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Abstract 

Innovation enables organizations to survive and maintain sustainability in 
today’s increasingly competitive business environment. Employee innovation 
is an issue that has received much attention from enterprises and academic 
circles and has never been out of date. Curiosity is the beginning of the desire 
for knowledge, has always been regarded as the source of instructions for in-
novation. However, the idea that curiosity promotes innovation is not sup-
ported by empirical research. Here, we broaden our understanding of curios-
ity in an organizational context through an empirical investigation how work 
curiosity influences innovation behavior. We also propose that the mediating 
role of intrinsic motivation and the moderating role of job autonomy in the 
abovementioned relationships. Through two-stage paired tracking and mul-
ti-source questionnaire survey, using SPSS22.0 and Mplus7.0, and based on 
data collected from 247 participants in China, we tested our hypotheses con-
cerning these relationships. The study has implications for enterprises to 
promote employee innovation, especially through “micro-innovation” to 
promote “big innovation”. 
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1. Introduction 

For contemporary VUCA environments, the competition among industries is 
becoming increasingly fierce (Horstmeyer, 2020). If organizations want to sur-
vive in the current difficult business environment and maintain a steady stream 
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of endurance, it is no longer enough to hold the attitude of doing things in the 
past. Only continuous innovation can cope with the challenges and unexpected 
changes that come at any time (Yuan & Woodman, 2010). Employees are the 
most indispensable part of an enterprise’s innovation process. Under the guid-
ance of China’s “mass entrepreneurship and innovation” policy, employee in-
novation behavior is particularly important for the effectiveness and survival of 
an organization. It can not only guide the sustainable development of an organ-
ization, but also serve as the driving force of China’s economic supply-side 
reform. How to stimulate employee innovation is a problem that has never been 
out of date. Innovation in the current Internet context is facing new challenges. 
The information explosion brought by the mobile Internet era, as a result, 
people’s ability to think deeply is being eroded by fragmented information. Cu-
riosity is the beginning of the desire for knowledge, curious individuals have a 
strong desire to learn, are able to solve difficult problems, ask tough questions, 
and are never satisfied with just getting things done. In the Internet era with the 
expansion of information, it is necessary to cultivate and maintain employees’ 
curiosity, that is, the continuous demand for learning, exploration and discov-
ery, keep employees thinking actively and thinking deeply is an important good 
way to deal with the challenges faced by employee innovation in the context of 
the Internet. 

Since the concept of “work curiosity” was put forward (Mussel, 2013), empir-
ical results also show that work curiosity can bring motivational, cognitive and 
behavioral contributions to employees, For example, curiosity-induced informa-
tion-seeking behaviors, such as information-seeking behaviors, promote em-
ployees’ learning in the workplace, help employees quickly adapt to the new en-
vironment, improve job performance and experience more psychological well-being 
and less emotional exhaustion (Harrison et al., 2011; Mussel & Spengler, 2015; 
Reio & Callahan, 2004; Wang & Li, 2015). Business leaders recognize a strong 
relationship between curiosity and innovation, and regard curiosity as a me-
chanism to promote success (Gino, 2018). However, at present, the empirical 
research evidence that the positive trait of curiosity is the distal influencing fac-
tor of innovative behavior is still weak, more research is needed to determine 
how the two structures are related (Gross et al., 2020). Therefore, the first pur-
pose of this study is to focus on the positive predictive effect of employees’ work 
curiosity on innovation behavior in Chinese context. The second question con-
sidered in this study is how does curiosity as an individual trait translate into the 
behavioral outcomes expected by the organization. Specifically, this study pro-
poses intrinsic motivation as a mediator of work curiosity influence innovation. 
Employees with high curiosity are interested in and excited about the acquisition 
of creative problem-solving information (Litman, 2005). Curiosity creates the 
desire and interest in exploration activities, resulting in individuals seeking new 
information and exploring behavior independently (Litman et al., 2005). Ac-
cording to trait activation theory, the process of individual trait activation is 
conducive to meet internal or external work motivation, thus showing valuable 
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work behavior (Tett et al., 2013). The motivation perspective model of creativity 
also suggests that traits positively related to creativity are usually associated with 
intrinsic motivation (van Knippenberg & Hirst, 2020). Although curious em-
ployees are empirically better at exploring and asking questions, but in the 
workplace, employees often feel that their curiosity doesn’t have free rein. A 
large cross-cultural sample study results show that 60 percent of 3000 employees 
believe that curiosity is essential, but the same proportion of employees say that 
curiosity is hindered at work (Chang & Shih, 2019), which indicates that the 
performance of employees’ curiosity is influenced by situational factors, Ishaq et 
al. (2019) also appeal in the study that needs to explore the boundary conditions 
of work curiosity in future study. According to trait activation theory, personal-
ity traits can effectively predict behavior only when the situation provides clues 
or opportunities for the behavioral expression of personality traits. Therefore, we 
final introduce job autonomy as the boundary condition that work curiosity af-
fects employees’ innovative behavior through intrinsic motivation. 

