innovation phases (Lubart,
2001). Similarly, stage-gate models (Cooper, 1990) pro-
pose that the innovation process can be subdivided into
phases separated by a “gate.” These models imply that
once a gate has been passed, it is not possible to go back to
a previous phase. Such a sequential approach does not
allow for flexibility to address creativity and im-
plementation requirements as they occur within the pro-
cess (Bledow et al., 2009; Rosing et al., 2011). In
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conclusion, the flexible adaptation of leader behaviors
should improve followers’ ability to flexibly address cre-
ativity and implementation requirements and, thus, should
result in higher innovation performance.

Hypothesis: The flexible application of opening and
closing leader behaviors leads to better innovation
performance compared to (a) no leadership and (b) a
sequential application of opening and closing leader
behaviors.

Method

The stage 1 manuscript was registered at the Open
Science Framework, https://osf.io/srwcn/?view_only=
84d9ae1860ec499c8929fbde4fcf86d9. Data for the
experiment were collected using a between-subjects
design manipulating an independent variable with
three conditions: no leadership (control group), sequential,
and flexible ambidextrous leadership.

Sample

For the experiment, we recruited N = 107 students from a
German university via social networks or lectures. In total,
n = 14 participants were dropped due to confederates not
following the script, technical issues, or language barriers.
This led to a final sample size of N = 93. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of the three experimental groups
leading to 27–33 participants per group. They were on
average 22.91 years old (SD = 4.94). Seventy-three par-
ticipants (78.5%) were female, and 20 (21.5%) were male.
They majored in different subjects, and most of them
studied psychology (40.9%).

Power Analysis

Based on the existing research, we expected a medium
sized effect of ambidextrous leadership (Bosco et al., 2015;
Zacher & Rosing, 2015; Zacher &Wilden, 2014). Thus, we
estimated the statistical power with the software G*Power
(Faul et al., 2007, 2009) using the expectedmedium effect
(f 2 = 0.15), α = .05, the sample size ofN = 93, three groups,
and two response variables. Given these variables, the
power is very good, 1� β = .99. Investigating smaller effect
sizes, results reveal that the power is sufficient (1� β > .80)
if the effect size is at least f 2 = 0.07. Meta-analytic esti-
mates suggest that this is realistic (Bosco et al., 2015), and

therefore, the power of the conducted study should be
sufficient.

Procedure

After they were welcomed at the laboratory, the experi-
menter informed participants that they would take part in
an innovation competition (for experimenter instructions,
refer to supplemental materials, https://osf.io/srwcn/?
view_only=84d9ae1860ec499c8929fbde4fcf86d9). Partic-
ipants were told that someone would support them while
working on the task. To introduce the confederate as a
leader, the experimenter described the person, who was
waiting in the other room, as fulfilling tasks inherent to
leadership (Yukl, 2012; Yukl et al., 2016). The participants
were informed that the person would provide the task in-
formation and the goal for the competition. Furthermore,
the person would control the adherence to the task in-
structions and support the participant during task com-
pletion. Finally, participants were told that the personwould
evaluate the task outcome of the competition. Subsequently,
the experimenter accompanied the participant to the lab-
oratory, where the confederate was waiting. The confed-
erate gave the instructions for the innovation task and
explained that the three best results out of all participants
were rewarded with a €50 voucher. During task comple-
tion, confederates showed leader behavior depending on
the experimental condition. When the execution time was
expired, a questionnaire includingmanipulation checks and
demographics was administered. Afterward, the experi-
menter evaluated the result of the innovation task.

Experimental Task

The innovation task was to build a construction from craft
material that would secure an egg when dropped from a
height of 2 m. For this task, participants were provided
with different materials (e.g., paper, balloons, and strings).
The goal of the task was to create a construction that was
most secure and original with as little material as possible
(see supplemental materials). In line with results from
pretests, participants had 30 min for the task completion.
This specific task was chosen as it requires the generation
of new and useful ideas and the implementation of ideas to
achieve an innovative construction (West & Farr, 1990).

