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Abstract. Based on the challenge-hindrance stressors framework and regulatory focus theory, this study 
explored the mediating role of promotion focus between challenge stressors and employee creativity, and 
the mediating role of prevention focus between hindrance stressors and creativity. In addition, we further 
explored the moderating role of proactive personality in this model. In the end, we discuss implications and 
limitations of our argument for theory and practices.  

1 Introduction 

With the rapid development of economy, innovation has 
become a key factor for organizations to gain 
competitive advantage and survive in the fierce market 
competition. As the main force of enterprise innovation 
activities, employee creativity is the basis of innovation 
and development for enterprises[1-2]. However, works 
with high demand and fast pace make employees face 
heavy job stress, which will cause some psychological 
problems such as emotional exhaustion and job burnout, 
and then affect the creativity of employees. Therefore, 
how to improve employee creativity under heavy job 
stress has become a hot topic for managers and scholars. 

Many scholars have studied the relationship between 
stressors and employee creativity since Cavanaugh et 
al.(2000) classified stressors into two categories: 
challenge stressor and hindrance stressor[3]. However, 

there are inconsistent results among these researches. 
Hindrance stressors have been shown to weaken 
creativity, while the results of challenge stressors are 
inconsistent[4]. Meanwhile, the mechanism through 
which stressors affect employee creativity has not been 
discussed by scholars in depth. Inconsistent conclusions 
and unclear influence mechanism hinder the 
development of theories, which means that we cannot 
suggest managers about how to promote the employee 
creativity. 

Based on previous researches, this study will 
construct a mechanism model about the impact of job 
stressors (challenge stressor and hindrance stressor) on 
employee creativity. There are three purposes: firstly, 
investigate how job stressors induce different types of 
regulatory focus; secondly, clarify the mediating role of 
regulatory focus between stressors and creativity; thirdly, 
explore the moderating role of proactive personality. The 
hypothesized model is shown in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1 Hypothesized Model 
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2 Theoretical background and 
hypothesis development  

2.1 The effect of challenge-hindrance stressors 
on creativity 

Based on the previous researches, Cavanaugh et al.(2000) 
put forward the concept of challenge-hindrance 
stressors[3]. Challenge stressors refer to the stresses that 
individuals think they can overcome, which have 
positive significance for their job performance and 
growth, such as workload, job scope, time pressure and 
job responsibility; Hindrance stressors refer to the 
stresses that individuals find difficult to overcome, which 
hinder the realization of their work goals, such as job 
insecurity, role ambiguity, and organizational politics[5]. 
Although challenge stressors can bring stresses, 
individuals believe that they will gain benefits and 
rewards in terms of job performance and promotion once 
they overcome, then adopt positive coping strategies. 
However, individuals think that the stresses brought by 
hindrance stressors will not bring any benefits and 
returns but hinder their career development, and then 
take negative coping strategies[6-7].  

Creativity refers to innovative and practical ideas of 
employees for products, services and processes[8]. Based 
on the distinction of stressors, this study believes that 
there are differences in the impact of challenge stressors 
and hindrance stressors on employee creativity. Firstly, 
based on Expectancy Theory, as overcoming challenge 
stressors can improve job performance, employees will 
make positive expectations and coping strategies, in 
which subjective initiative and innovative ideas will 
easily generate; while overcoming hindrance stressors is 
not conductive to career development, employees will 
make negative expectations and coping strategies, in 
which new ideas will difficultly generate. Secondly, 
according to Conservation of Resources Theory, 
individuals are willing to invest resources in activities 
with low risk or high return to increase their own 
resource stock[9]. Coping with challenge stressors, 
employees can obtain potential benefits while consuming 
resources (such as energy and time), so positive 
investment of resource is conducive to producing 
creative results; while overcoming hindrance stressors 
not only consumes resources, but also brings no return 
for employees, so they will not take risks to invest 
resources to deal with hindrance stressors and then 
hinder the generation of creative behaviors. 

Previous studies have shown that challenge stressors 
play a positive role in job performance, job attitudes, and 
personal well-being, while hindrance stressors suppress 
these positive perceptions and behaviors[5,10]. In 
addition, Hong et al.(2013) took hotel employees and 
their direct supervisors as the research objects, and found 
that challenge stressors had a significant positive impact 
on employee creativity, while hindrance stressors had a 
significant negative impact on employee creativity[11]. 
Mehta and Zhu(2016) also found a positive association 

between time pressure(challenge stressor) and 
creativity[12]. Thus, we hypothesize that: 

H1a: Challenge stressors have a significant positive 
impact on employee creativity. 