2. Theory and Hypotheses 

2.1. Work Curiosity and Innovation Behavior 

According to trait activation theory, individual traits can directly influence per-
sonality related behavioral tendencies (Tett & Burnett, 2003). Innate curiosity, as 
a personality trait, is often associated with the search for unknown and novel 
information, curious individuals have a natural desire to recognize, pursue, and 
explore new things, challenges, and uncertainties. Curiosity is an important 
psychological characteristic that human beings need to have when carrying out 
exploratory and creative activities (Litman et al., 2005), can inspire people to 
learn and immerse themselves in information they are interested in, expand in-
formation, knowledge and skills by focusing on novelty and challenges, and 
think, explore and act in new ways. Amabile et al. (1996) also pointed out that 
people who make great achievements are not those with talents but those indi-
viduals full of strong curiosity, curiosity is the main driving force of innovation 
in organization. It is found that there is a significant positive correlation between 
trait curiosity and individual creative self-efficacy and creative self-identity 
(Karwowski, 2012). Research also found that specific curiosity was able to pre-
dict the next day’s job creativity, among which idea linking played a mediating 
role (Hagtvedt et al., 2019). According to trait activation theory, employees with 
high curiosity traits are a group of individuals with high creative potential. 
When curiosity is aroused, employees will consciously recognize and seek for 
information and experience beyond what is required by the job and immerse 
themselves in it; awareness of a lack of knowledge or ability to deal with complex 
problems and motivate them to explore unsolved problems or problems; open-
ness to other people’s ideas, which helps them better identify problems; and be 
open to the anxiety of new things, unfamiliarity and uncertainty, the above per-
formance will lead employees to feel enthusiastic and energetic psychologically, 
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expand their thinking, confident and optimistic emotionally, as well as the shar-
ing and integration of knowledge, experience and information, which is conducive 
to the generation of employees’ innovative behaviors. Based on the above theoret-
ical analysis and deduction, this paper has reached the following hypothesis: 

H1: Work curiosity has a positive effect on employees’ innovation behavior. 