Experimental Manipulations

We manipulated three leadership conditions through
confederates that acted as leaders. The confederates were
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six female research assistants (two per condition) on av-
erage 23.5 years old (SD = 2.88).
To standardize leader behavior within conditions, sen-

tences for the no leadership condition and for opening and
closing leader behaviors were predefined based on the
existing literature (see Table 1; Rosing et al., 2011; Zacher
& Rosing, 2015). Prior to data collection, the confederates
were trained in accordance with the experimental con-
ditions. The initial training session took 2–5 hr with a
follow-up session of 1 hr. During the training session,
confederates learned the behavior they needed to show
during the task completion depending on their leadership
condition. They were instructed not to interact with the
participants aside from task-related conversations that
they could conduct with the standardized sentences.
Confederates in the no leadership condition learned that

individuals should work self-organized within innovation
processes (Yang, 2015) and, thus, they were instructed to
not intervene with the work of participants. To realize this
situation in a socially appropriate manner and similar to a
field setting, confederates in this condition worked on a
different task in the same room during the experiment and
used standardized sentences to answer any questions.
In the training for the sequential condition, confederates

learned about opening and closing leader behaviors (Rosing
et al., 2011) and a sequential model for the innovation
process (Farr et al., 2003). In the experimental sessions, the
confederates then applied opening leader behavior within
the first 8 min and then switched to closing leader behavior

for the remaining 22 min of task completion. Therefore, the
timing was the only cue that indicated which leader be-
havior had to be shown. These timeframes resulted from
pretests with the experimental task to represent the best
possible sequential condition. In this condition, confeder-
ates took initiative without any cues from the situation and
talked regularly using either opening or closing leader be-
havior depending on the timing.
In the flexible condition, confederates were trained to

switch between opening and closing leader behaviors de-
pending on situational cues. These confederates learned
about the dynamic nature of the innovation process and that
leaders should adjust their behavior depending on situa-
tional requirements. For the training of confederates in this
condition, pretests were necessary to understand the
changes in behavior for the specific innovation task used in
this experiment.N = 17 students participated in the pretest in
the laboratory, where they worked on the innovation task.
Afterward, research assistants coded the video recordings
concerning creativity- and implementation-related behav-
iors. The coders subsequently identified changes in behavior
and developed a category system for situational cues that
signal a change from creativity to implementation and vice
versa. After conducting these pretests, we used the resulting
categories to design training situations. For instance, the
participants voiced insecurity regarding the stability of the
construction (e.g., “I amnot surewhether this construction is
stable enough to secure the egg.”), and this functioned as a
signal for the confederate to change to opening leader be-
havior (e.g., “You can take all the different materials and
consider whether they would help to secure the egg.”).

Measures

Manipulation Check
Participants rated opening and closing leader behaviors on
seven items each (5-point scale ranging from 1 = not at all
to 5 = very strongly; Zacher & Rosing, 2015). An example
item for the opening leader behavior scale is “The other
person, who was in the room with me, gave room for my
own ideas” (α = .72). An example for the closing leader
behavior scale is “The other person, who was in the room
with me, controlled adherence to rules” (α = .66).
As a manipulation check, we tested the difference be-

tween the leadership conditions concerning the partici-
pants’ ratings of opening and closing leader behaviors
using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). We
expected both the sequential and flexible leadership
conditions to show significantly more opening and closing
leader behaviors compared to the no leadership condition.
Using Wilks’ lambda, a significant difference between the
conditions was identified, Λ = .63, F(4, 178) = 11.58,

Table 1. Standardized sentences for the leadership manipulations

Leadership
manipulation Examples for standardized sentences

Opening leader
behavior

You can take all the different materials and
consider whether they would help to secure the
egg.
Consider different directions for your ideas.
You don’t need to be afraid of mistakes – you
can learn from them.
If this idea doesn’t work, you are still one step
closer to a solution.

Closing leader
behavior

For a good solution, it is helpful to plan how you
are going to implement it.
Beware of the time. At the end you need to have
a finalized construction to take part in the
competition.
Think about the goal of the task; the egg needs
to be secured for you to win the competition.
For a good solution make sure that you work
thoroughly and avoid mistakes.

No leadership Decide for yourself how you solve the task.
I don’t know about that.
I don’t have any ideas and I also need to keep
working on my own task.
Unfortunately, I don’t have any time to engage in
your task.
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p < .001. Subsequent univariate ANOVA revealed a sig-
nificant effect on opening leader behavior, F(2, 90) = 19.9,
p < .001, and closing leader behavior, F(2, 90) = 6.49,
p = .002. Post hoc comparison further clarified that more
opening behavior was shown in the sequential ambidex-
trous leadership condition (p = .001) and the flexible am-
bidextrous leadership condition (p < .001), each compared
to the no leadership condition. For the ratings of closing
leader behavior, more leader behavior was shown in the
sequential (p = .006) and flexible (p = .01) ambidextrous
leadership condition, each compared to the no leadership
condition. There were no significant differences between
the flexible and sequential conditions, neither for opening
(p = .11) nor for closing leader behavior (p = .94).

