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The major concern of employees during times of war and conflict is apparently physi-

cal survival. But how are top managers of small-sized companies enhancing the gen-

eration of novel and useful ideas by their employees in such physically dangerous

business environments? In Afghanistan, as a war-torn country, this research exam-

ined for the first time how getting closer to employees—which is conceptualized as

internal marketing orientation culture in our study—directly affects the generation of

novel and useful ideas by employees in the workplace. Our analysis is based on sur-

vey data from 81 newly established small-sized companies in Afghanistan. Results

indicate a mediating role of employees' perceived psychological safety on the rela-

tionship between internal market orientation culture and employees' creative work

involvement. Moreover, we discuss the impact of employees' creative work involve-

ment on small-sized firm competitiveness improvement in general. Finally, we extend

our implications in the context of the componential theory model of creativity, which

might also serve as a framework for future research.

K E YWORD S

Afghanistan, competitiveness improvement, employees' creative work involvement,

entrepreneurs, psychological safety, small-sized companies, creativity, idea generation

1 | INTRODUCTION

Bloodshed frequently occurs in Afghanistan, and the country is con-

sidered as one of the major war zones in the world (Shaw &

Bandara, 2018). Employees in war-stricken Afghanistan are exposed

to extreme external stresses, threats, hazards, and daily shocks,

e.g. being fired on or being near gunfire in the street, hearing bombs

or gunfire in the distance, seeing persons wounded, experiencing

arrest, and being exposed to terror, kidnapping, suicide bombing, or

torture (Azizi & Jamali, 2016; Bullough, Renko, & Myatt, 2014;

Holmén, Min, & Saarelainen, 2011). Besides the lack of security, a high

level of crime, theft, and corruption aggravates the work situation

for workers and the business community (Holmén et al., 2011). At the

same time, however, for people living in warzone countries, life has

to go on, and employment provides necessary means to sustain

their livelihood.

What makes employees more creative in such a physically dan-

gerous work environment? It is well-accepted that creativity necessi-

tates high risk-taking tendencies in the workplace (Dewett, 2006) and

the ability to tolerate a certain level of ambiguity and uncertainty

(Lane & Klenke, 2004; Mueller, Melwani, & Goncalo, 2012). In a physi-

cally dangerous environment, employees suffer from high levels of

psychological stress and trauma in their daily life (Maguen, Papa, &

Litz, 2008; Muhammad, Ullah, & Warren, 2016), which eventually

affects their behaviors at the workplace (Spector, Coulter, Stockwell, &

Matz, 2007). Individuals in physically dangerous working situations
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may prefer to just focus on basic survival (Bullough & Renko, 2017),

and therefore may engage more in habitual than creative actions.

Thus, they may show less willingness to challenge the current ways

of doing things in the workplace. They may become more conserva-

tive and less willing to take risks in the workplace as a result of fac-

ing constant threats of violence and conflict outside of their

organization. In this regard, Anderson, Markides, and Kupp (2010)

believe that managers should choose a different pattern of behaviors

and establish a unique organizational culture to stimulate creative

thinking and action in areas of conflict.Organizational culture plays

an important role in inspiring employees' creativity (Woodman,

Sawyer, & Griffin, 1993). It is well accepted and apparent that crea-

tivity flourishes better in a stable and safe working environment or

in a general supportive organizational culture (Baer & Oldham, 2006;

Eisenberger, Fasolo, & Davis-Lamastro, 1990; Pirola-Merlo &

Mann, 2004; Ramus, 2001). Furthermore, employees' creativity is

highly dependent on receiving adequate information (Yang & Ok

Choi, 2009), and on having an appropriate creativity time setup

(Brem & Utikal, 2019). In an organizational culture which emphasizes

the establishment of a friendly connection between organization's

leaders and employees (Tierney, Farmer, & Graen, 1999), employees

will be more aware of market changes and organizational challenges.

Such friendly relations provide psychologically safe environments for

employees and may help them to step out of their comfort zone. It

is expected that they generate more novel ideas and solutions for

solving organizational problems. In this line of reasoning, we predict

that inspiring employees would be better established in those

organizational cultures that encourage building close relationships

between leaders and employees and consider employees as internal

customers of the company. More specifically, using internal

marketing orientation culture helps top managers to explain organi-

zational expectations better, reduce employees' job stresses (Cano &

Sams, 2009), and provide opportunities for sharing information more

effectively with them (Tierney et al., 1999). Emphasizing an internal

marketing orientation culture will result in creating a conducive

working environment in a physically dangerous business environ-

ment that is essential for capitalization of employees' creative

potential.

Employees' creativity has received great attention of scholars in

recent years because it plays a crucial role for organizations' survival

and performance (Brem, Puente-Díaz, & Agogué, 2017b; George &

Zhou, 2001; Madjar, Oldham, & Pratt, 2002; Madjar & Ortiz-

Walters, 2009; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Walton, 2003). Most of

the previous studies on drivers and consequences of employees'

creativity is generally grounded within North American, East Asian,

and European contexts. Businesses in such countries enjoy well-

established regulations and having a physically safe operational envi-

ronment. However, research on likely antecedents and consequences

of employees' creativity in adverse, unpleasant, and dangerous

conditions is scarce. Such studies are important to get a much more

comprehensive picture of the roots and outcomes of employees'

creativities (Hällgren, Rouleau, & de Rond, 2018). Most importantly,

small-sized companies have faced many more financial and

technological obstacles in conflict and war zones than in safe and

peaceful environments, and they necessitate employees' creative

ideas and solutions even more for survival. With this study, we

attempt to shed some light on factors that may affect employees'

creative work involvement (both inside and outside of companies in

war zones) and how such individual and organizational creativity may

have an impact on newly established firms' competitive position in

one of the business contexts less touched by researchers in the

world. Thus, at this point it is important to distinguish between per-

sonal creativity and organizational creativity: While personal creativ-

ity is based on an individual's “interpretive capacities, discretion, and

intentions” (Runco, 2004, p. 19), organizational creativity can be

described as “the creation of a valuable, useful new product, service,

idea, procedure or process by individuals working together in a com-

plex social system” (Woodman et al., 1993).