2.2. Work Curiosity and Intrinsic Motivation 

Curiosity can motivate individuals to seek out missing information to close the 
information gap or seek out new information to reduce boredom, like hunger, 
thirst, and sexual desire, the process of curiosity is a process of seeking know-
ledge and information to achieve satisfaction (Litman, 2007). High desire is the 
salient feature of curiosity. The desire for knowledge drives people to explore 
and acquire the deprived information, thus completing the need for cognitive 
closure (Loewenstein, 1994). The dynamic nature of curiosity means that satis-
fying curiosity is like an internal reward that can enhance people’s exploration 
and learning (Wang & Huang, 2018). From the perspective of information re-
ward of curiosity, the process of curiosity satisfaction itself is an internal 
self-reward process (Loewenstein, 1994), obtaining missing information is the 
reward goal pursued by individuals. Therefore, individuals will take the initiative 
to explore in order to obtain the reward target (the information they want to 
know) and obtain the knowledge information they want to know or the novel 
information they don’t need (Litman, 2005). The greater the degree of curiosity, 
the stronger the individual’s willingness to explore (Litman, 2008; Litman & Ji-
merson, 2004), and regards the process of exploring until the goal is achieved as 
an intrinsic reward, without considering other benefits. Intrinsic motivation is 
the internal driving force of individual behavior. It emphasizes that the main 
objective of individuals engaged in work is to pursue work pleasure, spontane-
ous satisfaction, sense of competence, curiosity and challenge, rather than to ob-
tain material rewards. Employees with trait work curiosity will actively seek the 
pleasure brought by acquiring new knowledge and experience and the sense of 
ability brought by reducing ambiguity in work, increasing the sense of pleasure 
and ability encourages employees to show more intrinsic drive to explore, and 
encourages individuals to find intrinsic rewards in the process of exploration, 
thinking and active learning. In the process of curiosity stimulation, it is mani-
fested as the individual’s external seeking action, and the internal performance is 
the enhancement of the individual’s intrinsic motivation. The above analysis has 
enabled the following hypothesis: 

H2: Work curiosity has a positive effect on intrinsic motivation. 

2.3. The Mediation Effect of Intrinsic Motivation 

The level of curiosity can cause the intrinsic motivation to respond accordingly, 
because when the curiosity trait is activated, it is followed by the drive and desire 
to explore, thus strengthening the internal motivation of the individual (Lauriola 
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et al., 2015). Moreover, driven by intrinsic motivation, employees consciously 
devote themselves to work, explore and dig new ideas and ideas more actively, 
and promote the generation of innovative behaviors (Fischer et al., 2019). First 
of all, the intrinsic motivation is the internal and continuous action force that 
employees have out of interest in the work itself. At the same time, this visceral 
desire to work spurs employees to come up with creative ideas. In this process, 
employees also enjoy the pleasure of the innovation process. Moreover, strong 
intrinsic motivation can stimulate flexibility. It enables employees to deal with 
more challenging tasks flexibly, not to be afraid of pressure, stimulate their en-
thusiasm for innovation, and actively seek efficient solutions, which is more 
conducive to the generation of innovative behaviors of employees. As a result, 
work curiosity not only directly acts on innovative behavior, but also indirectly 
acts on innovative behavior through intrinsic motivation. According to the trait 
activation theory, in the whole process of trait activation, individuals will get an 
intrinsic satisfaction generated in the process of trait activation, so as to display 
good work behavior. Therefore, this has led to the third hypothesis in this paper: 

H3: Intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between work curiosity and 
innovation behavior. 

2.4. Moderating Effect of Job Autonomy 

Trait activation theory points out that the predictive power of individual trait on 
individual behavior is affected by situational factors related to the trait, and the 
transformation of individual trait into work behavior is in response to situation-
al cues related to the trait (Tett & Guterman, 2000). Trait-related cues in the 
context will stimulate the individual’s personality traits, and when the individu-
al’s situation matches its personality traits, the relationship between the trait and 
the individual’s behavior will be enhanced, otherwise, it will be weakened. In 
considering trait activation, contextual cues associated with it should be consi-
dered. Job characteristics are probably one of the important situational cues. Job 
autonomy refers to the degree to which an individual can determine his or her 
method, speed, and effort to complete a task (Hackman, 1980; Spector, 1986). In 
cases where individuals have a high degree of autonomy in their work, behavior 
is more likely to be related to individual personality differences because there is 
discretion in the choice of behavior to complete a given task or achieve a given 
goal. However, under the condition of low work autonomy, individual behavior 
may be restricted by a variety of factors, including close supervision, ma-
chine-driven pace and detailed work rules. Therefore, in the case of low job au-
tonomy, personality may play little or no role in individual behavior, because in-
dividuals have no judgment on performance-related activities. In the case of 
high job autonomy, it is acceptable, even desirable, to change the way you work 
(for example, lack of supervision, limited task structure, no external pace signals, 
colleague communication). Employees with work curiosity may respond to these 
clues, and encourage employees to explore the environment and obtain new in-
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formation to satisfy the inner drive of curiosity. In situations where work au-
tonomy is low, there is little evidence that individual initiative exploration is ac-
ceptable or desirable, external situational factors limit employees’ intrinsic drive 
to explore according to their own curiosity and subsequent exploration behavior. 
From the perspective of trait activation, high job autonomy can “activate” work 
curiosity, while low job autonomy may have low trait activation potential. We, 
therefore, hypothesize that job autonomy moderates the relationship between 
work curiosity and intrinsic motivation, such that the positive relationship is 
strongest when job autonomy is high. 

