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The current study proposes a moderated mediation model to explain the relationship
between humble leadership and team innovation. Our hypothesis integrates social
information processing (SIP) theory with the existing literature on humble leadership.
As a result, we theorize that when a humble individual leads a team, the team members
are more likely to reconsider strategies, review events with self-awareness, share diverse
information, and adapt to new ideas, which in turn promotes innovative team activities.
Moreover, consistent with the research that emphasizes the inclusion of team culture in
exploring leader–innovation relationships, we investigate the moderating role of a team’s
expertise diversity in the above positive, indirect relationship. We test our model by
using both archival and survey data collected from 135 teams within 18 medium-to-
large internet technology firms in China. The findings largely support our theoretical
assertions, suggesting that humble leadership has important implications for team
processes and innovation.

Keywords: team innovation, humble leadership, team reflexivity, team expertise diversity, social information
processing theory

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, theories and research into leadership have clearly moved from a strong emphasis
on leaders’ special or unusual characteristics toward a focus on the shared growth of leaders
and employees. Most recently, humble leadership, a bottom-up and non-traditional leadership
approach, has been considered a vital part of emerging leadership theories. Humility has historically
been viewed as a philosophical virtue that is important to human excellence (Collins, 2001). Defined
as an interpersonal attribute, humility is manifested through accurate self-awareness, appreciation
of others’ strengths, and openness to new insights (Nielsen et al., 2010; Owens et al., 2013).
Considering the growing number of corporate scandals attributable to the unbridled ego, hubris,
and sense of self-importance of organizational executives (Boje et al., 2004), humble leadership has
received increasing theoretical elaboration and empirical attention in recent years (e.g., Cameron
et al., 2003; Ou et al., 2014). Scholars have revealed the positive effects of humble leadership on
followers at the individual and the team level. For example, they have considered employee job
satisfaction, work engagement (Owens et al., 2013), relational energy (Wang L. et al., 2018), follower
growth (Owens and Hekman, 2012), team effectiveness, and team performance (e.g., Chiu et al.,
2016; Rego et al., 2018).
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Although previous studies have established a link between
humble leadership and employees’ innovation on the individual
level (Wang Y. et al., 2018; Zhou and Wu, 2018), they have
not considered how humble leadership fosters team innovation.
This is an important gap because teams have become the basic
building blocks of work in many contemporary organizations.
Moreover, general agreement that teams must be innovative
to maintain and enhance effectiveness (West and Anderson,
1996; De Dreu, 2002) has implications for exploring factors that
contribute to team innovation. To build on, yet differentiate
our study from previous research into humble leadership and
followers’ individual innovation, we propose a novel model to
explore how humble leadership stimulates team innovation.

A considerable number of studies have highlighted team
mechanisms that explain the relationships between humble
leadership and team outcomes (e.g., collective promotion focus,
Owens and Hekman, 2016; team humility, Rego et al., 2017).
However, there has been little research that examine the
innovation-relevant team processes that humble leadership can
facilitate. Social information processing (SIP) theory suggests
that followers understand their work environments by processing
social information, which in turn shapes their work-related
attitudes and behaviors (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Within
the SIP framework, leaders are vital sources of information
and model how team members should function (Shamir et al.,
1993). In this research, we contend that humble leadership
results in followers sensing that the team needs continuous
improvement and has great potential in the long term. Such
perceptions foster an atmosphere of team reflexivity, which
is characterized by the pursuit of self-correction and self-
transcendence (Johnson et al., 2011; Owens and Hekman, 2012).
Team reflexivity is an asset for a team that involves both
reflection upon previous strategies and adaptation to prepare
for future actions (De Jong and Elfring, 2010). Consequently,
exploring the impact of humble leadership on team reflexivity
is crucial to create a holistic understanding of how humble
leadership influences team effectiveness. In addition, the value
of team reflexivity for a team’s innovative performance has
been well documented (e.g., West, 2000; Tjosvold et al., 2004;
Schippers et al., 2015). Therefore, we seek to uncover the
mediating role of team reflexivity between humble leadership and
team innovation.

What can ensure that a team with a humble leader engages in
a reflection process? Prior research has identified the moderating
factors that enable humble leaders to promote group outcomes,
such as the power distance of the team, leader member exchange
differentiation, and the strength of the team’s psychological
capital (Rego et al., 2017; Hu et al., 2018; Carnevale et al.,
2019). These previous works have emphasized the moderating
effects of subjective contextual factors, devoting less attention to
the role of objective team structure, such as a team’s expertise
diversity (Kozlowski and Bell, 2012; Hu and Judge, 2017). As
a key component in the workplace, team’s expertise diversity
governs the extent to which team members’ skills are applied
to team tasks (Hansen and Levine, 2009; Hülsheger et al.,
2009). According to SIP theory, a proximal working environment
provides cues that individuals utilize to construct and interpret

work processes (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978; Jones and Skarlicki,
2005). Hence, team’s expertise diversity invites a wider range
of perspectives and legitimizes in-depth processing of task-
relevant information (Hansen and Levine, 2009; Hülsheger et al.,
2009; Kearney and Gebert, 2009). This may strengthen the
impact of humble leadership and promote the behaviors that
constitute team reflection (West, 1996, 2002; Van Knippenberg
and Schippers, 2007). Therefore, we theorize that team’s expertise
diversity, which facilitates more thorough consideration of a
team’s functioning, may moderate the effect of humble leadership
on team reflexivity.

We further extend this theoretical model by depicting
the moderating role of expertise diversity on the indirect
effect of humble leadership on team innovation through team
reflexivity. Specifically, we hypothesize that the mediated effect
of team reflexivity is stronger in the context of a high level
of expertise diversity, thus leading to enhanced participation in
innovative activities.

The purpose of this paper was to develop a team-level
model to explain how and when humble leadership promotes
the whole team’s reflexivity and leads to team innovation,
making three contributions to the literature. First, we extend
the documented positive consequences of humble leadership
by focusing on team innovation. This nexus is clearly implied
by the rationale behind the effect of humble leaders on
team innovation yet has rarely been investigated in empirical
humble-leadership research. Second, based on SIP theory, our
study contributes to the growing humble-leadership literature
by detailing how humble leadership impacts team innovation
via team reflexivity. Identifying the mediating role of team
reflexivity in the humble leadership–team innovation link is
particularly important because doing so creates a comprehensive
picture of the function and influences processes of humble
leadership. Third, by proposing the boundary conditions of
humble leadership, this study furthers our understanding of
how humble leadership fosters team reflexivity (Son, 2020).
Exploring team’s expertise diversity as a critical contingency
for humble leadership’s impact on team reflexivity helps
illuminate why some humble leaders promote team reflexivity
while others do not, providing insight into the limits of
humble leadership.

Taken together, these investigations (as summarized in
Figure 1) reveal the theoretical potential of humble leadership,
which enables leaders to influence their followers to form
reflective and innovative collectives and clarify the boundary
conditions for the impact of humble leadership. In doing

Humble 
Leadership

Team 
Reflexivity

Team 
Innovation

Expertise 
Diversity

FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized direct and indirect relationship in this study.
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so, we provide practical suggestions for organizations to
encourage reflection processes and high-level innovation at
the team level. In view of the current demand for more
fairness, free management and leadership inspired by the
ideas of humble leadership theory may very well be what
organizations need now.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES

Humble Leadership
Humility, a virtue in psychology, comes from the Latin words
“humus” and “humi,” meaning “soil” and “on the ground,”
respectively, with the focus on viewing oneself and others from
an inferior standpoint (Owens and Hekman, 2012). People
with humility are modest and inclined to learn from their
surroundings (Morris et al., 2005). Contemporary scholars
treat humility as a moral skill that can be developed or a
moral muscle that can gradually change through experience or
training (Bloomfield, 2000; Stichter, 2007, 2011). As used by
Cameron et al. (2003), humility is a key organizational virtue,
reflected in the pursuit of consistent development and the
appreciation of employees (Tangney, 2000; Owens and Hekman,
2016). Moreover, in practice, scandals caused by the unbridled
ego and hubris of entrepreneurs (e.g., Boje et al., 2004) have
demonstrated the significance of humble leadership for a firm’s
longevity (Weick, 2001, p. 93). An accurate definition of humble
leadership was proposed by Owens et al. (2013), leading to many
interpretations that exemplify a wide range of behaviors. Owens
and Hekman (2016) distinguished three characteristics that are
generally quoted as the essential elements of a humble leader: (1)
admitting their shortcomings, (2) appreciating the advantages or
contributions of others, and (3) being open to feedback. Leaders’
humility is also theoretically centered on the concept of self-
transcendence, which refers to seeing and pursuing value beyond
the self (Morris et al., 2005; Ou et al., 2014).