Is there any hope for managers of small-sized companies to

encourage their employees' creativity in a physically dangerous

business environment? In order to find a possible answer for this

question, we have carried out a survey-based study using triple

respondents in early 2018. Our paper contributes to the current liter-

ature by providing empirical foundations of creativity theory from

one of the world's “least-developed” and most “fragile state” contexts

(Azizi & Jamali, 2016). Due to several years of war and long-standing

political and religious conflicts between different parties, we have

only limited understanding about the business environment in

Afghanistan (Azizi & Jamali, 2016; Bullough et al., 2014; Bullough &

Renko, 2017; Coulson, MacLaren, McKenzie, & O'Gorman, 2014).

Our results confirmed that treating employees as internal customers

of a company enhances their psychological safety in the workplace

which, in turn, influences their creative work involvement. Consistent

with previous literature, which emphasizes the importance of

employees for improving firm performance (Crook, Todd, Combs,

Woehr, & Ketchen, 2011; Kuratko, Ireland, & Hornsby, 2001), our

results from one of the least developed countries (LDCs), such as

Afghanistan, show a positive relationship between employees'

creativity and newly established small-sized firms' competitiveness

improvements.

The rest of the article is organized as follows. First, we give a

short overview of the related literature and then present our hypothe-

ses. Then we describe our methodological approach and show our

results. Finally, we discuss our results, and contribute a fourth dimen-

sion to the Woodman et al. (1993) model of organizational creativity,

and give recommendations for future research.

2 | LITERATURE REVIEW

In this section, we introduce our theoretical framework this study is

built upon: First, we review internal marketing orientation culture and

its implications for employee behavior. Second, we present a defini-

tion of psychological safety based on previous studies. Finally, we

explicate employees' creative work involvement and shed light on its

influence on organizational creativity.
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2.1 | Internal marketing orientation culture

Internal marketing orientation can be described in three primary

dimensions (internal market intelligence generation, internal intelli-

gence dissemination, and response intelligence), and these are then

divided into several sub-dimensions each (Gounaris, 2006). Internal

marketing orientation culture describes the quality of the relationship

between a company and its internal customers: the employees

(Gummesson, 1987; Lings, 2004). An organization with internal mar-

keting orientation culture considers employees as the most valuable

assets (Arnett, 2002; Conduit, Matanda, & Mavondo, 2014) and

treats them as internal customers (Rafiq & Ahmed, 1993, 2000). An

organization with high levels of internal marketing focuses more on

those activities that improve internal communications among

employees (Ballantyne, 1997; Hogg, Carter, & Dunne, 1998;

Taghian, 2010), motivate and reward them (Rafiq & Ahmed, 1993),

and enhance their customer consciousness (Conduit et al., 2014;

Lings, 2004). In this regard, a relation between internal marketing ori-

entation culture and employees' job satisfaction was measured

(Cerqueira & Mainardes, 2018). In addition, a study conducted by

Tesluk, Farr, and Klein (1997) found an interrelation between a comp-

any's internal culture and personal creativity. According to Foreman

and Money (1995), the main building blocks of an internal marketing

orientation culture are: offering a believable vision to employees,

communicating the organization's vision well, and the importance of

their service roles, providing them with ongoing training in order to

develop their knowledge and skills, implementing a reward system to

encourage team working, and paying attention to differing—and

therefore individual—needs of employees. This is similarly confirmed

in Gounaris' (2006) conceptual model that defines communication

between leadership and employees as a sub-dimension of the internal

intelligence dissemination.

The mindset behind internal marketing orientation culture pro-

vides an internal conducive environment which includes the satisfac-

tion of its internal customers (employees) as prerequisite or pathway

to achieving external customer satisfaction (Caruana & Calleya, 1998).

By emphasizing an internal marketing culture, firms build a close rela-

tionship with their employees to enhance managerial awareness about

employees' needs and wants, and enables organizations to satisfy

employees and therefore motivate them to perform better in their

workplace (Lings, 2004). Eliminating duty barriers can be another

result of internal marketing, which eventually can boost service qual-

ity and organizational effectiveness (Caruana & Calleya, 1998). Fur-

thermore, one of the outcomes of internal marketing orientation

culture is to create an opportunity for the participation of all

employees, including junior and senior-level managers, in decision-

making processes (Lings, 2004). Participation of employees in deci-

sions on an organizational level enhances the possibility to generate

novel and original ideas and to make employees feel valued

and appreciated in their workplace. More satisfied employees are

more committed to the organization's objective (Babakus, Yavas,

Karatepe, & Avci, 2003), which is seen as essential for improving firms'

competitiveness in the long run.

2.2 | Psychological safety

Psychological safety refers to the degree of employees' perception of

their work environment as a conducive environment where they are

able to ask for help, report errors, and share their ideas without feel-

ing embarrassment, risk, or threat regarding others' actions. Dollard

and Bakker (2010) defined psychological safety as a crucial factor

in providing an environment free from both psychological and

social threats. Mutual respect, interpersonal trust, and openness

enhance the perception of psychological safety in the workplace

(Edmondson, 1999, 2004). Perceiving a high level of psychological

safety in the workplace yields more effective collaboration of

employees with co-workers in order to gain a shared organizational

outcome (Edmondson, 2004). Perceived psychological safety contrib-

utes to innovative behavior of employees in the workplace as well

(Edmondson & Lei, 2014).

Previous studies have explored different antecedents for psycho-

logical safety such as leadership style (Appelbaum, Dow, Mazmanian,

Jundt, & Appelbaum, 2016; Carmeli, Sheaffer, Binyamin, Reiter-Pal-

mon, & Shimoni, 2014; Miao, Eva, Newman, & Cooper, 2018), social

capital (Gu, Wang, & Wang, 2013), trust (Edmondson, 2004; Zhang,

Fang, Wei, & Chen, 2010), high-quality relationships (Carmeli &

Gittell, 2009), and self-consciousness (Zhang et al., 2010). For

instance, Carmeli et al. (2014) found that transformational leadership

is a facilitator for psychological safety in the workplace.