H4: Job autonomy positively moderates the relationship between work curios-
ity and intrinsic motivation. 

As a result, this study has developed the following hypothesis, with a concep-
tual model shown in Figure 1. 

3. Research Method 

3.1. Sampling 

Data we collected from different organizations, including IT, manufacturing, in-
ternet, financial. A total of 350 questionnaires were distributed. Participants 
were recruited through the author’ personal and professional contacts. We sent 
emails with instructions and questionnaires to participants, in the email, we ex-
plained the scope of the study, assured the confidentiality of participants’ res-
ponses and clarified that participation was voluntary. To avoid common method 
variance (CMV), data were collected at two measurement points: Time 1 (inde-
pendent variable and moderator) and Time 2 (mediator and dependent varia-
ble). A total of 266 questionnaires were returned, which corresponds to a 76% 
response rate. After excluding questionnaires with incomplete data, 247 ques-
tionnaires were used for analysis; hence, the final response rate was 70.0%. 

Of the 247 respondents, 46.6% were male. Most of the respondents were be-
tween 26 and 35 years old (68.83%). Most participants had an undergraduate 
university degree (87.67%) and some had a master’s degree (13.0%). Most of the 
participants worked in manufacturing (29.1%), internet (15.0%), IT (10.9%), and 
the construction (10.1%).6.1% respondents had less than 1 year of work expe-
rience; 46.2% had 1 - 5 years of work experience. 
 

 
Figure 1. Research model.  
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3.2. Measures 

To test the proposed hypotheses, multi-item scales from prior literature were 
used for the measurement of the constructs; most of the items were measured by 
using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). 

Work curiosity (WC) was assessed using the 16 items multidimensional 
workplace trait curiosity scale developed by Kashdan et al. (2020). The scale 
consists of four dimensions: openness to people’s ideas, stress tolerance, depri-
vation sensitivity, and joyous exploration. Sample items include “At work, I seek 
out opportunities to expand my knowledge or skills” and “I can spend hours on 
a single problem because of a need to find an answer”. 

Intrinsic motivation (IM) was evaluated with 6 items scale from Amabile et al. 
(1994). The respondents were asked to rate the extent to which they did their 
work for its own sake, because it was enjoyable to them. A sample item is “What 
matters most to me is enjoying what I do”. 

Job autonomy (JA) was measured using the 7-item scale adapted by Kirmeyer 
and Shirom (1986) by asking the participants to indicate the extent to which they 
agreed with the statement about the freedom they feel regarding to their work, 
such as when they work, with whom they work, how they finish their work, and 
so on. Sample item: “To what extent do you feel you have latitude to decide 
when to take breaks”. 

For innovative behavior (IB), participants completed the 5-item Innovative 
Behavior Scale (Liu & Shi, 2009) to rate the extent to which, at work, they exhi-
bited behaviors involving innovation (e.g., this month, at work I promoted and 
championed ideas to others).  

Control variables. Apart from those, two demographic and two additional 
control variables were measured in this study. Previous studies have indicated 
that factors such as gender, age, education background, and experience in the 
start-up related to IB. Therefore, control on the factors mentioned above has 
been strictly followed while selecting participants. 

4. Analysis and Results 

4.1. Measure Validity and Reliability 

The reliability and validity of the variables were assessed after data collection 
through confirmatory factor analysis (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Table 1 presents 
the fit statistics for all models. The four-factor model fit the data better than any 
of the alternatives. The results show that the model fits adequately: CFI = 0.853, 
TLI = 0.840, χ2/df = 1.58, RMSEA = 0.047 and SRMR = 0.065.  