Based on these psychological and philosophical roots, scholars
have made substantial strides toward empirical rigor regarding
positive follower outcomes, such as in-role performance (e.g.,
Owens et al., 2013), helping behavior (Carnevale et al., 2019),
and focus on collective promotion (Owens and Hekman,
2016). According to SIP theory, a leader’s display of humility
substantially influences followers’ energy and orientation by
providing social cues and serving as an archetype (Owens
and Hekman, 2016; Wang L. et al., 2018). In contrast to
transformational leadership, ethical leadership, and servant
leadership, humble leaders focus on improving themselves
and developing followers, with greater allegiance to long-
term performance goals (Mao et al., 2019). With respect to
the inclusive and promotion-focused information provided by
humble leaders, our research aimed to examine the implications
of humble leadership for team innovation by enrolling a
mediating variable—team reflexivity. By admitting mistakes,
appreciating others’ strengths, and being open to advise,
humble leaders shape their followers’ perception that reflective

discussions about the team’s goals and weaknesses are legitimate,
laying important groundwork for the process of team reflexivity.

Team Reflexivity
Team reflexivity is defined as a transition phase process in
which group members reflect upon and communicate about the
group’s objectives and strategies and adapt them to anticipated
circumstances (West, 1996). Conceptual and empirical evidence
(LePine et al., 2008) suggests that reflexive behaviors, such as
“questioning, learning at a meta-level, reviewing past events,
and coming to terms over time with a new awareness” (West,
2000), can help teams to derive good from bad situations and
improve task effectiveness (Carter and West, 1998). As a team
asset, team reflexivity focuses on both reflection upon previous
accomplishments and adaption to prepare for future actions
(Schippers et al., 2003). Research regarding the value of team
reflexivity has treated team reflexivity as “a form of strategy
formulation and planning” that functions to improve subsequent
team performance (Bass, 2000; Vashdi et al., 2007). Likewise, a
large body of work has found that team reflexivity is positively
associated with other team outcomes, such as team productivity,
team effectiveness (e.g., De Dreu, 2007), and employees’ affective
wellbeing (Carter and West, 1998).

While team reflexivity has been primarily demonstrated to be
a useful tool for promoting positive team outcomes, a growing
number of studies have suggested that exploring the determinants
of team reflexivity is also important (De Jong and Elfring, 2010;
Schippers et al., 2015; Lyubovnikova et al., 2017). The antecedents
of team reflexivity have been proposed to include clear team goals
(Dayan and Basarir, 2010), moderate time pressure (Schippers
et al., 2014), task interdependence, and psychological safety
(Edmondson and Lei, 2014). These determinants seem to imply
that team reflexivity is induced by an integrative climate and
environmental opportunities, which are mostly influenced by
team leaders. Thus, the role of leadership in facilitating team
reflexivity appears to be a promising avenue for investigation.
Indeed, participative leadership (Somech, 2006), facilitative
leadership (Hirst et al., 2004), and transformational leadership
(Schippers et al., 2008) have been found to motivate the
team reflection process. However, despite common theoretical
underpinnings on these leadership approaches, previous research
has not considered that humble leadership may play a unique
role in engendering this process. Compared with other traditional
leadership styles, humble leaders provide social cues (self-
correction and self-transcendence) that are more consistent with
team reflexivity.

Humble Leadership and Team Reflexivity
Social information processing theory indicates that team
managers’ psychological and behavioral cues are influential
in shaping perceptions about norms of acceptable behaviors
during work processes (Shamir et al., 1993). Researchers have
empirically demonstrated that team leaders signal followers to
understand their working environment and encourage certain
behaviors in the workplace (e.g., Yaffe and Kark, 2011). Drawing
from SIP theory (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978), we note that
team members recognize the social cues provided by the

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 April 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 726708

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-726708 April 27, 2022 Time: 15:16 # 4

Lei et al. Humble Leadership and Team Innovation

leader that displays humility and then develop a perception
of legitimate development and growth (Owens and Hekman,
2012, 2016). Such a perception is conducive to cultivating the
reflective atmosphere of the whole team (Salancik and Pfeffer,
1978). Specifically, as humble leaders acknowledge the team’s
imperfection in previous tasks and put accomplishments in
perspective (Landrum, 2011), they encourage subordinates to
accept their limitations and pursue improvement, legitimizing
team members’ self-acceptance and self-transcendence. Thus, we
can link the relationship between humble leadership and team
reflexivity with SIP theory.

The theoretical foundation of humble leadership implies that
humble leaders exemplify an awareness of self-limitations and
show openness to feedback (Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez, 2004; Ou
et al., 2014). Their legitimization of failures and appreciation of
advice connote the belief that a continual evaluation and revision
of team validity will enable team members to “identify, clarify,
and pursue the way to success” (Rego et al., 2019). With these
cues, humble leaders encourage employees to face negative team
performance objectively and to ask questions, evaluate limits, and
seek progress, rather than to hide problems or to insist on the
utilization of conventional processes (West, 2000). Furthermore,
humble leaders recognize and validate the unique strengths
of their followers (Morris et al., 2005), which motivates team
members to accept and compliment partners’ contributions and
further legitimizes sharing and coping within the workplace (Ou
et al., 2018; Wang L. et al., 2018). Such constructive interaction
strategies allow for comprehensive and systematic assessments of
performance problems (West, 2000), enabling team members to
share knowledge and develop more effective ways to overcome
challenges. In addition, by stimulating their followers’ sense of
self-efficacy and self-worth (Johnson et al., 2015), humble leaders
lead followers to generate adaptive attitudes toward frustrations
and an optimistic view of novelty, which are also key factors in
reinforcing team reflexivity.

The above arguments propose that humble leaders allow team
members to reflect on the past and prepare for the future.
In contrast to leaders who are narcissistic or claim excessive
credit for the success of the group, a leader displaying humility
encourages followers to spend time in reflective activities. This
includes reflecting on the current level of task effectiveness and
considering how the content and suitability of their objectives
and processes align with the team’s true values and intentions.
Based on these arguments, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Humble leadership will be positively related to team
reflexivity.

The Mediating Role of Team Reflexivity
We further assess the implications of team members’ reflections
on the past by examining team innovation as a distal
outcome of humble leadership via team reflexivity. The extant
humility literature has suggested that teams with humble
leaders are characterized by open-mindedness concerning new
things (Wang L. et al., 2018). In addition, humble leadership
is demonstrated to enhance employee innovation because
acceptance of criticism creates an inclusive organizational

atmosphere (Zhou and Wu, 2018) and self-transcendence
stimulates engagement in challenging development activities
(Wang Y. et al., 2018). As a result, humble leadership may provide
opportunities for innovation at the team level by legitimizing
errors and creating novel ideas for development.

When followers are influenced by a humble leader who is
engaged in a team reflection process, they offer a source of
competitive advantages for the sustainable development of the
team or organization (Schippers et al., 2015). As an important
factor to indicate team sustainability, team innovation, which
addresses the challenges and shocks that teams encounter (Hirst
et al., 2009), can be prompted by the processes of team reflexivity
(Schippers et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2020). Indeed, Carter
and West (1998) emphasize that task reflexivity is positively
related to participation in decision-making, flexible strategies and
objectives, and positive relational energy among followers, thus
promoting a team’s effectiveness and innovation.