In a second step, we coded the confederates’ sentences
recorded in the videos to assess changes in leader behavior.
Each sentence was coded as opening, closing, or no leader
behavior according to the predefined standardized sentences.
Two independent coders coded a video from each experi-
mental group showing very good interrater reliability (no
leadership: κ = .96, sequential ambidextrous leadership:
κ = .90, and flexible ambidextrous leadership: κ = .99; Cohen,
1960). Accordingly, the standardized sentences in the re-
maining videoswere coded, and the changes between opening
and closing leader behaviors were counted. Furthermore, it
was also evaluated whether these changes in behavior were
appropriate with respect to the situational requirements.

We tested the differences concerning the changes in
leader behavior with a t test. We expected a significant
difference between the sequential and flexible conditions,
with greater changes in the flexible ambidextrous lead-
ership condition. The analysis supported our assumption
as it showed a significant difference between the se-
quential and flexible conditions, t(58) = �6.38, p < .001.
Subsequent comparison of the means showed more
changes in the flexible condition ðx ¼ 6:76; SD ¼ 3:66Þ
compared to the sequential ambidextrous leadership
condition ðx ¼ 2:04; SD ¼ 1:29Þ. Contrary to our expec-
tations, the sequential condition showed more than one

change in leader behavior on average. However, there was
one explicit change from opening to closing leader be-
havior in each task execution of this condition. None-
theless, in some cases, the fact that confederates should
act as naturally as possible led to small additional changes
in behavior. Taken together, these results point to a suc-
cessful leadership manipulation.

Performance
Innovation task performance was operationalized in two de-
pendent variables: effectiveness and originality. First, effec-
tiveness describes the degree to which the construction fulfilled
the task goal. For this purpose, the construction was dropped
from different heights up to 2 m. Performance was scored
depending on the height at which the egg broke. Second,
originality was rated independently by the confederates
as experts based on a rating scale (Barbot et al., 2019;
De Dreu et al., 2008). A video from the completed
construction was evaluated on a scale from 1 = not
original to 5 = very original. A construction was defined
as very original when it was radical, new, and unique
compared to the other constructions (Amabile, 1988;
Miron-Spektor & Beenen, 2015). The interrater reli-
ability for the originality score based on all construc-
tions was very good, with intraclass correlation
coefficient (ICC) = .80 (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979). Ac-
cordingly, the ratings of the different coders were av-
eraged per construction.

Statistical Analysis

We first calculated descriptive statistics for all variables
and examined intercorrelations. To test our hypotheses,
we examined differences between the three experimental
groups with respect to innovation performance in terms of
effectiveness and originality. Consequently, we tested
group differences in the two dependent variables using a
MANOVA.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations of study variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Ratings opening leader behavior 3.26 0.76

2. Ratings closing leader behavior 2.95 0.68 .20

3. Codings opening leader behavior 8.90 8.43 .57** .65**

4. Codings closing leader behavior 15.37 13.46 .41** .41** .85**

5. Codings changes in leader behavior 4.63 3.69 .39** .11 .51** .01

7. Effectiveness (DV)a 1.22 1.25 �.05 .03 .02 �.01 �.05 �.05

8. Originality (DV)b 2.75 0.98 .02 .02 �.01 .01 .08 .11 .14

Note. N = 93. DV = dependent variable. Coded as a1 = 0.25 m, 2 = 0.5 m, 3 = 0.75 m, 4 = 1.0 m, 5 = 1.25, 6 = 1.5 m, 7 = 1.75 m, 8 = 2.0 m. b1 = not original, 5 = very
original. *p < .05, **p < .01.
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Results

M, SD, and correlations of all study variables can be seen in
Table 2. The table shows some significant correlations
among the variables for coding of leader behavior. No
significant correlations were found for the dependent var-
iables, effectiveness and originality. In addition, Table 3
providesM and SDs of all study variables for each condition
separately. In contrast to expectations, the means of ef-
fectiveness and originality were similar across conditions.