4.2. Common Method Variance Assessment 

Since all measurement scales were self-reported, there would be a potential for 
common method variance (CMV) caused by multiple reasons such as social de-
sirability and consistency motif. Thus, we conducted Harman’s single factor  
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Table 1. CFA with alternative models (N = 247). 

Model Description χ/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 

One-factor model All variables combined 1226.04/527 0.661 0.639 0.071 0.078 

Two -factor model WC, IM + IB + JA 1046.31/522 0.746 0.727 0.061 0.074 

Three -factor model WC, IM + IB, JA 860.36/520 0.835 0.822 0.050 0.067 

Four-factor model WC, IM, JA, IB 821.08/517 0.853 0.840 0.047 0.065 

Note: WC: work curiosity; IM: intrinsic motivation; IB: innovative behavior; JA: job autonomy. 

 
test to address CMV (Podsakoff et al., 2003). This test suggests that CMV is 
present if the majority of variance is explained by a single factor, or if a single 
factor emerges from the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of all variables. An 
EFA was conducted on all variables, with the number of factors constrained to 
one. An unrotated factor solution was conducted, as well as an EFA based on ei-
gen values greater than 1. The unrotated factor solution identified four factors 
with a cumulative variance of 81.68%, in which the largest factor explained 
23.49% of variance. This confirms that a single factor is not sufficient to explain 
the majority of the variance; therefore, CMV is not serious. 

4.3. Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations and Pearson’s correlations for 
all study variables. All correlations were in the expected direction. We found that 
work curiosity was also significantly correlated with innovative behavior (r = 
0.52, p < 0.01) and intrinsic motivation (r = 0.43, p < 0.01). Finally, intrinsic mo-
tivation was significantly correlated with innovative behavior (r = 0.42, p < 0.01).  

4.4. Hypothesis Testing 

This study has applied hierarchical regression analysis to test the research hypo-
thesis with SPSS 22.0 software, by firstly verifying whether work curiosity would 
positively affect innovative behavior when innovation behavior was set as the 
dependent variable. With control of gender, age, education background, and ex-
perience in the start-up (Model 1 of Table 3), work curiosity continued to be 
added to Model 2. The results demonstrated that H1 was supported with a re-
ported significant association between work curiosity and innovative behavior in 
Model 2 (β = 0.504, p < 0.001). 

Secondly, intrinsic motivation was also set as a dependent variable to check 
whether it was positively affected by work curiosity. On the basis of controlling 
variables, Model 6 has suggested that work curiosity has a significantly positive 
effect on intrinsic motivation (β = 0.424, p < 0.001), thus to support H2. 

Thirdly, the mediating effect of intrinsic motivation between work curiosity 
and innovative behavior has been tested by judging whether the following three 
conditions were met. That is, 1) work curiosity significantly correlates with in-
novative behavior; 2) work curiosity significantly relates to intrinsic motivation;  
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations among the variables (N = 247). 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1) Gender 1.53 0.50         

2) Age 2.09 0.57 −0.02        

3) Education background 2.97 0.62 −0.16** 0.01       

4) Experience in the start-up 4.07 1.02 0.16* −0.12* 0.46**      

5) Job type 3.15 1.69 0.20** 0.02 −0.10 −0.14*     

6) Work curiosity 3.84 0.49 −0.01 −0.04 0.02 0.10 −0.17**    

7) Intrinsic motivation 4.06 0.46 0.03 0.01 −0.08 0.04 −0.03 0.43**   

8) Innovation behavior 3.43 0.67 −0.08 0.11 0.06 0.18** −0.13** 0.52** 0.42**  

9) Job autonomy 3.84 0.66 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.16* 0.01 0.36** 0.22** 0.33** 

Note: N = 247. *Correlation is significant at the level of 0.05 (two-tailed). **Correlation is significant at the level of 0.01 (two-tailed). 

 
Table 3. Regression analysis of hypotheses (N = 247). 