Specifically, team reflexivity involves reflecting upon
the group’s past performance, objectives, and methods and
considering new ways to adapt to anticipated environments
(West, 1996). Teams with high levels of reflexivity are more
innovative because they (a) reflect on previous work processes
so that team members abandon less-promising ideas in
favor of better options (De Dreu, 2002); (b) engage in deep
communication about the experience gained from the initial
team performance, which is conducive to problem-solving and
the development of new techniques; and (c) improve their ability
to effectively utilize prior feedback and continually promote the
incubation of new ideas (Paulus and Yang, 2000). In short, teams
that engage in such deep processes (team reflexivity) are more
likely to develop learning behaviors that lead to the successful
accomplishment of goals and additional team innovation.

In summary, the preceding discussion suggests that humble
leaders’ behaviors improve team reflexivity, which, in turn,
contributes to team innovation. We accordingly hypothesize the
following:

H2: Humble leadership will have a positive, indirect effect
on team innovation via team reflexivity.

The Moderating Role of a Team’s
Expertise Diversity
The interactive effects of a team’s functional diversity and
leadership have been investigated by many studies (e.g., Dahlin
et al., 2005; Kearney and Gebert, 2009), but the focus has been
on how leaders manage diversity in teams and the effect on
performance. In this regard, there is a need to explore the
moderating role of a team’s expertise diversity in the relationship
between humble leadership and team reflexivity.

Social information processing theory suggests that social
cues from the environment affect team process directly and
indirectly via interactive activities (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978;
Chen et al., 2013). Individuals in a functionally diverse team
can experience a wide range of perspectives and promote dissent
and valuable debates (Williams and O’Reilly, 1998), pursuing
the acquisition of disparate knowledge and information (De
Dreu, 2007; Cabrales et al., 2008). Drawing on SIP theory, we
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posit that expertise diversity provides potential opportunities
for group-thinking and knowledge-sharing, which enhance
a humble leader’s promotion of continual team reflexivity.
Expertise diversity, which refers to the heterogeneous functional
backgrounds of team members (Jackson, 1992), determines
whether the followers’ functional backgrounds constitute an
enlargement of the team’s pool of knowledge, information, and
perspectives (Jackson, 1992; Simons et al., 1999; Jackson and
Joshi, 2004).

As noted earlier, when humble leaders motivate team
members to reflectively consider the past, expertise diversity
facilitates the practical application of team reflection. This
is because team members who are exposed to various
experiences and perspectives (De Dreu, 2002) have more
opportunities to deeply reanalyze work and questions. Expertise
diversity represents the potential for frequent communication,
constructive conflict, and groupthink; in turn, these factors
enhance the effect of humble leadership (Schippers et al., 2003).
When the level of expertise diversity is high, team members are
provided with insights from different perspectives and engage
in a more effective consideration of team functioning, thus
improving the feasibility of team reflexivity (Van Knippenberg
and Schippers, 2007). The higher the level of expertise diversity
in a team, the more knowledge resources are available to facilitate
the cross-fertilization of ideas (Perry-Smith, 2006; Hülsheger
et al., 2009). Teams with high levels of expertise diversity have
access to a more varied set of frameworks than those with
low levels of expertise diversity, allowing them to thoroughly
analyze more information. Overall, expertise diversity presents
an open and broad context for team followers that can refresh
their cognitive resources and strengthen the modeling effect of
humble leadership.

Consequently, when employees have access to diverse
knowledge, they are highly capable of emulating their humble
leaders by reflecting on the past. We thus suggest that humble
leadership tends to be more effective in legitimizing the team
reflection process when the level of team’s expertise diversity is
high. Specifically, we hypothesize the following:

H3: Team’s expertise diversity moderates the humble
leadership–team reflexivity relationship, so that this
positive relationship is stronger when the level of expertise
diversity is high.

The prior arguments represent an integrated framework
in which team reflexivity mediates the relationship between
humble leadership and team innovation and the effect of humble
leadership on team reflexivity depends on the level of team’s
expertise diversity. This hypothesized pattern implies moderated
mediation, whereby an indirect effect varies as a function of a
third variable (Edwards and Lambert, 2007). Based on this, we
further hypothesize that team’s expertise diversity also moderates
the mediated relationship between humble leadership and team
innovation via team reflexivity; that is, this impact implicates
a moderated mediating effect. Therefore, we hypothesize the
following:

H4: Team’s expertise diversity moderates the mediating
effect of team reflexivity on the relationship between
humble leadership and team innovation, so that the
mediating role of team reflexivity will be stronger for teams
with higher levels of expertise diversity.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure
The initial sample consisted of 756 employees who were working
in 160 teams within 18 information and technology companies
in the south of China. The functions of these teams ranged
from hardware testing, program writing, and system analysis
to improve the quality of existing products and designing
new software for customers. We selected teams in which
team members needed to work interdependently and interact
frequently to successfully accomplish team tasks. Following
Schippers et al. (2007), we did not consider teams with very
routine jobs, as team reflexivity and innovation activities were
unlikely to be significantly relevant for these teams.

Data were collected through a web survey since the involved
teams are located in different cities in southern China. Three
authors contacted chief executive officers (CEOs) through their
personal networks, and the CEOs encouraged employees to
participate in our study. Human resource (HR) departments
were accessed by telephone, and we chose teams based on our
selection criterion that the team’s work should be interdependent
and non-routine. The questionnaires were sent to team members
and supervisors by the HR department with a unique firm code
provided by the authors and a team code provided by the HR
department and researchers. A cover letter explained the purpose
of our study and guaranteed the respondents’ confidentiality. All
the team members sent the completed questionnaires directly to
the researchers. To reduce the risk of common method variance
(Podsakoff, 2003), we collected data on the different variables
from different sources: the data on demographic variables and
expertise backgrounds were provided by the HR departments,
the team members reported on humble leadership and team
reflexivity, and the team leaders evaluated team innovation.
Except for the survey variables, other variables in our model
were assessed through the objective measurements of the whole
team, which were aggregated from all team members. Hence,
once a team participated in the study, we included objective data
regarding both the employees completing the questionnaire and
those not completing the survey, in harmony with our purpose to
attain objective team-level data.

Our overall response rate was 84% and we obtained a sample
of 142 teams with leader–team member dyadic data. To better
represent the response of the whole team (Langfred, 2004;
Cheung et al., 2016) and match questionnaire data with archival
data on the team level, we restricted the sample to include only
teams with a participation rate over 50% (i.e., more than half of
the team members provided complete responses to the survey)
and teams where at least three team members responded to the
survey. Applying these selection criteria resulted in a final sample
of 135 teams, composed of 135 leaders and 669 team members.
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The size of the teams ranged from 3 to 13 employees (median = 7,
standard deviation [SD] = 3.02). Specifically, there were 67 teams
with 3–7 members, 35 teams with 7–10 members, and 33 teams
with 10 or more members. Additionally, 68% of the respondents
were men, and the team members’ average age was 40.25 years
old ([SD] = 8.74). On average, the respondents had worked in
their current team for 2.85 years ([SD] = 1.27).

Measurements
We translated all the surveys from English to Chinese following
Brislin (1986) approach. Unless otherwise stated, we assessed
all the questionnaire items using a five-point scale from 1,
“completely disagree” to 5, “completely agree.”

Humble Leadership
Humble leadership was measured using a nine-item scale that
reflected the three proposed dimensions of humility (Owens
et al., 2013). Since highly humble people tend to underrate their
own humility and those low in humility tend to overrate their
own humility (Tangney, 2000; Ou et al., 2018), we followed
previous humble-leadership literature and used other report
measures of humble leadership (e.g., Owens et al., 2013; Owens
and Hekman, 2016). Sample items included “This leader admits
it when he/she does not know how to do something,” “This leader
shows a willingness to learn from others,” and “This leader often
compliments others on their strengths.” The alpha reliability (α)
for this scale was 0.83.

Team Reflexivity
Team reflexivity was measured with six items adapted from
Carter and West (1998), which were later validated through the
work of Schippers et al. (2003). These six items were measured
the extent to which team members collectively reflected on
their team’s objectives, strategies, and processes. Specific items
included “We regularly discuss whether the team is working
effectively,” “The methods used by the team to get the job done are
often discussed,” “We talk about different ways in which we can
reach our objectives,” and “The team often reviews its objectives”
(α = 0.81).