Edmondson (1999) found mutual respect between employees

and top-level managers and openness enhances the perception of

psychological safety in the workplace. Gong, Cheung, Wang, and

Huang (2012) found that more information exchange between

employees and trust contributes to the employees' perception of psy-

chological safety in a positive way.

On the other hand, psychological safety, directly and indirectly,

contributes to different organizational outcomes such as knowledge

sharing (Kessel, Kratzer, & Schultz, 2012; Zhang et al., 2010), learning

(Edmondson, 1999; Hirak, Peng, Carmeli, & Schaubroeck, 2012), and

employee engagement (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Law, Dollard,

Tuckey, & Dormann, 2011).

2.3 | Employees' creative work involvement

Employees' creative work involvement refers to “the extent to which

an employee engages his or her time and effort resources in creative

processes associated with work” (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2007,

p. 36). Employees' creative work involvement will be higher in an eco-

system where they are allowed to think differently and receive

encouragement to create novel and meaningful ideas and implement

new solutions to solve organizational problems (Atwater &

Carmeli, 2009; Madjar et al., 2002).

According to previous studies, several factors, such as corporate

social responsibility (Gharleghi, Afshar Jahanshahi, & Nawaser, 2018),

high-quality relationships within employees (Tierney et al., 1999),

vitality (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009; Kark & Carmeli, 2009), and
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leadership (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009; Kark & Carmeli, 2009; Mumford,

Scott, Gaddis, & Strange, 2002), enhance the possibility of novel and

original idea and solution generation through employees in the work-

place. More precisely, Bouckenooghe and Menguç (2018) even

describe, as one of the first in such a clear manner, a direct relation-

ship between the social relation of employees with leadership and

employees' creative work involvement. In addition, creativity is also

highly influenced by personal attributes. For example, in a recent

study, Brem and Utikal (2019) find an inverse relationship for people

with low impulsiveness between a given autonomy of organizing

working time and creative performance. On the other hand,

employees' creativity contributes to different positive individual and

organizational outcomes, such as organizational creativity (Carmeli

et al., 2010), organizational innovation (Gumusluoglu & Ilsev, 2009),

higher job satisfaction, and lower intention to leave (Shalley, Gilson, &

Blum, 2000). Under this point of view, creativity can be seen as an

indispensable factor regarding business achievements (Clapham,

Cowdery, King, & Montang, 2005) and as a key aspect of innovation

success (Brem et al., 2017b). Ames and Runco (2005) discovered in

that context that a better creative ability in organizations might also

lead to a higher business performance, while employee involvement

directly supports this creative performance (Volmer, Spurk, &

Niessen, 2012).

3 | HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

In this section, we develop a theoretical framework (Figure 1) in which

the internal marketing orientation culture has a positive relationship

with employees' creative work involvement, and perceived psycholog-

ical safety in the workplace mediates the relationship. Ultimately, we

expected that employees' creative work involvement enhances firms'

competitiveness.

3.1 | Internal marketing orientation culture and
employees' creative work involvement

Building on information processing perspective (De Dreu, Nijstad,

Bechtoldt, & Baas, 2011; Forgas & George, 2001; Huggins, John-

ston, & Thompson, 2012), in the first hypothesis we predict that inter-

nal marketing orientation culture will increase the possibility of

employees' generation of new, unique, and original ideas in the work-

place. Internal marketing regards employees as the first market of a

company (Caruana & Calleya, 1998). The main idea behind internal

marketing is bringing employees closer to the top management, in

order to communicate organizational vision well and pursue organiza-

tional objectives more effectively (Lings, 2004). To achieve higher cre-

ative performance, besides employees, the leadership needs to get

involved as well (Brem, Puente-Díaz, & Agogué, 2017a), as it plays a

crucial role in the management of creativity and creative ideas, but

can influence employees' expression of ideas with both negative and

positive potentials (Mueller, Goncalo, & Kamdar, 2011). Most impor-

tantly, employees will get familiar with their customers' perspectives,

expectations, beliefs, and values. Therefore, building such close rela-

tionships with employees enhances their awareness about the busi-

ness market and environment because it simplifies dissemination of

information from top-level managers to the organization's bottom line.

From the information processing perspective, any activity of a firm

that enhances the level of current information and knowledge of its

members may create new knowledge from the combination of the

accumulated information and knowledge and, eventually, new ideas

and insights might be generated within the organizations (De Dreu

et al., 2011; Forgas & George, 2001; Huggins et al., 2012). Therefore,

we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. There is a positive and significant relationship between

internal marketing orientation culture and employees' creative

work involvement.

3.2 | Psychological safety as the mediator

In the second hypothesis, we predict that internal marketing orienta-

tion culture enhances employees' perception of psychological safety

in the workplace, which, in turn, enhances the flourishing of

employees' creativities. In firms with internal marketing orientation

culture, employees are able to express their demands, wants, and

expectations more easily (Harrell & Fors, 1992). Building a close rela-

tionship with employees will reduce workplace conflicts caused by

misunderstandings (Amason, 1996) and enhance their comfort in the

workplace (Nguyen & Sawang, 2016). Madjar and Ortiz-Walters (2009)

believe that keeping a constant relationship between employees and

upper management will lead to a higher perception of psychological

safety in the workplace.

In a workplace with high levels of perceived psychological

safety, employees are able to express their novel ideas, suggestions,

concerns, and feelings easily and freely (Carmeli et al., 2014). A

higher level of perceived psychological safety reduces work pres-

sures and stresses (Dollard & Bakker, 2010). Employees with greater

psychological safety feel more confident to ask questions, express

what they think or feel, and speak up regarding organizational

F IGURE 1 Conceptual model of the study
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weaknesses (Edmondson, 2004) which, in turn, results in learning

(Carmeli, 2007; Edmondson, 2004), facilitates knowledge sharing

(Zhang et al., 2010), leads to more engagement (Dollard &

Bakker, 2010), and exhibits more innovative behaviors in the work-

place (Carmeli et al., 2014; Edmondson & Lei, 2014; El-Awad,

Gabrielsson, & Politis, 2017). High psychological safety provides a

climate in which employees feel free to speak up, share their novel

ideas, and ask for help without fear of negative reactions of

others or making a mistake, which, in turn, result in expanding

employees' creativity involvement (Baer & Frese, 2003; Carmeli &

Weisberg, 2006; Kark & Carmeli, 2009).