Variables 
Innovation behavior Intrinsic motivation 

Model1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model5 Model 6 Model 7 Mode8 

1) Gender −0.040 −0.037 −0.051 −0.044 0.028 0.030 0.025 0.020 

2) Age 0.094 0.122 0.086 0.112 0.021 0.044 0.042 0.034 

3) Education background 0.053 0.043 0.089 0.066 −0.089 −0.097 −0.101 −0.105 

4) Experience in the start-up 0.152* 0.104 0.127 0.099 0.062 0.022 0.012 −0.009 

5) Job type −0.019 −0.031 −0.083 −0.032 −0.055 0.008 −0.002 −0.011 

6) Work curiosity (WC)  0.504***  0.404***  0.424*** 0.393*** 0.446*** 

7) Intrinsic motivation   0.403*** 0.236***     

8) Job autonomy (JA)       0.089 0.101 

9) WC×JA        0.186** 

R2 0.070 0.313 0.229 0.358 0.016 0.188 0.195 0.226 

Adjusted R2 0.044 0.290 0.204 0.334 −0.011 0.162 0.165 0.193 

F 2.678 13.85 9.056 14.786 0.589 7.508 6.419 6.837 

Note: N = 247, ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 

 
and 3) when intrinsic motivation is included in the relation between work cu-
riosity and innovative behavior, it is a complete mediation if the relation be-
tween work curiosity and innovative behavior is not significant while that be-
tween intrinsic motivation and innovative behavior is. Otherwise, intrinsic mo-
tivation plays a partial mediating role, if there still exists the correlation between 
work curiosity and innovative behavior; however, the correlation coefficient de-
creases. This study has verified the significant effect of work curiosity on inno-
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vative behavior and intrinsic motivation respectively in Model 2 and Model 6. 
Model 3 has revealed that both work curiosity and intrinsic motivation influence 
innovative behavior to a great extent (β = 0.404, p < 0.001; β = 0.236, p < 0.001), 
and the coefficient correlation is less than 0.504 (Model 2) when intrinsic moti-
vation is included. Consequently, intrinsic motivation plays a partial mediating 
role in the correlation between work curiosity and innovative behavior, thus 
supporting H3. 

We finally conducted regression analysis to test the hypothesis that the associ-
ation between work curiosity and innovative behavior would be strengthened by 
job autonomy. This study followed the moderated regression procedures rec-
ommended by Aiken et al. (1991). Independent variables and job autonomy 
were mean-centered ahead of analysis to reduce potential multi-collinearity 
problems. Meanwhile, we constructed the interaction of work curiosity and job 
autonomy (WC × JA) and thus suggested the existence of the moderating effect 
when the coefficient of interaction was significant (Aiken et al., 1991). As shown 
in Models 5 - 8 in Table 3, we entered the control variables in Model 5, work cu-
riosity in Model 6, job autonomy in Model 7, and the interaction in Model 8. In 
addition to the core hypothesis of the relationship between work curiosity and 
intrinsic motivation. As predicted in Hypothesis 4, Model 8 identified that the 
interaction coefficient is significant (β = 0.186, p < 0.01), suggesting that job au-
tonomy acts as a moderating role between work curiosity and intrinsic motiva-
tion. Simple slope tests were also conducted to further verify the interpretation 
of the interaction. Figure 2 was plotted for the relationship between work cu-
riosity and intrinsic motivation at one standard deviation above and below the 
mean of job autonomy. As expected, for individuals with a high sense of job au-
tonomy (one standard deviation above the mean), work curiosity significantly 
predicted a higher level of intrinsic motivation (t = 2.583, p < 0.05). 
 

 
Figure 2. Moderating role of job autonomy in the relationship between work curiosity 
and intrinsic motivation (N = 247). 