Expertise Diversity
Information for this measure was provided by each company’s
HR department; therefore, expertise diversity was based on the
functional composition of each team. In line with Harrison
and Klein (2007), we measured this variable via Blau (1977)
formula, 1 − pi

2, where p is the proportion of a group in the
ith category within a team. The index ranges from 0, indicating
no diversity, to a theoretical maximum of 1; higher index
scores indicate greater expertise diversity among team members.
Following Bunderson and Sutcliffe (2002), the team members
were categorized into nine broad disciplinary areas, such as sales,
marketing, manufacturing, or research and development.

Team Innovation
To avoid potential common source bias, the supervisors of
participating teams were asked to rate the innovation of their
teams on a scale from one to five. Team innovation was measured

by four innovation criteria based on previous research (Anderson
and West, 1998). Sample items were (1) “Team members often
implement new ideas to improve the quality of our products and
services” and (2) “This team gives little consideration to new and
alternative methods and procedures for doing their work (reverse
coded)” (α = 0.83).

Control Variables
We controlled for team size and the diversity of three of the
team members’ main demographic characteristics (gender, age,
and job tenure), as these factors have been found to be related
to team reflexivity and innovation (Schippers et al., 2003; Hirst
et al., 2004; LePine et al., 2008). Team size was measured as
the number of members within a team, which has been shown
to influence team processes and functioning (Hackman and
Vidmar, 1970; Cummings et al., 1974). Gender diversity was
assessed by Blau’s index, in which men and women comprise
heterogeneous categories. Tenure diversity was calculated as
the coefficient of variation (SD divided by the mean) of the
number of years team members had spent in the job. Similarly,
age diversity was calculated as the coefficient of variation of
team members’ ages.

Preliminary Analysis
Data Aggregation
To ensure that data aggregation was appropriate, we calculated
within-group inter-rater agreement (rwg ; James et al., 1983)
and intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs; Bliese, 2000) for
the follower-rated team constructs, namely, humble leadership
and team reflexivity. The rwg scores averaged 0.96 for humble
leadership and 0.98 for team reflexivity, suggesting that
aggregating to the team level was justified (LeBreton and Senter,
2008, p. 836). The ICC1 scores for humble leadership and
team reflexivity were 0.24 and 0.35, respectively. The ICC2
values for humble leadership and team reflexivity were 0.61 and
0.72, respectively. The ICC values indicated that a considerable
amount of the variation in ratings was due to team membership
(Bliese, 2000). Overall, these results justified our aggregation of
the responses at the team level.

Assessing Discriminant Validity
Prior to hypothesis testing, we first conducted a team-level
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) by using aggregated scores of
three key scale constructs: humble leadership, team reflexivity,
and team innovation. The results of the CFA suggested that
the expected three-factor model fits our data reasonably well
[χ2(62) = 101.497, p < 0.001; root-mean-square error of
approximation (RMSEA) = 0.07; standardized root mean residual
(SRMR) = 0.02; comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.97]. The fit
was superior to models in which (a) team reflexivity and team
innovation were combined into one factor [χ2(65) = 511.6,
p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.27; SRMR = 0.09; CFI = 0.64] and
(b) humble leadership and team reflexivity were combined into
one factor [χ2(64) = 359.904, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.19;
SRMR = 0.06; CFI = 0.76]. Taken together, these results favored
the three-factor model, thus supporting discriminant validity
among the measures.
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RESULTS

When testing our hypotheses, we needed to consider 18
companies’ attributes to control organization-level effects.
Therefore, we adopted random coefficient modeling (also termed
hierarchical linear modeling; Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002), using
the statistical software R. This helped us to control the effects of
unmeasured organizational-level characteristics because random
coefficient modeling accounts for the non-independence of
nested data. It also partitions the total variance of the outcome
variable into the within-firm level (in our case, team level)
and between-firm level. To evaluate the goodness-of-fit of
the models, we calculated pseudo R-squares (∼R2) based on
Snijders and Bosker (1999), which represent the proportional
reduction of errors at all levels after adding predictors to the
model. Furthermore, we conducted a supplemental analysis
to test the moderated indirect effect of humble leadership
on team innovation via team reflexivity. Since appropriate
methods for bootstrap analysis with multi-level data have yet
to be developed, we drew on Hayes and Preacher’s work
and formula (Hayes et al., 2011) to construct confidence
intervals (CIs) for indirect effects at different levels of team’s
expertise diversity.

The means, SDs, and correlations for all the team variables
are shown in Table 1. As Table 1 reveals, humble leadership is
positively correlated with both team reflexivity (r = 0.16, p < 0.10)
and team innovation (r = 0.25, p < 0.01). Team reflexivity
was also significantly correlated with team innovation (r = 0.40,
p < 0.01).

Table 2 presents the results of the models used for hypothesis
testing. As indicated in Model 2, after including the controls,
humble leadership was positively related to team reflexivity
(b = 0.15, p < 0.05); thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

We followed the procedures established by Baron and Kenny
(1986) to test Hypothesis 2 regarding the mediating role of
team reflexivity in the humble leadership–team innovation
relationship. First, humble leadership as evaluated by followers
was positively related to team innovation (b = 0.28, p < 0.01;
Model 5). Next, by proving Hypothesis 1, we verified the
positive effect of humble leadership on team reflexivity in
Model 2. Finally, in Model 6, in which team reflexivity was
added, the effect of humble leadership on team innovation
became less significant (b = 0.19, p < 0.05). To further shed
light on the indirect effects, we conducted a bias-corrected
bootstrap analysis (5,000 samples) with the PROCESS macros
developed by Hayes (2013). We found that the indirect
effect of humble leadership on team innovation via team
reflexivity was 0.08, with a 95% CI [0.006, 0.173]. The
results revealed that team reflexivity was a partial mediator,
supporting Hypothesis 2.

As shown in Model 3, the interactive effect of humble
leadership and team’s expertise diversity on team reflexivity
was significantly positive (b = 1.12, p < 0.01). We plotted the
relationships between humble leadership and team reflexivity at
high and low levels of team’s expertise diversity (1 SD above and
below the mean). In Figure 2, the simple slope tests indicate
that the positive effect of humble leadership on team reflexivity

is stronger for teams with higher levels of expertise diversity
(b = 0.37, p < 0.001) rather than with lower levels (b = −0.04,
ns). This significant interaction effect supported Hypothesis 3.

To address Hypothesis 4, which referred to the integrative
moderated mediation model, we conducted supplemental
analyses by calculating the 95% CI for the indirect effects
conditioned at low (−1 SD) and high (+ 1 SD) team’s expertise
diversity. The results show that the indirect effect of humble
leadership on team innovation via team reflexivity was positive
when the level of team’s expertise diversity was high (95%
CI = [0.088, 0.382]) but not when the level of team’s expertise
diversity was low (95% CI = [−0.192, 0.064]). Therefore,
Hypothesis 4 was supported.

DISCUSSION

As humble leadership is considered a critical factor that affects
followers’ behavior, existing literature has focused on how
employees’ innovation and team performance can be promoted
by humble leadership. Our study explored an important
mechanism by investigating how and when humble leadership
can promote team innovation. By integrating SIP theory with
humble leadership research, we predicted that humble leadership
plays a significant role in enhancing team innovation by
engendering team reflexivity. The predicted mediation model
was supported. In response to the recent calls for developing
a deeper understanding of humble leadership (Wang L. et al.,
2018), this article empirically viewed expertise diversity as an
important boundary condition for the effectiveness of humble
leadership. It was shown that the effect of humble leadership
on team reflexivity tends to be stronger in a team with a high
level of expertise diversity. These results highlight the direct
and indirect relationships between humble team leadership, team
reflexivity, and team innovation at different levels of team’s
expertise diversity.