Hypothesis 2. Perceived psychological safety mediates the relationship

between internal marketing orientation culture and employees'

creative work involvement.

3.3 | Employees' creative work involvement and
competitiveness improvement

Competitiveness improvement refers to the ability of firms to properly

defeat the competitors in the marketplace, provide high-quality prod-

ucts or services to their customers, and respond more promptly to

market demands (Wu, 2007). In the last hypothesis, we expect that

more creative involvement of employees in the workplace improves

firms' competitiveness. Innovation is one of the keys to firm competi-

tiveness improvement (Lado & Wilson, 1994). It is well accepted that

employees' creativity is a pre-step for developing new products

and services, which eventually enhances firms' innovation (Ohly,

Sonnentag, & Pluntke, 2006). The implementation of employees'

novel and meaningful ideas can contribute to the development of new

services or products (Kafetzopoulos, Gotzamani, & Gkana, 2015;

Liao & Wu, 2010).

Furthermore, employees' creativity helps firms to develop a

knowledge-based work environment which results in attracting higher

talented employees into firms and helps firms to be one step ahead of

their competitors (Jain, Vyas, & Roy, 2017). Generation of more novel

and meaningful ideas and solutions by company members provides

opportunities for firms to develop higher quality products or services

and respond promptly to customers' needs. Therefore, we expect that

employees' creative work involvement plays the key role in competi-

tiveness improvement of small-sized firms.

Hypothesis 3. There is a positive and significant relationship between

employees' creative work involvement and firms' competitiveness

performance.

4 | METHODOLOGY

This section describes the study's research methodology by explaining

the challenging context in which the study companies operate and the

challenges they face. Subsequently, we describe the research data,

sample structure, and the collection process. Finally, we show how

and what measurements were made and introduce the variables used

in this study.

4.1 | Research context

Afghanistan has been considered as one of the world's most war-torn

countries during the last decades. The country faced nine years of war

with the Soviet Union between 1979 and 1989. A few months after

the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, the civil war between differ-

ent local groups resulted in the emergence of the Taliban regime, one

of radical Islamism. The country was under the control of the Taliban's

Islamic fundamentalism from 1996 to 2001 (Misra, 2002). After

longstanding battles, theTaliban were ousted in 2001 from the major-

ity of Afghanistan's territory by US-led troops. Currently, they control

over four percent of the country's territory and threaten about 66 per-

cent of the country.

Creativity in Afghanistan can be seen under different aspects: On

one side, creativity is, besides other factors, formed by cultural, social,

political, but also religious values (Hallam & Ingold, 2007). On the other

side, creativity is also influenced by external factors, e.g. through those

activities of foreign forces (Mamdani, 2002) that came to Afghanistan

to respond to terrorist regimes and organizations, which have, again, a

diminishing influence on the country's economy, mainly caused

through physical damage (Ruiz Estrada, Khan, & Park, 2018).

Despite experiencing steady economic growth and social devel-

opment in recent years, Afghanistan still appears as one of the least

developed countries throughout the world (Wickramasekara &

Baruah, 2013). Progress and development of Afghanistan have been

impeded by political, economic, and cultural obstacles. Infrastructural

deficiencies, high levels of corruption, inefficient civil bureaucracy,

and a low level of physical security have been noted as the major chal-

lenges for the Afghan business community (CIPE, 2010).

It is worth knowing that, despite having a highly unstable econ-

omy and suffering from fragility, conflict, and violence (Bullough

et al., 2014), Afghanistan is ranked as one of the better countries for

starting a new business based on the World Bank index. Low registra-

tion fees, low taxes, and fast business license issuing are mentioned as

the main advantages of starting a new business in Afghanistan.

Recently, the government designed a new legal framework for busi-

nesses, which helped the country become top improver in the Doing

Business 2019 ranking.1

Still, one of the significant challenges for founders and CEOs is

finding skilled and well-educated workers; the country has one of

the lowest literacy rates in the world (about 64 percent of people

over the age of 15 are illiterate). Besides that, Afghanistan is a

male-dominated society, due to cultural and religious barriers;

female participation in the economy is at a very low level (Holmén

et al., 2011). Furthermore, Afghanistan has a traditional and tribal

society (Gunaratna & Oreg, 2010; Wardak, 2003). Given the social

1The World Bank (2019) Doing Business (Report), available at https://www.doingbusiness.

org/en/reports/global-reports/doing-business-2019
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and political system of the society, the organizational structures of

businesses follow a traditional hierarchy (Sinno, 2011). Therefore,

communication mostly flows from the top to the bottom, resulting in

limited engagement and collaboration between employees and top

managers. Due to intense routine and clearly defined daily tasks,

employees in a traditional hierarchical management structure may find

it challenging to develop their own ways of working and interacting

(Gilson & Shalley, 2004). Therefore, employees' creativity may stagnate.

4.2 | Sample and data collection

To test our hypotheses, we collected data from young, small-sized

enterprises with less than 25 employees in Herat, the third-largest city

in Afghanistan. The city experienced two major terrorist attacks in

2017 which caused 62 casualties and left 131 people injured. The list

of newly-established firms founded between 2007 and 2017 has been

collected from the Afghanistan Central Business Registry in Herat and

Herat Industrial Park. We randomly selected 120 companies out of

almost 237 newly established firms in Herat. We excluded 25 compa-

nies because they were not active at the time of data collection in

early 2018. The final 95 companies represented a broad group of

newly-established firms in terms of industrial affiliation. To increase

the number of participants and obtain their trust, we received a

supporting letter (Maktoob) for our research from the local Herat Uni-

versity. A research group of locally trained research assistants helped

us with the data collection process. One of the local researchers met

the CEOs (founders) of companies to explain the purpose of the study

and get their agreement. In order to maximize the chance of getting

more valid responses, we made our survey as short as possible. Fur-

thermore, we included multiple groups of respondents in the study.