H1b: Hindrance stressors have a significant positive 
impact on employee creativity.  

2.2 The mediating role of regulatory focus 

Higgins(1997) put forward the regulatory focus theory, 
which describes the difference of individual behavior due 
to different regulatory foci[13]. Regulatory focus is often 
used as a stable personality trait to explain employees’ 
attitudes and behaviors. In fact, regulatory focus can also 
be an immediate psychological state that is stimulated by 
situational factors, which is called situational regulatory 
focus[14]. Promotion focus is a motivational condition 
that is sensitive to and regulates around the positive 
outcomes such as hope, development and success, which 
helps individuals meet their needs of growth and tend to 
use approach strategies to achieve goals[4,15]. In 
contrast, prevention focus is a motivational condition 
that is sensitive to and regulates around the negative 
outcomes such as obligations, responsibilities and safety, 
which helps individuals meet their needs of security and 
tend to pursue goals with avoidance strategies[4,16].  

Based on the regulatory focus theory and the 
framework of challenge-hindrance stressors, this study 
considers that challenge stressors and hindrance stressors 
can induce different regulatory foci of employees. On the 
one hand, challenge stressors, as a situation emphasizing 
growth needs, achievement and benefits, can induce 
employees’ promotion focus. Challenge stressors are 
considered that can bring opportunities for growth and 
development, which arouse employees’ growth needs; 
and overcoming challenge stressors can obtain potential 
benefits and meet their achievement needs[4]. So, 
employees tend to adopt aggressive strategies to gain 
opportunities for growth and development in the face of 
challenge stressors, thus leading to the promotion focus. 
On the other hand, hindrance stressors, as a situation 
emphasizing security needs, responsibility fulfillment 
and possible loss, can trigger employees’ prevention 
focus[15-16]. Hindrance stressors are often related to job 
demands such as role conflict, organizational politics and 
job insecurity, which may hinder the realization of job 
goals and career development and bring losses or injuries, 
then forcing employees to only fulfill the minimum work 
obligations[6-7,17]. So, employees often adopt 
avoidance strategies to avoid losses or failure in the face 
of hindrance stressors, thus inducing prevention 
focus[15-16]. Thus, we hypothesize that: 

H2a: Challenge stressors have a significant positive 
impact on promotion focus. 

H2b: Hindrance stressors have a significant positive 
impact on prevention focus. 

Based on the regulatory focus theory, this study 
argues that promotion focus and prevention focus have 
different effects on employee creativity. Promotion focus 
has a positive impact on creativity. Promotion focus 
means an approach motivation, which tends to use 
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aggressive strategies to achieve goals[18]. On the one 
hand, employees with promotion focus have strong 
positive internal motivation such as growth, development 
and self-realization[19]; on the other hand, they will 
show creative thinking and actively try various solutions 
to problems when facing risks and challenges[20]. Thus, 
challenge stressors can induce employees’ promotion 
focus, which encourages them to show higher intrinsic 
motivation and innovative thinking, and then improve 
their creativity. Prevention focus has a negative impact 
on creativity. Prevention focus means an avoidance 
motivation, which tends to use evasive strategies to 
pursue goals[18]. On the one hand, employees with 
prevention focus are mainly driven by extrinsic 
motivations such as safety, security and obligation, and 
have a low level of intrinsic motivation[19]; on the other 
hand, they usually show risk aversion and adopt 
avoidance attitude to avoid loss and failure, and they 
show conservative tendency and are unwilling to try new 
methods and new thinking in solving problems[20]. Thus, 
hindrance stressors can induce employees’ prevention 
focus, which reduces their intrinsic motivation and 
creative thinking, and then inhibit their creativity. Thus, 
we hypothesize that: 

H3a: Promotion focus mediates the relationship 
between challenge stressors and employee creativity. In 
other words, promotion focus can enhance the positive 
impact of challenge stressors on employee creativity. 

H3b: Prevention focus mediates the relationship 
between hindrance stressors and employee creativity. In 
other words, prevention focus can enhance the negative 
impact of hindrance stressors on employee creativity. 

2.3 The moderating role of proactive personality 

Proactive personality is a tendency of individuals to take 
some active actions and thus influence the external 
environment[21]. Individuals with high level of proactive 
personality are better at finding opportunities from the 
complex external situation and take more active 
behaviors to adapt and change the external environment. 
As a tendency of facing the future and change, proactive 
personality is an important personality antecedent of 
creativity in organizational context. Individuals with 
high-level proactive personality have relatively stable 
tendency to challenge the status quo and introduce 
change initiatively; they also tend to seek opportunities 
and develop innovative ideas for completing tasks[22]. 
Therefore, this study considers that proactive personality 
can moderate the relationship between challenge-
hindrance stressors and regulatory focus. 