Theoretical Implications
This article makes several important contributions to the current
literature. First, our study offers an extension to the humble-
leadership literature by exploring the positive relationship
between humble leadership and team innovation. Conventional
research has suggested that humble leadership is an emerging
organizational concept that has been found to foster positive
outcomes within teams (e.g., Owens and Hekman, 2016; Rego
et al., 2017; Hu et al., 2018). However, existing research has not
included how the behaviors and incentives of humble leaders
influence team innovation. To enable a better understanding
of the unique role of humble leadership in team innovation,
we propose that unlike leaders who employ other leadership
styles, humble leaders display certain characteristics. They
show endurance in the face of failures, view limitations as
opportunities to learn, and emphasize the importance of learning
from mistakes, which may create a supportive environment for
innovation. Our process model for how leaders stimulate team
innovation may help provide insight into how leaders greatly
affect organizational core competitiveness.
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Team size 7.15 3.02

2. Gender diversity 0.36 0.14 0.20*

3. Age diversity 0.19 0.05 0.17* −0.08

4. Tenure diversity 0.56 0.17 0.09 0.20* −0.06

5. Humble leadership 3.71 0.55 0.15 −0.07 0.14 0.06

6. Expertise diversity 0.55 0.19 0.40** 0.10 −0.05 0.06 0.12

7. Team reflexivity 3.80 0.43 0.00 0.12 −0.05 0.09 0.16†
−0.06

8. Team innovation 3.96 0.63 0.29** 0.08 0.03 0.03 0.25** 0.07 0.40**

N = 135 teams. Team size is the number of individual members in a team. Team gender diversity = 1 − pi (i = 0 for men, and i = 1 for women). Team age diversity,
SD/mean. Team tenure diversity, SD/mean. Expertise diversity = 1 − pi ( i represents the category of expertise). †p < 0.10, *p < 0.05,**p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Summary of path-analysis results of hypotheses 1 and 2.

Variables Team reflexivity Team innovation

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

Intercept 3.69*** (0.20) 3.19*** (0.31) 3.12*** (0.30) 3.50*** (0.33) 2.54*** (0.44) 0.87 (0.57) 2.63*** (0.47) 0.98 (0.60)

Team size −0.00 (0.01) −0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01) 0.06** (0.02) 0.06** (0.02) 0.06 (0.02) 0.06** (0.02) 0.06** (0.02)

Gender diversity 0.32 (0.27) 0.38 (0.28) 0.37 (0.25) 0.13 (0.37) 0.24 (0.35) −0.03 (0.33) 0.29 (0.35) −0.12 (0.32)

Age diversity −0.37 (0.72) −0.63 (0.77) −0.82 (0.68) −0.02 (1.11) −0.21 (1.08) −0.21 (0.89) −0.69 (1.05) −0.07 (0.87)

Tenure diversity 0.17 (0.22) 0.12 (0.22) 0.11 (0.21) −0.04 (0.37) −0.12 (0.37) −0.16 (0.35) −0.20 (0.36) −0.22 (0.36)

Humble leadership 0.15* (0.07) 0.18** (0.06) 0.28** (0.10) 0.19* (0.08) 0.27** (0.10) 0.18* (0.09)

Expertise diversity −0.10 (0.23) −0.00 (0.31) 0.06 (0.28)

Team reflexivity 0.54*** (0.12) 0.52*** (0.12)

HL*ED 1.12** (0.35) 1.05 (0.66) 0.41 (0.68)

∼R2 0.02 0.05 0.14 0.05 0.09 0.18 0.11 0.20

Coefficient estimates are based on 135 teams in 18 organizations. Table entries represent unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. HL, humble
leadership; ED, expertise diversity. †p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Second, by underscoring team reflexivity, we provide an
alternative to team-mediation mechanisms that are used to
explain how humble leadership influences team outcomes.
Current studies have posited several team mechanisms, such
as orientation, values, and action (Owens and Hekman, 2016;
Rego et al., 2017; Chen et al., 2021). However, most have
focused on team orientation, limiting our understanding of the
actions humble leadership can influence within the team context.
Through utilizing SIP theory, we found that subordinates
receive and process information from humble leaders, which
shapes their reflective attitudes and behaviors. The mediation
results are consistent with Schippers et al. (2007, p. 1) who
stated, “Leadership is a very relevant factor on determining
team reflexivity process.” Schippers et al. (2015, p. 6) further
suggested, “Highly reflexive teams will develop more ideas for
new and improved ways of doing things or new products
and services.” This study has broadened our understanding of
how humble leaders can shape team reflection processes and
subsequent innovation.

Third, this study represents one of the few empirical tests
of the boundary conditions of the effect of humble leadership
on team innovation, answering the call of many studies (Owens
and Hekman, 2012). This research incorporates team’s expertise
diversity and team reflexivity into a single framework, leading
to a better understanding of the benefits of humble leadership.

Support for our moderation model provides a novel contribution,
revealing that when humble leadership is combined with a team’s
functional heterogeneity, its positive effect is augmented. This
theoretical effort implies that a team’s objective composition
establishes the foundation for humble leaders to foster the
reflection process of followers. This is consistent with the
underlying thesis that teams with an appropriate leadership
style and functionally heterogeneous composition have a greater
ability to improve effectiveness (Somech, 2006). In addition,
this study extends humble leadership research by indicating that
team’s expertise diversity helps humble leadership to yield the
favorable outcome of team innovation.

Practical Implications
Companies value creative teams to help in achieving sustainable
development in a dynamic environment (Shalley and Gilson,
2004). The explicit mechanism of humble leadership reveals
that to promote team innovation team leaders should seek to
create a climate facilitating self-transcendence and encouraging
reflection on the past. In other words, encouraging leaders
to exhibit humble behaviors may help firms to manage the
innovation-enhancing processes mentioned in our study. Thus,
corporate executives need to conduct work to enhance the
level of humble leadership. Practices, such as selecting humble
individuals as managerial candidates and training managers
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FIGURE 2 | Moderating effect of team expertise diversity.

in humble behaviors, can help firms to generate and develop
more humble leaders.

Second, by demonstrating that team reflexivity acts as a vital
cognitive mechanism in team innovation, this study pinpoints
a proximal target antecedent of team innovation that humble
leadership can promote. However, teams in organizations tend
to behave in habitual ways, and Schippers et al. (2015) proposed
that it may be energy- and time-consuming for high-performing
teams to implement reflexivity. Our results solve the problem by
suggesting that reflective activities can become more customary,
part of a team’s daily functioning, rather than being intentionally
trained. In this respect, leaders should enact humble models to
encourage team members to engage in spontaneous reflexivity
within the team.

Finally, we show that the positive effects of humble leadership
on team reflexivity and team innovation are influenced by the
level of team’s expertise diversity. We encourage organizations
that want to reap the benefits of humble leadership to consider
ways of creating appropriate conditions that can help to enhance
the effectiveness of humble leadership. One route is to establish
functionally heterogeneous teams, providing team members
with a wide range of knowledge and a foundation to enact
team behaviors fostered by humble leaders. Otherwise, humble
leadership may generate fewer positive effects. Therefore, we
encourage organizations to create genuinely challenging goals
for teams and executives to assign functionally heterogeneous
members to complete complex tasks.

Limitations and Future Research
Despite our contributions, our research has potential limitations
that offer directions for future research. First, one limitation lies
in the cross-sectional data used in our study, as this design does
not allow the directionality of the results to be tested. Although
alternative arguments based on reverse causality assumptions are
less likely to be valid from a theoretical standpoint (e.g., it is
not clear how team reflexivity could affect humble leadership),
we cannot conclusively eliminate them. Therefore, to confirm
the causal direction of the relationships, future studies should

consider longitudinal research methods, such as conducting
three-phase data collection or a field experiment.

Second, the use of a sample from only one country may
unfavorably influence the generalizability of our findings and
raise questions about the validity of our conclusions. In China,
classical culture (Confucian and Taoist) emphasizes the doctrine
of the mean and the virtue of humility, which leads people to
be praised highly for being humble. Leaders in such a context
are more likely to adopt humble behaviors, and followers tend
to be less extreme and to continuously reflect on themselves.
Future research that could validate this model in different cultural
contexts (e.g., Western contexts) would be very valuable.