For each company, three sets of short surveys were used: one set for

the employees, one set for their immediate supervisors, and one set

for CEOs (founders) of the company. Using short surveys increases

our chance of getting more valid responses. Each survey lasted no

more than five minutes.

To enhance accuracy, the original survey was translated into the

local language using the double-back-translation method (Brislin,

1970). In order to identify the respondents' understanding of the sur-

vey items and to improve the face validity of the questionnaire, we

pre-tested the survey among 10 employees. These employees were

not included in the final sample. To reduce social desirability bias, we

ensured all respondents about anonymity and confidentiality of the

study in the cover letter of each survey (Farooq, Payaud, Merunka, &

Valette-Florence, 2013).

Following Walumbwa and Schaubroeck (2009), we considered

employees to be members of a workgroup when they had the

same supervisor. In each company, we identified one team or group

and their immediate supervisors by getting the help of human

resource departments or CEOs (founders). In total, 380 employees

from 95 small-sized enterprises received our first survey (four

employees within each company). The first survey contained mea-

surement items for control variables, internal marketing orientation

culture, and perceived psychological safety in the workplace. After

completing the first round of data collection and identifying the tar-

get employees, we asked the immediate supervisors of these

employees to fill out our second survey containing items for mea-

suring employees' creative work involvement. The founders of the

companies completed our third survey containing items for measur-

ing firms' competitiveness improvement. Including multiple respon-

dents helped to minimize common source bias (Barrick, Thurgood,

Smith, & Courtright, 2015). We used the drop and collect survey

method for collecting our data (Ibeh, Brock, & Zhou, 2004). All the

participants were given one week to fill out the survey. Two weeks

after the initial distribution of the survey, one of the authors

followed up those who had not completed the survey. We

excluded nine out of 95 companies because we had not received

back the founders' or supervisors' survey. Furthermore, five compa-

nies were excluded due to receiving less than three surveys

from employees. Our final sample includes 81 companies;

243 responses from the employees' survey (three responses for

each firm), 81 responses from the immediate supervisor survey and

81 responses from the founders survey.

In the final analysis, we aggregated the employees' responses at

the firm level. The 243 employees participated in the first study had

an average age of 38.52 years (SD = 5.01). Among the employees,

72.1 percent were male. In terms of organizational tenure, on aver-

age they had 4.066 years (SD = 1.205). In terms of education, 5.8

percent had six years primary education, 10.7 percent had three

years middle school (or Maktabeh Motevaseteh), 37 percent had

three years secondary education (or Doreyeh Aali), 33.7 percent

had four years undergraduate, and 12.8 percent had two years post-

graduate or master's degree. The participating enterprises had an

average age of 6.51 years (SD = 2.35). These enterprises had on

average 11.64 (SD = 3.95) full-time employees. The supervisors had

an average age of 40.05 years, 84 percent were male, they had

4.2 years of work experience, and 53.4 percent of them had an aca-

demic degree.

4.3 | Measurement

4.3.1 | Internal marketing orientation culture

Internal marketing orientation culture refers to a kind of organiza-

tional culture that considers employees as internal customers and

their jobs as internal products (Lings & Greenley, 2009; Rafiq &

Ahmed, 1993). Therefore, in such an organizational culture, the top

managers try to satisfy the needs of employees while addressing the

major objectives of the organization (George, 1990). In this study, the

internal marketing orientation culture was measured using the

15-item scale developed by Foreman and Money (1995). The items

were in the form of statements on a seven-point Likert-type scale

(ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree). In the regression

analysis, we used the aggregated scale of individual employees' per-

ceptions of internal marketing orientation.
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4.3.2 | Psychological safety

We adopted a scale comprising seven items from Edmondson (1999)

to measure the perceived psychological safety of employees in small-

sized enterprises. Responses followed a five-point scale (1 = strongly

disagree to 5 = strongly agree). In the regression analysis, we used the

aggregated scale for this construct.

4.3.3 | Employees' creative work involvement

We used nine items fromTierney et al. (1999) to measure employees'

creative work involvement. Responses followed a seven-point scale

(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Supervisors were asked

to indicate the extent to which their employees regularly exhibit vari-

ous behaviors that imply involvement in creative work. Cronbach's

alpha for this scale was .965.

4.3.4 | Firm competitiveness improvement

We used three items from Wu (2007) to measure firm competitive-

ness improvement. Responses followed a seven-point Likert-scale

anchored from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. Cronbach's

alpha indices for firm competitiveness improvement scale were .91.

Appendix A provides the measurement items for independent, media-

tor, and dependent variables.

4.3.5 | Control variables

As in most similar studies in this context, we included four individual-

level and two firm-level control variables in our regression analysis. At

the individual level, we controlled respondent age (“how old are

you?”), education (1 = six years primary education; to 5 = Master

degree and above) and gender (1 = male and 2 = female) and organiza-

tional tenure (number of years which a respondent has been working

for his/her current organization). At the business or firm level, we con-

sidered firm age (number of years since the firm was founded) and

firm size (total number of full-time employees in the year of the study)

as control variables.

5 | RESULTS

The correlation, mean, and standard deviation of all the variables

are shown in Table 1. As can be seen, there are significant

correlations between the main study variables (internal marketing,

psychological safety, employees creativity, and competitiveness

improvement with p < .05 or .01). Another check for possible

multicollinearity among constructs of the study showed that the

variance inflation factors (VIF) in all regression models ranged from

1.05 to 1.351. T
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To test the hypotheses proposed in this research, hierarchical

regression analyses were conducted. In the first step, we entered only

control variables and employees' creative work involvement as depen-

dent variables (see Table 2, Model 1). In this analysis, we found that

among control variables, both the average of employees' age

(β = 0.070; p < .05) and the firm age (β = 0.232; p < .01) were posi-

tively related to employees' creative work involvement.