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.123027


Q. L. Huang 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2021.123027 435 Psychology 
 

5. Discussion 

Based on the trait activation theory, this study explores the internal mechanism 
and boundary conditions of how job curiosity influences employees’ innovative 
behavior. First, this study has contributed theoretically by taking a close look at 
the process of work curiosity influencing innovative behavior, it is one of the few 
empirical studies to examine the effect of work curiosity on innovative behavior 
so far. From the perspective of an employee’s characteristics, we developed how 
the innovative behavior of employees is affected by work curiosity and empha-
sized the significance of employees’ psychological quality based on the empirical 
evidence from China. Kashdan et al. (2020) proposed that curious employees 
have four characteristics: joyous exploration, deprivation sensitivity, openness to 
people's ideas, and stress tolerance. Joyous exploration means that individuals 
actively seek new information when they do not lack the information needed to 
solve the problem, and in this process, they get a sense of pleasure for learning 
and growth; deprivation sensitivity means that employees seek the information 
they need to solve complex work-related problems until the problem is solved, 
Because of the epistemic nature of curiosity, employees with high curiosity will 
seek more novel information, Hardy III et al. (2017) found that curiosity affects 
information-seeking behavior, and when employees are more curious about 
their work, it encourages employees to participate in the process of seeking new 
information and knowledge, which helps them to identify work-related prob-
lems. Innovation begins with problem identification, and problem identification 
and information search are the first steps of innovation, a process of constantly 
gathering information that leads to the generation of creative ideas (Mumford & 
McIntosh, 2017). Openness to people’s ideas means to be open to the ideas of 
others, that is, to value the different views and ideas of others, to be willing to 
accept a variety of experiences, to look for different approaches to work, and to 
pay attention to the surrounding environment. Because employees attach im-
portance to the suggestions of others, it is easier to find a connection between 
themselves and the ideas of others, promote the sharing and integration of 
knowledge, experience and information, and get useful suggestions and feedback 
from superiors or colleagues, thus stimulate innovative ideas and the knowledge 
or information needed to implement innovative ideas. In addition, stress toler-
ance enables employees to accept the anxiety and discomfort caused by new 
things, unfamiliarity and uncertainty, and explore unknown areas with confi-
dence and clear purpose. Innovative activities are characterized by uncertainty, 
stress tolerance enables employees to improve their ability to cope with emer-
gencies and withstand pressure in an uncertain environment, and actively deal 
with threats and challenges, which is conducive to the development of innova-
tive behavior. 

Secondly, our study also contributes to both work curiosity and innovative 
behavior literatures by demonstrating the work curiosity is beneficial to em-
ployee innovation through the mechanism of enhancing employees’ intrinsic 
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motivation. In the context of SDT, curiosity is often associated with intrinsic 
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985), Curiosity causes an individual’s internal desire 
to learn new information or acquire missing information. Acquiring knowledge 
out of curiosity is considered an inherent reward and a high degree of happiness 
because it eliminates ignorance and uncertainty or reduces boredom (Litman, 
2005). As a driving force of behavior, intrinsic motivation is an activity for internal 
satisfaction rather than for some separable result, emphasizing self-determining 
goals and self-regulating behavior. Previous studies have also shown that curios-
ity is positively correlated with intrinsic motivation (Lauriola et al., 2015). In-
trinsic motivation has always been regarded as an important factor affecting in-
dividual creativity. Employees with higher intrinsic motivation are more likely to 
have a strong desire for work and a stronger willingness to learn and explore. 
Intrinsic motivation to promote the employees to use professional knowledge to 
improve the ability of creative thinking, and invest more time and energy to 
solve difficult problems, show a strong willpower and persistence, and sponta-
neously explore the solution to solve the problem, which makes them more in-
clined to look for a variety of solutions to the problem, so that the employees 
showed high levels of creativity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Moreover, this paper adds to the understanding of job autonomy as a situa-
tional characteristic that influence the play of curiosity by examining its mod-
erating role in the relationship between work curiosity and intrinsic motivation. 
As an important dimension of work design, job autonomy positive moderates 
the relationship between work curiosity and intrinsic motivation. Compared 
with low job autonomy, at a high level of work autonomy, work curiosity has a 
stronger positive impact on intrinsic motivation. This may be because situations 
with low work autonomy leave room for employees’ curiosity, even if curious 
employees are better at inquiring and asking questions, it takes time, energy and 
resources to be curious, and even in the workplace, employees often feel that 
their curiosity doesn’t have room for free play. According to a two-year survey 
conducted by Merck on more than 3000 employees in 16 industries in China, the 
United States and Germany, 60 percent of employees believe that curiosity is es-
sential, but the same proportion of employees say that curiosity is hindered at 
work (Chang & Shih, 2019). If organizations set aside free-thinking space for 
employees’ curiosity, create freedom in the workplace, encourage exploration 
and build trust, and allow employees to act according to their own curiosity, 
they can enhance their employees’ intrinsic motivation, thus opening the way to 
innovation. 