Hypothesis Testing

We hypothesized that participants receiving flexible am-
bidextrous leader behaviors show better innovation per-
formance compared to the “no leadership” and the
“sequential condition.” To test this hypothesis, we con-
ducted a MANOVA regarding the effects of leadership
condition on both effectiveness and originality. Using
Wilks’ lambda, the results revealed no significant effects,
Λ = .99, F(4, 178) = 0.21, p = .93. This suggests that there
were no significant differences between the conditions in
effectiveness and originality, and therefore, the hypothesis
could not be supported.

Discussion

Our experiment represents a first attempt to manipulate
flexible ambidextrous leadership in a laboratory setting
to provide evidence for the effectiveness of a flexible
adaptation of leader behaviors in the innovation process
(Rosing et al., 2011). Unexpectedly, we did not find
significant effects of the manipulated leadership conditions
on innovation performance. The flexible application of

ambidextrous leadership did not lead to higher innovation
performance in the experimental task compared to a se-
quential application or the absence of leader behaviors.
The findings suggest that it is possible that the assumptions

wederived from themodel of ambidextrous leadership are not
correct. Most previous research on ambidextrous leadership
has used correlational study designs (e.g., Gerlach, Hundeling
et al., 2020; Zacher et al., 2016), which may have resulted in
inflated relationships due to common method variance.
However, recent experimental evidence suggests that opening
and closing leader behaviors influence follower behavior and
performance, at least under some circumstances (Gerlach,
Heinigk et al., 2020; Klonek et al., 2020). Specifically, an
experimental study byGerlach,Henigk et al. (2020) examined
the separate effects of opening and closing leader behaviors on
innovation performance. This study provides evidence that
opening and closing leader behaviors impact innovative per-
formance when creativity and implementation task require-
ments are aligned with leader behaviors. In two experimental
studies, Klonek et al. (2020) manipulated opening and closing
leader behaviors, a sequential form of ambidextrous leader-
ship, and transformational leadership, and examined the ef-
fects on innovation performance. Opening and closing leader
behaviors influenced exploration and exploitation behaviors,
respectively, in one of the two studies. In addition, only one of
the two studies provided partial evidence that a sequential
form of ambidextrous leadership led to higher innovation
performance than either opening, closing, or transformational
leader behaviors alone. Taken together, the experimental
evidence for the causal effects of opening and closing leader
behaviors on innovation performance ismixed, indicating that
moderating influences – such as the alignment of leader be-
haviors with task requirements – are likely. Considering the
results of the present study, it may be that the lack of dif-
ferences in innovation performance between flexible and
sequential ambidextrous leadership is due to flexible leader-
ship not being better suited to promote innovation

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for leadership conditions

No leadership (N = 33)

Sequential
ambidextrous

leadership (N = 27)
Flexible ambidextrous
leadership (N = 33)

M SD M SD M SD

Ratings opening leader behavior 2.73 0.47 3.37 0.61 3.70 0.79

Ratings closing leader behavior 2.62 0.59 3.15 0.54 3.10 0.76

Codings opening leader behavior 0.03 0.17 14.75 3.64 13.00 8.13

Codings closing leader behavior 0.12 0.42 29.30 7.17 19.24 7.76

Codings changes in leader behavior 2.04 1.29 6.76 3.66

Effectiveness (DV)a 1.27 1.21 1.07 1.11 1.30 1.42

Originality (DV)b 2.75 1.09 2.57 0.99 2.82 0.87

Note. N = 93. DV = dependent variable. Coded as a1 = 0.25 m, 2 = 0.5 m, 3 = 0.75 m, 4 = 1.0 m, 5 = 1.25, 6 = 1.5 m, 7 = 1.75 m, 8 = 2.0 m. b1 = not original, 5 = very
original.
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performance than a sequential leadership approach. As none
of the previous – correlational or experimental – studies ex-
amined flexible leadership, more definite conclusions about
the role of flexibility for (ambidextrous) leadership cannot be
drawn at this time.
In addition, some methodological shortcomings might

have influenced the results. Confederates talked a lot
during task completion in the active leadership conditions,
which could have impeded participants’ feeling of au-
tonomy. A one-way ANOVA on the number of sentences
showed that confederates talked muchmore in both active
conditions (M = 78.04 and M = 62.97) compared to the no
leadership condition, M = 6.94, F(2, 90) = 83.23, p < .001.
Thus, participants in the active conditions might have felt
more controlled, which, in turn, may have reduced their
motivation and innovation performance (Liu et al., 2011;
Shalley & Perry-Smith, 2001; Zhou, 2003). Investigating the
impact of the intensity of leadership on creative and innovative
processes, and the role of autonomy in the leader–follower
relationship, is an interesting avenue for future research.
Moreover, individual differences in, for example, the need for
autonomy or the need for leader support might play a crucial
role in this context (Herrmann & Felfe, 2013).