The third limitation of this study is that while we have
evidence to identify the specific mechanism involved, team
reflexivity, we have not examined the dynamics of this process.
In different situations, distinct pressures and goals may influence
teams’ focuses and behaviors during the reflection process
(Schippers et al., 2013). For example, teams that experience
disappointing performance will focus on learning from previous
mistakes and changing their course of action to improve
subsequent performance; teams with positive performance
feedback tend to communicate with external peers to find their
limitations, reflect upon the past, and attain sustainable success.
We recommend future research to extend our findings within
specific contexts and discuss possible contingencies of reflexivity
in relation to innovation. We also encourage future studies to
identify the effects of team reflexivity on other group outcomes,
such as team efficiency and team growth.

Fourth, to compare innovation across participating teams
engaging in different tasks, we employed subjective supervisory
ratings to measure innovative achievements. Although such
ratings facilitate cross-team comparison, as with any survey-
based method, they are subject to human assessment errors. This
inclination may translate to giving accurate assessments of team
innovation, that is, encouraging tests of objective differences in
team innovation in the future.

Last, the negative side of humble leadership has been
completely neglected in this study. Although humble leadership
has been found to generate insightful implications within
organizations, leaders displaying humility also face the risk of
being viewed as weak or powerless (Petrenko et al., 2019).
For instance, humble female leaders may be given poor
leader-effectiveness ratings because of gender bias (Lanaj and
Hollenbeck, 2015). Future research might consider the downsides
and boundary conditions of humble leadership to yield a more
comprehensive understanding of humble leadership.

CONCLUSION

The bottom-up leader approach, humble leadership, has received
increasing attention in recent research and practice. Our article
illustrates that humble leadership enhances team innovation
by fostering reflection among followers. This research also
shows that team’s expertise diversity moderates the relationship
between humble leadership and team reflexivity. In addition,
the indirect effect of humble leadership on team innovation
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(via team reflexivity) was stronger when the level of team’s
expertise diversity was high. We hope these efforts encourage
further research to understand the impact and contingencies of
humble leadership.
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Manage. J. 31, 326–340. doi: 10.1111/1748-8583.12306

Chen, Z., Takeuchi, R., and Shum, C. (2013). A social information processing
perspective of coworker influence on a focal employee. Organ. Sci. 24, 1618–
1639. doi: 10.1287/orsc.2013.0820

Cheung, S. Y., Gong, Y., Wang, M., Zhou, L., and Shi, J. (2016). When and how does
functional diversity influence team innovation? The mediating role of knowledge
sharing and the moderation role of affect-based trust in a team. Hum. Relat. 69,
1507–1531. doi: 10.1177/0018726715615684

Chiu, C. Y. C., Owens, B. P., and Tesluk, P. E. (2016). Initiating and utilizing shared
leadership in teams: The role of leader humility, team proactive personality,
and team performance capability. J. Appl. Psychol. 101:1705. doi: 10.1037/
apl0000159

Collins, J. C. (2001). Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap . . . and
Others Don’t. New York: Harper Business.

Cummings, L. L., Huber, G. P., and Arendt, E. (1974). Effects of size and spatial
arrangements on group decision making. Acad. Manage. J. 17, 460–475. doi:
10.5465/254650

Dahlin, K. B., Weingart, L. R., and Hinds, P. J. (2005). Team diversity and
information use. Acad. Manage. J. 48, 1107–1123. doi: 10.5465/amj.2005.
19573112

Dayan, M., and Basarir, A. (2010). Antecedents and consequences of team
reflexivity in new product development projects. J. Busi. Indust. Mark. 25,
18–29. doi: 10.1108/08858621011009128

De Dreu, C. K. (2007). Cooperative outcome interdependence, task reflexivity,
and team effectiveness: a motivated information processing perspective. J. Appl.
Psychol. 92:628. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.92.3.628

De Dreu, C. K. D. (2002). Team innovation and team effectiveness: The importance
of minority dissent and reflexivity. Europ. J. Work. Organ. Psychol. 11, 285–298.
doi: 10.1080/13594320244000175

De Jong, B. A., and Elfring, T. (2010). How does trust affect the performance of
ongoing teams? The mediating role of reflexivity, monitoring, and effort. Acad.
Manage. J. 53, 535–549. doi: 10.5465/amj.2010.51468649

Edmondson, A. C., and Lei, Z. (2014). Psychological safety: The history,
renaissance, and future of an interpersonal construct. Ann. Rev. Organ. Psychol.
Organ. Behav. 1, 23–43. doi: 10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031413-091305

Edwards, J. R., and Lambert, L. S. (2007). Methods for integrating moderation
and mediation: a general analytical framework using moderated path analysis.
Psychol. Methods. 12, 1-22. doi: 10.1037/1082-989X.12.1.1

Hackman, J. R., and Vidmar, N. (1970). Effects of size and task type on group
performance and member reactions. Sociometry 33, 37–54. doi: 10.2307/
2786271

Hansen, T., and Levine, J. M. (2009). Newcomers as change agents: Effects of
newcomers’ behavioral style and teams’ performance optimism. Soci. Infl. 4,
46–61. doi: 10.1080/15534510802280827

Harrison, D. A., and Klein, K. J. (2007). ). What’s the difference? Diversity
constructs as separation, variety, or disparity in organizations. Acad Manage
Rev. 32, 1199–1228. doi: 10.5465/amr.2007.26586096

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 April 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 726708

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.726708/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.726708/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-1379(199805)19:3<235::AID-JOB837>3.3.CO;2-3
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-1379(199805)19:3<235::AID-JOB837>3.3.CO;2-3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
https://doi.org/10.1177/107179190000700302
https://doi.org/10.2307/2577611
https://doi.org/10.2307/2653426
https://doi.org/10.1177/
https://doi.org/10.5465/3069319
https://doi.org/10.5465/3069319
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9310.2007.00501.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.11.048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.11.048
https://doi.org/10.1177/1046496498295003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1046496498295003
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12306
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2013.0820
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726715615684
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000159
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000159
https://doi.org/10.5465/254650
https://doi.org/10.5465/254650
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2005.19573112
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2005.19573112
https://doi.org/10.1108/08858621011009128
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.3.628
https://doi.org/10.1080/13594320244000175
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2010.51468649
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031413-091305
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.12.1.1
https://doi.org/10.2307/2786271
https://doi.org/10.2307/2786271
https://doi.org/10.1080/15534510802280827
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2007.26586096
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-726708 April 27, 2022 Time: 15:16 # 11

Lei et al. Humble Leadership and Team Innovation

Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional
Process Analysis. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Hayes, A. F., Preacher, K. J., and Myers, T. A. (2011). “Mediation and
the estimation of indirect effects in political communication research,” in
Sourcebook for Political Communication Research: Methods, Measures, and
Analytical Techniques, eds E. P. Bucy and R. L. Holbert (New York: Routledge),
434–465.

Hirst, G., Mann, L., Bain, P., Pirola-Merlo, A., and Richver, A. (2004). Learning to
lead: The development and testing of a model of leadership learning. Leadersh.
Q. 15, 311–327. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2004.02.011

Hirst, G., Van Knippenberg, D., and Zhou, J. (2009). A cross-level perspective on
employee creativity: Goal orientation, team learning behavior, and individual
creativity. Acad. Manag. J. 52, 280–293. doi: 10.5465/amj.2009.37308035

Hu, J., Erdogan, B., Jiang, K., Bauer, T. N., and Liu, S. (2018). Leader humility and
team creativity: The role of team information sharing, psychological safety, and
power distance. J. Appl. Psychol. 103:313. doi: 10.1037/apl0000277

Hu, J., and Judge, T. A. (2017). Leader–team complementarity: Exploring the
interactive effects of leader personality traits and team power distance values
on team processes and performance. J. Appl. Psychol. 102:935. doi: 10.1037/
apl0000203

Hülsheger, U. R., Anderson, N., and Salgado, J. F. (2009). Team-level predictors of
innovation at work: a comprehensive meta-analysis spanning three decades of
research. J. Appl. Psychol. 94:1128. doi: 10.1037/a0015978

Jackson, S. E. (1992). Consequences of group composition for the interpersonal
dynamics of strategic issue processing. Advanc. Strateg. Manag. 8, 345–382.