In the second step, control variables and internal marketing

orientation culture were entered as independent variables and

employees' creative work involvement was entered as a dependent

variable. The results indicate that the relationship between internal

marketing orientation and employees' creative work involvement

(β = 0.354; p < .05) is significant and positive (see Table 2, Model 2).

This supports our first hypothesis. We therefore conclude that a high

degree of firm's internal marketing orientation culture will improve

employees' creativity.

Our second hypothesis predicted that perceived psychological

safety mediates the relationship between internal marketing orienta-

tion culture and employees' creative work involvement. For testing

the second hypothesis, we used the regression procedures suggested

by Baron and Kenny (1986), which have been widely used by business

and management scholars in recent years (De Clercq, Dimov, &

Thongpapanl, 2013; Nadkarni & Perez, 2007; Sirmon, Arregle, Hitt, &

Webb, 2008). As shown in Table 2 (Model 2 and Model 4), indepen-

dent variables (internal marketing orientation culture) are significantly

related to the dependent variable (employees creative work involve-

ment, β = 0.354; p < .05) and to the mediator variable (perceived psy-

chological safety, β = 0.225; p < .01). Moreover, as shown in Model

5, when perceived psychological safety is entered before the internal

marketing orientation, the significance of the relationship of the inde-

pendent variable (internal marketing orientation culture) and the

dependent variable (employees' creative work involvement) is smaller

and becomes non-significant (β = 0.232; n.s.). This satisfied the last

requirement of the mediation model. Thus, our second hypothesis

was supported.

The last hypothesis predicted a positive and significant relation-

ship between employees' creative work involvement and firms com-

petitiveness improvement. As shown in Table 3 (Model 1), among the

control variables, only the managers' education (β = 0.864; p < .001)

is positively and significantly related to firms' competitiveness

improvement. Also, as shown in Model 2, we found a positive and

significant relationship between employees' creative work involve-

ment (β = 0.287; p < .01) and firms' competitiveness improvement.

Thus, our last hypothesis was also supported.

6 | DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Using a unique data set from young, small-sized enterprises in Afghan-

istan, this study identified a direct relationship between firms' internal

marketing orientation culture with enhancing employees' creative

work involvement. In addition, we found that employees' perceived

TABLE 2 Hierarchical regression analysis: the mediation role of psychological safety between internal marketing orientation and employees
creative work involvement

(1) Creativity (2) Creativity (3) Safety (4) Safety (5) Creativity

1. Age 0.070* 0.069* −0.015 −0.016 0.077*

2. Gender 0.705 0.802 0.196 0.257 0.663

3. Education 0.399 0.289 0.269* 0.200 0.181

4. Tenure 0.041 0.008 0.027 0.006 0.005

5. Firm Age 0.232** 0.225** −0.061 −0.066† 0.261***

6. Firm Size −0.067 −0.044 −0.054* −0.039† −0.023

7. Int. Marketing 0.354* 0.225** 0.232

8. Safety 0.543*

R2 0.238 0.292 .152 .248 0.343

Adj. R2 0.176 0.224 .084 .176 0.270

F 3.843*** 4.304*** 2.215* 3.437** 4.700***

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; †p < .10

TABLE 3 Hierarchical regression analysis: the direct effects of
employees creative work involvement and firms competiveness
improvement

(1) Competiveness
improvement

(2) Competiveness
improvement

1. Manager Age 0.013 0.013

2. Manger Gender 0.335 0.014

3. Manager Education 0.869*** 0.720***

4. Manager Tenure −0.005 0.008

5. Firm Age 0.018 −0.067

6. Firm Size −0.038 −0.020

7. Employees Creativity 0.287**

R2 0.341 0.400

Adj. R2 0.288 0.343

F 6.248*** 6.954***

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; †p < .10
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psychological safety mediates the relationship between firms' internal

marketing orientation culture and employees' creative work involve-

ment. Furthermore, our results confirmed the important role of

employees' creative work involvement for newly established, small-

sized firms' competitiveness improvement.

In a business context in which the main concern and first

priority of employees is physical safety (Wickramasekara &

Baruah, 2013; Zangana, 2008) and the most common organizational

structures in businesses are hierarchical, internal marketing can

make workplaces friendlier by getting the employees closer to upper

managers. The managers will be in a better position to send signals

to employees about what behaviors or acts are rewarded, accepted,

and valued. In addition, our results confirm that employees are more

creative in those firms that are able to bring up problems and tough

issues, feel less stress, and feel safe to take risks. Finally, firms will

improve their competitive position in the market by encouraging

employees to engage more in creativity. For companies, the results

of this paper also make the importance of focusing on creativity

enhancement clearer. Rosa, Qualls, and Fuentes (2008) have indeed

found an increasing number of employees in the areas of idea and

creativity management, but—compared to the potential in positively

influencing creative work involvement—this effect still seems to be

just at its beginning.

This study confirms the impact of creative work involvement on

employee performance and therefore leads to the following: As our

second hypothesis defines perceived psychological safety as a media-

tor for the relation between internal marketing orientation culture and

creative work involvement, we argue that perceived psychological

safety also supports and mediates employee performance. The

employee performance model (Atatsi, Stoffers, & Kil, 2019) describes

employee performance in three variable groups: Key independents,

moderators and mediators, and outcome. In this regard, the model's

collection of mediating variables for employee performance can be

expanded by perceived psychological safety as a further impactful var-

iable. Moreover, this confirms also the findings of Kark and Carmeli

(2009), who discovered a relationship between psychological safety

and creative work involvement. Glynn's (1996) Framework of Intelli-

gence and Organizational Innovation revealed a direct link between

individual creativity of employees and the organizations' innovation

capacities. To take this one step further, a three-dimensional set of

influencing factors on organizational innovation can be recognized:

Perceived psychological safety mediates the relation between internal

marketing orientation culture and creative work involvement (first

dimension), which influences both individual creativity and employee

performance (second dimension), which on the other hand influences

organizational innovation and, therefore, the companies' opportunities

regarding competitiveness improvements (third dimension). Thus, we

would like to argue that factors influencing creative work involvement

can be considered in a threefold categorization: While we know about

many individual factors like the employees' relation towards the man-

agement (Bouckenooghe & Menguç, 2018) and their personal attri-

butes (Brem & Utikal, 2019), as well as factors on a company level,

e.g. leadership behavior (Mumford et al., 2002) or corporate social

responsibility (Gharleghi et al., 2018) among others (Atwater &

Carmeli, 2009; Kark & Carmeli, 2009; Tierney et al., 1999), we also

need to take environmental factors into account. Our study shows

that addressing such environmental factors through internal marketing

orientation culture can enhance perceived psychological safety. Iden-

tifying ways to incorporate good psychological safety on an organiza-

tional level in war-zone areas like Afghanistan can therefore open

new chances for local businesses by equilibrating the negative and

restrictive influence that the conservatism of Islamic law and

terrorism-related societal effects can have on creative innovation

(Kuran, 2003).

The impact of perceived psychological safety and internal market-

ing orientation culture on organizational creativity that this study has

shown, gets additional support from the correlation that has been dis-

covered between psychological empowerment and creativity

(Gumusluoglu & Ilsev, 2009). Considering the rather weak external

environments that happen to be present for companies and their

employees in war zones, establishing an internal marketing orientation

culture, mediated by good perceived psychological safety, can be seen

as a form of psychological empowerment in this context. As

Gumusluoglu and Ilsev (2009) stated, improvement of creativity

through empowerment in many cases also leads to an improvement

of organizational innovation. The relation between creative work

involvement and the competitiveness performance of companies, as

measured in this study, can support this theory. Many scholars have

found psychological well-being as an important factor regarding crea-

tivity (e.g. Ekvall, 1996). In particular, direct links have been found

between psychological well-being and organizational creativity and

innovation (Rasulzada & Dackert, 2009), but as of now, most studies

have viewed psychological well-being mostly under internal organiza-

tional factors (e.g. Kurtzberg, 2005; Rasulzada, 2007), such as, for

example, management-leadership relationships or organizational cli-

mate. However, it needs to be considered that most of these studies

were conducted in western industrialized countries. Keyes, Hysom,

and Lupo (2000) have included the quality of employees' lives—as a

general trait—in their definition of psychological well-being. With

respect to the findings of this study, it can be reported that, consider-

ing areas torn by war and terror, quality of lives as an external envi-

ronmental factor is indeed very impactful on perceived psychological

safety of employees and therefore on organizational creativity, the

firms' innovation capabilities, and their competitiveness performance

as well.

In a knowledge-based society, most organizations are looking to

find ways to foster employees' creative behaviors in the workplace

(Amabile, 1983; Amabile & Conti, 1999; Amabile, Conti, Coon,

Lazenby, & Herron, 1996; Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2007), as a higher

dedication to creativity in workplaces is recommended for companies

in order to boost commercial success (Egan, 2005). Employees' crea-

tive work involvement makes it easier for organizations to adapt in

increasingly turbulent marketplaces (Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003;

Shalley, Zhou, & Oldham, 2004) and improves their performance

(Gong, Huang, & Farh, 2009). Therefore, both business scholars and

top-level managers of companies are keen and interested to know
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how to facilitate employees' creativity in the workplace (Zhou &

Pan, 2015). Contributing to this line of research, our empirical evi-

dence from employees in Afghanistan highlights the important role

of internal marketing orientation culture—building a close relation-

ship with employees—as a way to enhance the employees' creative

work involvement.

Thus, our findings align with what Grant and Berry (2011) have

described as “other-focused psychological processes” beyond intrinsic

motivation that moderate its relation to creative performance. This

can exemplarily be found in ways of communicating (Shalley & Perry-

Smith, 2001) and social relationships—also, but not only—toward

leaders (e.g. Perry-Smith, 2006; Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003; Tierney

et al., 1999). With this study, we consider external factors beyond

safe, less constrained environments. Hence, this research also contrib-

utes with a new facet to the overall model of organizational creativity

(Woodman et al., 1993).

To induct our findings, we suggest adding a fourth dimension—

besides Input, Transformation, and Output—to the model: Environ-

ment. It is undisputed that environmental factors have a significant

influence on creativity (e.g. Amabile & Khaire, 2008; Brem &

Voigt, 2007; Cropley, Kaufman, & Cropley, 2008). For instance, Brem

and Voigt (2007) discuss five environmental factors with an influence

on companies in reference to Thom (1980): Economic, technological,

legal-political, sociocultural, and physical components. With regard to

organizational creativity in war zones, we argue that physical compo-

nents need to be considered as including public safety measures as

well, which was not the case so far. As a special contribution to this,

our study suggests three factors making up physical and public safety

components in a company's environment. First, internal marketing ori-

entation culture, which influences the extent to which employees

devote themselves to creative idea generation under consideration of

leadership and therefore the organization's behavioral and relational

ecosystem. Second, perceived psychological safety as both moderator

and mediator for creative work involvement, which is exceedingly

influential in areas that do not provide a peaceful working

environment. Third, employees' creative work involvement that we

have found to be positively related to the competitiveness improve-

ments of the studied companies and which is—again with war-zone

areas as a focal aspect—under the direct influence of the physical and

public safety components of a company's surrounding environment.

As the general construct of an environment can be seen as a form of a

combination of all influencing factors and therefore affecting all actors

within its boundaries under the superordinate influence, in an exten-

sion to the earlier introduced Woodman et al. (1993) model, it is set

out just beyond the level of input factors and therefore provides direct

effects on all three of these: Individual, group, and organizational char-

acteristics. With this considered, we suggest a further developed

model of organizational creativity, which is presented in Figure 2.