6. Managerial Implications 

Curiosity does not necessarily kill the cat, curiosity can also make the cat more 
creative (Hagtvedt et al., 2019). The results of this study will help to increase the 
existing literature on work-related curiosity and provide management insights 
and practical significance for companies that want to make full use of their em-
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ployees’ inherent curiosity and turn it into valuable organizational resources. In 
innovation practice, enterprises can encourage employees’ curiosity, drive indi-
vidual micro-innovation behavior, provide the basis for the development of or-
ganizational innovation and achieve great innovation. To cultivate employees’ 
curiosity, enterprise organizations can start from the following aspects. 

First, for jobs requiring innovation and strong uncertainty, such as in know-
ledge-intensive organizations, the trait of curiosity should be regarded as an im-
portant criterion in the employees’ recruitment process (Müceldili et al., 2020). 
Second, build intellectual curiosity. Leaders should lead by example and demon-
strate greater curiosity, which in turn drives greater curiosity throughout the 
organization. If the supervisor doesn’t know the answer, admit it. This means 
they value the process of finding answers and motivate other employees to ask 
questions. Third, allow employees to explore and expand their interests, and 
create free time for employees to explore the problems they are curious about, 
instead of simply setting performance goals for employees. For example, 3M and 
Facebook provide their employees with free time to research novel and creative 
ideas (Gino, 2018). Finally, create a culture of curiosity, build a learning organi-
zation. There is an implicit message in many organizations: asking questions is a 
pointless challenge to authority. Both supervisors and employees focus on the 
job at hand without thinking about the details of the process or the overall goal. 
To stimulate and retain employee curiosity, organizations need to create an en-
vironment and culture that supports curiosity.  

In short, curiosity can be cultivated, even for those who have lost their curios-
ity over time. Therefore, under the influence of the current COVID-19 epidemic, 
leaders should look at the development of enterprises from a long-term perspec-
tive (Wagstaff et al., 2020). It will be a valuable asset for employees and enter-
prises to make some appropriate investments to support and cultivate their cu-
riosity. 

7. Limitations and Future Research 

Although this paper has shed light on the understanding of how work curiosity 
effectively affects innovative behavior to a certain extent, there still are several 
limitations in need of attention.  

First of all, from the perspective of trait curiosity, this study explores the in-
fluence of trait work curiosity on employees’ innovative behavior, and combines 
the four dimensions of work curiosity into one index, which confirms the posi-
tive predictive effect of curiosity on innovation. In fact, the four measurement 
dimensions of work curiosity include two types of epistemic curiosity and one 
type of interpersonal curiosity. Whether different types of curiosity can actively 
promote individual innovation behavior or whether different types of curiosity 
have different effects on different types of innovation remains to be further in-
vestigated by subsequent studies. Opportunities for future research have been 
inspired from a comparative study of based on different types of curiosity, ex-
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plore the relationship between different types of curiosity and innovative beha-
vior. 

Apart from that, this study uses questionnaire collection as the data source, 
although the design of data collection is to divide the respondents into two stag-
es with a certain time interval to avoid common method variation, some errors 
may still occur. Future research could conduct standard three-stage longitudinal 
tracking studies to obtain samples and data from different time slots. In addi-
tion, all the variables are from employees’ self-report, which may result in less 
objective and authentic data, which is also the weakness of this study. Similarly, 
future studies might through experience sampling or experimental research is 
used to examine more accurately the influence of arousing curiosity on em-
ployees’ innovation and other work behaviors. 
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