Jackson, S. E., and Joshi, A. (2004). Diversity in social context: a multi-attribute,
multilevel analysis of team diversity and sales performance. J. Organ. Behav. 25,
675–702. doi: 10.1002/job.265

James, L. R., Demaree, R. G., and Wolf, G. (1983). Estimating Within-Group
Interrater Reliability with and without Response Bias. J. Appl. Psychol. 69,
85–98. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.69.1.85

Johnson, A. R., Van De Schoot, R., Delmar, F., and Crano, W. D. (2015). Social
influence interpretation of interpersonal processes and team performance over
time using Bayesian model selection. J. Manag. 41, 574–606. doi: 10.1177/
0149206314539351

Johnson, M. K., Rowatt, W. C., and Petrini, L. (2011). A new trait on the market:
Honesty–Humility as a unique predictor of job performance ratings. Pers. Indiv.
Differ. 50, 857–862. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2011.01.011

Jones, D. A., and Skarlicki, D. P. (2005). The effects of overhearing peers discuss
an authority’s fairness reputation on reactions to subsequent treatment. J. Appl.
Psychol. 90:363. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.90.2.363

Kearney, E., and Gebert, D. (2009). Managing diversity and enhancing team
outcomes: the promise of transformational leadership. J. Appl. Psychol. 94:77.
doi: 10.1037/a0013077

Kozlowski, S. W., and Bell, B. S. (2012). Work Groups and Teams in Organizations.
Handbook of Psychology, Second Edition, 12. New Jersey: Wiley.

Lanaj, K., and Hollenbeck, J. R. (2015). Leadership Over-Emergence in Self-
Managing Teams: The Role of Gender and Countervailing Biases. Acad.
Manage. J. 58, 1476–1494. doi: 10.5465/amj.2013.0303

Landrum, R. E. (2011). Measuring dispositional humility: A first approximation.
Psychol. Rep. 108, 217–228. doi: 10.2466/02.07.09.PR0.108.1.217-228

Langfred, C. W. (2004). ). Too much of a good thing? Negative effects of high trust
and individual autonomy in self-managing teams. Acad. Manage. J. 47, 385–399.
doi: 10.5465/20159588

LeBreton, J. M., and Senter, J. L. (2008). Answers to 20 questions about interrater
reliability and interrater agreement. Organ. Res. Methods. 11, 815–852. doi:
10.1177/1094428106296642

LePine, J. A., Piccolo, R. F., Jackson, C. L., Mathieu, J. E., and Saul, J. R. (2008).
A meta-analysis of teamwork processes: tests of a multidimensional model
and relationships with team effectiveness criteria. Pers. Psychol. 61, 273–307.
doi: 10.1111/j.1744-6570.2008.00114.x

Lyubovnikova, J., Legood, A., Turner, N., and Mamakouka, A. (2017). How
authentic leadership influences team performance: The mediating role of team
reflexivity. J. Bus. Eth. 141, 59–70. doi: 10.1007/s10551-015-2692-3

Mao, J., Chiu, C. Y., Owens, B. P., Brown, J. A., and Liao, J. (2019). Growing
followers: Exploring the effects of leader humility on follower self-expansion,
self-efficacy, and performance. J. Manage. Stud. 56, 343–371. doi: 10.1111/joms.
12395

Morris, J. A., Brotheridge, C. M., and Urbanski, J. C. (2005). Bringing humility to
leadership: Antecedents and consequences of leader humility. Hum. Relat. 58,
1323–1350. doi: 10.1177/0018726705059929

Nielsen, R., Marrone, J. A., and Slay, H. S. (2010). A new look at humility:
Exploring the humility concept and its role in socialized charismatic leadership.
J. Leadersh. Organ. Stud. 17, 33–43. doi: 10.1177/1548051809350892

Ou, A. Y., Tsui, A. S., Kinicki, A. J., Waldman, D. A., Xiao, Z., and Song, L. J.
(2014). Humble chief executive officers’ connections to top management team
integration and middle managers’ responses. Adminis. Sci. Q. 59, 34–72. doi:
10.1177/0001839213520131

Ou, A. Y., Waldman, D. A., and Peterson, S. J. (2018). Do humble CEOs matter?
An examination of CEO humility and firm outcomes. J. Manage. 44, 1147–1173.
doi: 10.1177/0149206315604187

Owens, B. P., and Hekman, D. R. (2012). Modeling how to grow: An inductive
examination of humble leader behaviors, contingencies, and outcomes. Acad.
Manag. J. 55, 787–818. doi: 10.5465/amj.2010.0441

Owens, B. P., and Hekman, D. R. (2016). How does leader humility influence
team performance? Exploring the mechanisms of contagion and collective
promotion focus. Acad. Manag. J. 59, 1088–1111. doi: 10.5465/amj.2013.0660

Owens, B. P., Johnson, M. D., and Mitchell, T. R. (2013). Expressed humility in
organizations: Implications for performance, teams, and leadership. Organ. Sci.
24, 1517–1538. doi: 10.1287/orsc.1120.0795

Paulus, P. B., and Yang, H. C. (2000). Idea generation in groups: A basis for
creativity in organizations. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Proc. 82, 76–87. doi:
10.1006/obhd.2000.2888

Perry-Smith, J. E. (2006). Social yet creative: The role of social relationships in
facilitating individual creativity. Acad. Manage. J. 49, 85–101. doi: 10.5465/amj.
2006.20785503

Petrenko, O. V., Aime, F., Recendes, T., and Chandler, J. A. (2019). The case for
humble expectations: CEO humility and market performance. Strateg. Manage.
J. 40, 1938–1964. doi: 10.1002/smj.3071

Podsakoff, N. P. (2003). Common method biases in behavioral research: a critical
review of the literature and recommended remedies. J. Appl. Psychol. 885,
10–1037. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879

Raudenbush, S. W., and Bryk, A. S. (2002). Hierarchical Linear Models: Applications
and Data Analysis Methods (2nded). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Rego, A., Owens, B., Leal, S., Melo, I., e Cunha, M. P., Gonçalves, L., et al. (2017).
How leader humility helps teams to be humbler, psychologically stronger, and
more effective: A moderated mediation model. Leadersh. Q. 28, 639–658. doi:
10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.02.002

Rego, A., Owens, B., Yam, K. C., Bluhm, D., Cunha, M. P. E., Silard, A., et al. (2019).
Leader humility and team performance: Exploring the mediating mechanisms
of team PsyCap and task allocation effectiveness. J. Manage. 45, 1009–1033.
doi: 10.1177/0149206316688941

Rego, A., Cunha, M. P., and Simpson, A. V. (2018). The perceived impact of leaders’
humility on team effectiveness: an empirical study. J. Bus. Eth. 148, 205–218.
doi: 10.1007/s10551-015-3008-3

Salancik, G. R., and Pfeffer, J. (1978). A social information processing approach
to job attitudes and task design. Adminis. Sci. Q. 23, 224–253. doi: 10.2307/
2392563

Schippers, M. C., Den Hartog, D. N., and Koopman, P. L. (2007). Reflexivity in
teams: A measure and correlates. Appl Psychol. 56, 189–211. doi: 10.1111/j.
1464-0597.2006.00250.x

Schippers, M. C., den Hartog, D. N., Koopman, P. L., and van Knippenberg, D.
(2008). The role of transformational leadership in enhancing team reflexivity.
Hum. Relat. 61, 1593–1616. doi: 10.1177/0018726708096639

Schippers, M. C., Den Hartog, D. N., Koopman, P. L., and Wienk,
J. A. (2003). Diversity and team outcomes: The moderating effects
of outcome interdependence and group longevity and the mediating
effect of reflexivity. J. Organ. Behav. 24, 779–802. doi: 10.1002/job
.220

Schippers, M. C., Edmondson, A. C., and West, M. A. (2014). Team reflexivity as an
antidote to team information-processing failures. Small Group Res. 45, 731–769.
doi: 10.1177/1046496414553473