On the one hand, proactive personality can enhance 
the positive effect of challenge stressors on promotion 
focus. Faced with challenge stressors, employees with 
high-level proactive personality will actively identify the 
opportunities of growth and development brought about 
by challenge stressors, and persevere in finding solutions 
to overcome difficulty, which is beneficial for them[23-
24]. At the same time, proactive personality can enhance 
employees’ positive interpretation of challenge stressors 
and positive attitude of “stress-promotion”, which will 

strengthen the situational activation of challenge 
stressors on growth needs and potential benefits, and 
then induce a higher level of promotion focus. In contrast, 
employees with low-level proactive personality prefer to 
maintain the status quo rather than take risks to meet 
additional challenges or development opportunities[25]. 
So it is difficult for them to identify growth opportunities 
and generate positive interpretations, thus inducing a 
lower level of promotion focus. 

On the other hand, proactive personality can weaken 
the positive effect of hindrance stressors on prevention 
focus. Hindrance stressors can bring potential loss and 
injury to employees, and hinder the realization of work 
goals and career development. Faced with hindrance 
stressors, employees with low-level proactive personality 
tend to follow the established process and are not 
prepared for change. These passive behaviors will induce 
a higher level of prevention focus [26-27]. At the same 
time, employees with low-level proactive personality 
show negative interpretation of hindrance stressors and 
form the negative attitude of “stress-weakening”, which 
will situational activation of hindrance stressors on safety 
needs and potential loss, and then induce a higher level 
of prevention focus. In contrast, employees with high-
level proactive personality will weaken the negative 
interpretation of hindrance stressors and actively 
overcome difficulties, thus reducing the possibility of 
prevention focus to a certain extent. Thus, we 
hypothesize that:   

H4a: Proactive personality positively moderates the 
relationship between challenge stressors and promotion 
focus. In other words, high-level proactive personality 
will enhance the positive influence of challenge stressors 
on promotion focus. 

H4b: Proactive personality negatively moderates the 
relationship between hindrance stressors and prevention 
focus. In other words, high-level proactive personality 
will weaken the positive influence of hindrance stressors 
on prevention focus. 

3 Discussion 

3.1 Implication 

This study has some contributions to the literature. 
Firstly, this study enriches the researches of exploring 
the relationship between challenge-hindrance stressors 
and creativity, we consider the mediating role of 
regulatory focus and the moderating role of proactive 
personality in this model and explain the influence 
mechanism between stressors and creativity. Secondly, 
this study expands the antecedents of regulatory focus 
theory, the challenge-hindrance stressors framework is 
introduced into the antecedents of the regulatory focus to 
explore how different types of stressors induce different 
regulatory foci. 

This study also has some practical implications on 
how to improve employee creativity. Challenge stressors 
can improve creativity by inducing promotion focus, 
while hindrance stressors can reduce reativity by 
inducing prevention focus. On the one hand, managers 
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can appropriately increase the challenge job demands 
and reduce the hindrance job demands to improve 
employee creativity; on the other hand, managers can 
guide employees to pay more attention to the 
opportunities and potential benefits brought by stresses 
and help employees form positive and proactive attitude, 
so as to induce the promotion focus and improve 
employee creativity. 

3.2 Limitation 

Several limitations in this research should be 
acknowledged. Firstly, we only explore the impact of 
stressors on employee creativity at individual level, 
without considering team-level factors, such as 
leadership style and team climate. Researches in the 
future can explore the impact of these factors on the 
relationship between stressors and creativity. Secondly, 
our proposed model is limited because it cannot apply to 
all samples and there are always exceptions. In addition, 
we just put forward a theoretical model which locks data 
support, we can apply practical research to test and 
verify the correction of this model in the future. 

4 Conclusion 

In this study, we construct a research framework of the 
impact of challenge-hindrance stressors on creativity. 
Based on regulatory focus theory, we explore how two 
different types of stressors affect employee creativity by 
stimulating their different regulatory foci, and further 
explore the role of proactive personality as a moderator. 
We believe that challenge stressors can improve 
employee creativity by inducing promotion focus, and 
proactive personality can enhance the positive effect of 
challenge stressors on creativity. 
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