Theoretical and Methodological
Contributions

Our study contributes to research on ambidextrous lead-
ership by investigating the causal influences of flexible
changes between opening and closing leader behaviors on
innovation performance (Rosing et al., 2011; Zacher et al.,
2016; Zacher & Rosing, 2015). Research on ambidextrous
leadership shows that the interaction of opening and closing
leader behaviors is positively related to innovation perfor-
mance (Zacher & Rosing, 2015; Zacher & Wilden, 2014).
However, these studies did not consider the flexible ad-
aptation in line with situational requirements, and this is
addressed in the presented experiment.We did not find any
significant effects, and therefore, the flexible adaptation of
opening and closing leadership did not lead to superior
performance. Therefore, we show initial insights into the
effects of flexible leadership in innovation processes.
Additionally, this study adds to the leadership literature

as we provide a possibility concerning the manipulation of
a flexible leadership approach in a controlled setting. Using
confederates in this regard seems promising as they can
act dynamically depending on situational requirements.
Leadership research aims to analyze the influence leaders
have on follower behaviors and performance outcomes
(Fischer et al., 2017). For this purpose, controlled settings
such as randomized experiments are called for (Antonakis,
2017; Antonakis et al., 2010; Hughes et al., 2018). As

interactions between leaders and followers and especially
their communication are central to many leadership the-
ories (Gottfredson & Aguinis, 2017; Hofmans et al., 2019;
Rosing et al., 2011), we also need to examine the causal
effects of these interactions. This is especially relevant for
leadership models that incorporate leader behaviors as a
flexible reaction to situational requirements, such as the
ambidextrous leadership model (Rosing et al., 2011).

Limitations and Future Research

Our experiment demonstrates the challenges related to
examining flexible leadership and further provides ideas
for future research. As this was a first approach to the
standardization of flexible leadership, some shortcomings
with respect to the internal and external validity need to be
considered. In terms of internal validity, the correlations
between the codings and ratings of leadership behavior
raise some concerns regarding the construct validity of
both opening and closing leadership behaviors. Following
the logic of a multitrait–multimethod matrix, we would
expect higher correlations among different measures
(ratings and codings) of the same construct than among
the same type of measurement of different constructs.
However, this was not the case (Table 2).
In terms of external validity, the experimental task might

have differed from innovation projects in organizational
practice. In the experimental task, creativity was necessary to
find a successful solution.However, the implementation – the
actual crafting of the construction – was very time-
consuming. Therefore, changes in leader behavior might
not have been as necessary and appropriate as in innovation
processes in an organizational context. Thus, one suggestion
for future research is to design an experimental task that
participants can work on for longer periods of time, similar to
innovation processes in the field, to increase both internal
and external validity. For example, participants could work
outside the laboratory and come in for meetings in which
leader behavior could bemanipulated. Thesemeetings could
lead to a stronger manipulation, as the leader behaviors can
be shown and changed more often, without impeding task
completion. Another restriction of external validity common
to experimental designs has to do with the confederates
(Antonakis, 2017; Highhouse, 2009). Compared to such
confederates, the sources of influence and power in the
organizational context are more complex and different in-
fluences need to be considered (Subašić et al., 2011). Thus,
future studies should also regard the flexible interplay of
opening and closing leader behavior in field studies to receive
realistic insights. Field experiments might be an optimal
solution to establish a realistic context and the possibility to
provide causal evidence.
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Conclusion

The goal of this article was to investigate the flexible ad-
aptation of ambidextrous leader behaviors within a stan-
dardized setting.We did not find the proposed effects, which
suggests that the effects of flexible leadership might not be
as strong as expected and need further attention in future
research. For example, the implementation of flexible
leadership based on interactions within a laboratory setting
is necessary. Innovation and a flexible approach to working
are highly relevant in today’s business world (Halbesleben
et al., 2003; Rosing et al., 2011). Thus, it is a central chal-
lenge for future leadership research to further consider how
we can empirically investigate flexible and adaptive lead-
ership especially with respect to causal conclusions
(Antonakis, 2017; Antonakis et al., 2010). Thus, it is nec-
essary to consider different formats to investigate flexible
adaptation of leader behaviors in controlled settings.
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