Schippers, M. C., Homan, A. C., and Van Knippenberg, D. (2013). To reflect or
not to reflect: prior team performance as a boundary condition of the effects of
reflexivity on learning and final team performance. J. Organ. Behav. 34, 6–23.
doi: 10.1002/job.1784

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 April 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 726708

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2004.02.011
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2009.37308035
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000277
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000203
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000203
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015978
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.265
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.69.1.85
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206314539351
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206314539351
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.90.2.363
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0013077
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2013.0303
https://doi.org/10.2466/02.07.09.PR0.108.1.217-228
https://doi.org/10.5465/20159588
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428106296642
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428106296642
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.2008.00114.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2692-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12395
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12395
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726705059929
https://doi.org/10.1177/1548051809350892
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839213520131
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839213520131
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206315604187
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2010.0441
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2013.0660
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1120.0795
https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.2000.2888
https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.2000.2888
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2006.20785503
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2006.20785503
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3071
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206316688941
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-3008-3
https://doi.org/10.2307/2392563
https://doi.org/10.2307/2392563
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.2006.00250.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.2006.00250.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726708096639
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.220
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.220
https://doi.org/10.1177/1046496414553473
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1784
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-726708 April 27, 2022 Time: 15:16 # 12

Lei et al. Humble Leadership and Team Innovation

Schippers, M. C., West, M. A., and Dawson, J. F. (2015). Team reflexivity and
innovation: The moderating role of team context. J. Manage. 41, 769–788.
doi: 10.1177/0149206312441210

Shalley, C. E., and Gilson, L. L. (2004). What leaders need to know: A review of
social and contextual factors that can foster or hinder creativity. Leadersh. Q.
15, 33–53. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2003.12.004

Shamir, B., House, R. J., and Arthur, M. B. (1993). The motivational effects of
charismatic leadership: A self-concept based theory. Organ. Sci. 4, 577–594.
doi: 10.1287/orsc.4.4.577

Simons, T., Pelled, L. H., and Smith, K. A. (1999). Making use of difference:
Diversity, debate, and decision comprehensiveness in top management teams.
Acad. Manage. J. 42, 662–673. doi: 10.5465/256987

Snijders, T. A. B., and Bosker, R. J. (1999). Multilevel Analysis: An Introduction to
Basic and Advanced Multilevel Modeling. London: Sage.

Somech, A. (2006). The effects of leadership style and team process on performance
and innovation in functionally heterogeneous teams. J. Manage. 32, 132–157.
doi: 10.1177/0149206305277799

Son, S. (2020). How Does a Humble Leader Help the Team to be Reflective? Acad.
Manage. J. 2020:20407. doi: 10.5465/AMBPP.2020.20407abstract

Stichter, M. (2007). Ethical expertise: the skill model of virtue. Ethical Theory Moral
Pract. 10, 183–194. doi: 10.1007/s10677-006-9054-2

Stichter, M. (2011). Virtues, skills, and right action. Ethical Theory Moral Pract. 14,
73–86. doi: 10.1007/s10677-010-9226-y

Tangney, J. P. (2000). Humility: Theoretical perspectives, empirical findings and
directions for future research. J. Soc. Clin. Psychol. 19, 70–82. doi: 10.1521/jscp.
2000.19.1.70

Tjosvold, D., Tang, M. M., and West, M. (2004). Reflexivity for team innovation in
China: The contribution of goal interdependence. Group. Organ. Manage. 29,
540–559. doi: 10.1177/1059601103254911

Van Knippenberg, D., and Schippers, M. C. (2007). Work group diversity. Annu.
Rev. Psychol. 58, 515–541. doi: 10.1146/annurev.psych.58.110405.085546

Vashdi, D. R., Erez, M., Bamberger, P. A., and Weiss-Meilik, A. (2007). Team self-
regulation in the operating room: the mediators and moderators of reflexivity-
performance relations in organizational action teams. Hum. Resour. Manage.
46, 115–142.

Vera, D., and Rodriguez-Lopez, A. (2004). Strategic virtues: humility as a source of
competitive advantage. Organ Dyn. 33, 393–408. doi: 10.1016/j.orgdyn.2004.09.
006

Wang, L., Jiang, W., Zhang, H., and Lin, H. (2020). Leader information seeking,
team performance and team innovation: Examining the roles of team reflexivity
and cooperative outcome interdependence. Inf. Proc. Manage. 57, 102343. doi:
10.1016/j.ipm.2020.102343

Wang, L., Owens, B. P., Li, J. J., and Shi, L. (2018). Exploring the affective impact,
boundary conditions, and antecedents of leader humility. J. Appl. Psychol.
103:1019. doi: 10.1037/apl0000314

Wang, Y., Liu, J., and Zhu, Y. (2018). How does humble leadership promote
follower creativity? The roles of psychological capital and growth need
strength. Leadersh. Organ. Dev. J. 39, 507–521. doi: 10.1108/LODJ-03-2017-
0069

Weick, K. E. (2001). “Leadership as the legitimation of doubt,” in The future of
leadership: Today’s top Leadership Thinkers Speak to Tomorrow’s Leaders, eds
G. M. Spreitzer and T. G. Cummings (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass), 91–102.

West, M. A. (1996). “Reflexivity and work group effectiveness: A conceptual
integration,” in Handbook of Work Group Psychology, ed. M. A. West
(Chichester: John Wiley and Sons Ltd), 555–579. doi: 10.1080/00223980.2015.
1050977

West, M. A. (2000). “Reflexivity, revolution and innovation in work teams,” in
Product Development Teams, Vol. 5, eds M. M. Beyerlein, D. A. Johnson, and
S. T. Beyerlein (Stamford CT: JAI Press), 1–29. doi: 10.4324/9780203219270_
chapter_1

West, M. A. (2002). Sparkling fountains or stagnant ponds: An integrative model
of creativity and innovation implementation in work groups. Appl. Psychol. An
International Review 51, 355–424. doi: 10.1111/1464-0597.00951

West, M. A. and Anderson N. R. (1996). Innovation in top management teams. J.
Appl. Psychol. 81, 680–693. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.81.6.680

Williams, K. Y., and O’Reilly, C. A. (1998). Demography and diversity in
organizations: A review of 40 years of research. Res. Organ. Behav. 20, 77–140.

Yaffe, T., and Kark, R. (2011). Leading by example: the case of leader OCB. J. Appl.
Psychol. 96:806. doi: 10.1037/a0022464

Zhou, F., and Wu, Y. J. (2018). How humble leadership fosters employee
innovation behavior. Leadersh. Organ. Develop. J. 39, 375–387. doi: 10.1108/
LODJ-07-2017-0181

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Lei, Liu, Su and Shan. This is an open-access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The
use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.
No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with
these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 12 April 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 726708

https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206312441210
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2003.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.4.4.577
https://doi.org/10.5465/256987
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206305277799
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMBPP.2020.20407abstract
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-006-9054-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-010-9226-y
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2000.19.1.70
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2000.19.1.70
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601103254911
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.58.110405.085546
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orgdyn.2004.09.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orgdyn.2004.09.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ipm.2020.102343
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ipm.2020.102343
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000314
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-03-2017-0069
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-03-2017-0069
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2015.1050977
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2015.1050977
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203219270_chapter_1
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203219270_chapter_1
https://doi.org/10.1111/1464-0597.00951
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.81.6.680
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022464
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-07-2017-0181
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-07-2017-0181
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

	Humble Leadership and Team Innovation: The Mediating Role of Team Reflexivity and the Moderating Role of Expertise Diversity in Teams
	Introduction
	Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
	Humble Leadership
	Team Reflexivity
	Humble Leadership and Team Reflexivity
	The Mediating Role of Team Reflexivity
	The Moderating Role of a Team's Expertise Diversity

	Materials and Methods
	Sample and Procedure
	Measurements
	Humble Leadership
	Team Reflexivity
	Expertise Diversity
	Team Innovation
	Control Variables

	Preliminary Analysis
	Data Aggregation
	Assessing Discriminant Validity


	Results
	Discussion
	Theoretical Implications
	Practical Implications
	Limitations and Future Research

	Conclusion
	Data Availability Statement
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	Supplementary Material
	References