At the same level as the interactionist model (Woodman

et al., 1993), in this context we need to consider the componential

theory model (Amabile, 1996) as well. This model already considers

environmental influences in a “social environment” on an organiza-

tional level and therefore supports our view of new aspects to con-

sider within the proposed expansions to the Woodman et al. (1993)

model. It defines extrinsic motivators for creative tasks either as stim-

ulants (e.g. positive challenges, team collaboration, work freedom,

management support, etc.) or obstacles (e.g. harsh criticism, organiza-

tional policy factors, managemental low-risk attitude, etc.) to intrinsic

motivation (Amabile, 2012). The “social environment” directly influ-

ences the “Task Motivation” in Amabile's (1996) model, which ignites

“Problem or Task Identification” as the first step of a creative process,

through external or internal stimuli. Taking our findings into account,

we can add internal marketing orientation culture to the stimulants of

extrinsic motivators of the social environment. Furthermore, we sug-

gest taking account of external environmental factors as well: The sig-

nificance of perceived psychological safety in regard to creative work

in war-zone areas leads to the proposition of an external environment

influencing both the social environment (Amabile, 1996) and the task

motivation by adding extrinsic task-motivational factors besides

intrinsic task motivation (Amabile, 2012). Figure 3 shows the impact

F IGURE 2 Extended model of organizational creativity
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of external-environmental factors on the variables “Social Environ-

ment” and “Task Motivation” within the componential theory model.

Besides studying the influence of social-organizational environments

on employee creativity, other scholars have raised the question of a

possible influence of physical environments as well (e.g. Dul &

Ceylan, 2011). And indeed we have found confirmation for this. In

companies situated in and exposed to war-zone areas, employees

with their focal aim on safety, while being impacted by cultural, reli-

gious, and physical imponderables, are by and large influenced

through external, physical factors with impact on their perceived psy-

chological safety. Therefore, external physical environments can be

defined as a superordinate impact system of compiled external factors

capable of either facilitating or impeding employees' creative work

involvement and, as a result thereof, companies' potentials and oppor-

tunities in competitiveness improvements.

7 | LIMITATIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Our study suffers from some limitations. Due to time and budget

restrictions, we conducted our study only on small-sized companies.

Future research may investigate our research questions in medium to

large-sized companies. Almost all of the respondent enterprises are

privately held (Arend, 2012); therefore, we were unable to obtain sec-

ondary data for measuring the competitiveness of each firm. Future

research can test these relationships by using archival data. Shortly

after completing data collection from employees, we collected our

survey data from supervisors and founders. Future research may use a

longer time-lag (longitudinal design) to test causality among the vari-

ables. In addition, we only looked at one country, Afghanistan, and

only on small firms. Hence, other war-zone areas like Syria or Yemen

would be interesting research subjects to analyze the conditions

there. Also, future research should focus more on the role of females,

as this study had a higher share of male participants.

This study's findings highlight the importance for companies to

work toward an improvement in factors like psychological safety to

increase both internal marketing orientation culture and creative

work involvement in order to enhance their competitive situation.

Therefore, scholars can focus on shedding more light on finding path-

ways that can lead to an increased discovery and definition of ways to

do so—even in regard to rough environmental conditions in the

world's war-zone areas to open new possibilities of economic growth

in the affected regions.

Additionally, with our contribution, we added several environ-

mental factors influencing individual, group, and organizational char-

acteristics of creativity (Woodman et al., 1993) and provided a

detailed analysis on physical and public safety components by

pointing out the impact of internal marketing orientation culture, per-

ceived psychological safety, and creative work involvement under

conditions of war. However, more research needs to be done to

determine the role of other environmental factors as presented above.

Therefore, we encourage scholars to conduct further studies focused

on enlightening these impactful aspects to enrich our understanding

of creative performance and both its drivers and barriers.
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APPENDIX A.

Firm competitiveness improvement (Wu, 2007)

1. We often defeat our competitors in the marketplace.

2. Our company can provide higher quality products and services

to customers.

3. Our company is able to respond more promptly to market demands.

Internal marketing orientation culture (Foreman & Money, 1995)

1. Our organization offers employees a vision that they can believe in.

2. The administration communicates our organization's vision well

to employees.

3. This organization prepares the employees to perform well.

4. Our organization views the development of knowledge and skills

in employees as an investment rather than a cost.

5. Skill and knowledge development of employees happens as an

ongoing process in our organization.

6. This organization teaches employees “why they should do things”

and not just “how they should do things”.

7. In our organization we go beyond training and educate employees

as well.

8. The performance measurement and reward systems encourage

employees to work together.

9. The administration measures and rewards employee performance

that contributes most to our organization's vision.

10. The administration uses the data gathered from employees to

improve their jobs, and to develop the strategy of the organization.

11. Our organization communicates to employees the importance of

their service roles.

12. In our organization, those employees who provide excellent ser-

vice are rewarded for their efforts.

13. In this organization, the employees are properly trained to per-

form their service roles.

14. This organization has the flexibility to accommodate the differing

needs of employees.

15. This organization places considerable emphasis on communicat-

ing with employees.

Psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999)

1. If you make a mistake in this organization, it is often held against

you.

2. Members of this organization are able to bring up problems and

tough issues.

3. People in this organization sometimes reject others for being

different.

4. It is safe to take a risk in this organization.

5. It is difficult to ask other members of this organization for help.

6. No one on this team would deliberately act in a way that under-

mines my efforts.

7. Working with members of this team, my unique skills and talents

are valued and utilized.

Creative work involvement (Tierney et al., 1999)

By considering these three employees, please indicate how often the

following statements characterize their behavior in the workplace:

1. These employees demonstrate originality in their work.

2. These employees take risks in terms of producing new ideas in

doing their jobs.

3. These employees find new uses for existing methods or equipment.

4. These employees solve problems that had caused others difficulty.

5. These employees try out new ideas and approaches to problems.

6. These employees identify opportunities for new products/processes.

7. These employees generate novel, but operable work-related ideas.

8. These employees serve as a good role model for creativity.

9. These employees generate ideas revolutionary to our field.
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