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The Impact of Working from Home on Employee Creativity: A Cross Cultural

Comparison of German and China

Heng Cheng Ghee Andrew

ABSTRACT

The rise of work-from-home (WFH) arrangements has brought significant
changes to how employees work and interact with each other. This dissertation aims
to examines the potential impact of WFH arrangements on employee creativity and
investigates whether this impact varies across high-context and low-context cultures,
with a particular focus on how demographic characteristics such as gender, age, and
education may affect this relationship. The study is conducted within a top 10 global
automotive supplier with associates in China (high-context culture) and Germany (low-
context culture). As individual creativity often arises from collaboration and interaction
with others, | hypothesised that as WFH frequency increases, employees may be less
likely to exchange ideas and perspectives effectively with others, impeding the
formation of new creative insights. Furthermore, with the cultural differences in
communication style, WFH arrangements could potentially diminish creativity more in
high-context cultures than in low-context cultures due to the higher value placed on
face-to-face interaction and non-verbal cues for communication and collaboration. The
research aims to provide practical contributions to organisations seeking a
comprehensive understanding of the impact of WFH arrangements on employee
creativity across different cultures and demographics. The study's findings will also aid
organisations in developing appropriate solutions to overcome the challenges that may
arise in a WFH environment and facilitate effective collaboration and knowledge

exchange among employees.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the COVID-19 pandemic has forced organisations to embrace
change at an unprecedented rate, with the adoption of work-from-home (WFH)
arrangements being one of the most significant changes to working arrangements.
WFH arrangements have brought about significant changes in how employees work
and interact with each other. While video conferencing has been widely embraced as
a solution for virtual communication, it may hinder the formulation of new creative
insights. This is because the lack of face-to-face interactions can diminish the quality
of employees exchange with their co-workers, thereby negatively impacting creativity.

In a typical WFH arrangement, conversations, group discussions, and meetings
have moved almost entirely online, facilitated by tele or video conferencing tools. The
lack of face-to-face interactions could diminish the quality of employees exchange
have with their co-workers. For example, facial expression can help interpret the
speaker’s intention, movements of the lips and jaw can help to disambiguate speeches
(Bruce, 1996). Without visual cues such as facial expressions and body language, the
quality of exchanges between co-workers may be diminished, potentially negatively
impacting creativity.

As our economy becomes increasingly knowledge-based, job requirements are
becoming more complex, making creativity a crucial element of organisational success
(N. Anderson et al., 2014). This is further supported by CEOs, who have identified
creativity as a critical component for achieving organisational goals (IBM Global CEO
study, 2010). An essential factor in promoting creativity is the amount and quality of
knowledge and idea exchange among employees in the workplace (P. Paulus, 2000;

P. B. Paulus & Yang, 2000). As a result, organisations continually seek ways to



enhance employee creativity to improve performance and competitiveness (Hou et al.,
2011).

The exchange of information with others is a crucial factor that impacts
individual creativity in an organisation (Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990,
2014; Perry-Smith, 2006; Shin & Zhou, 2003). Since creativity is a systemic rather
than a solo phenomenon (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006; P. B. Paulus & Yang, 2000;
Runco & Albert, 1990; Sawyer, 2014; Shalley & Perry-Smith, 2008), the ability to
integrate others' ideas can potentially help individuals gain new perspectives and
enhance creativity outputs. At the same time, studies have shown that face-to-face
interactions are more spontaneous and less formal, enabling more exchanges (Cook
& Lalljee, 1972; Isaacs et al., 1997). Conflicting findings suggest that the number of
face-to-face and video conferencing exchanges with colleagues is similar (Argyle et
al., 1971; Sellen, 1995). However, one possible difference between face-to-face and
video conferencing is the detraction from non-verbal cues such as direct eye contact
and physical closeness, which are crucial for ensuring quality exchanges that help
individuals formulate new ideas. Therefore, it is crucial to explore the impact of video
conferencing on work-from-home arrangements and creativity to identify ways to
maximise the exchange of information in a virtual setting.

The impact of WFH arrangements on creativity performance in organisations
has received limited attention in the literature to date, despite its prevalence in modern
workplaces. As creativity is viewed as a systemic rather than a solo phenomenon, the
lack of non-verbal cues during virtual meetings could potentially hinder the exchange
of information and limit creativity outputs. Additionally, since culture influences
communication habits and information exchange (E. T. Hall, 1976), cultural differences

in WFH communication could affect creativity outputs differently across cultures. This



study aims to explore the impact of WFH on creativity performance and compare the
effects across different cultural contexts, bridging communication and creativity

literature.

1.1. Research Problem

In the context of work-from-home (WFH) arrangements, virtual or video
conferencing interactions have been found to hinder relationship building and trust
among employees when compared to face-to-face interactions (Cascio, 2000; Powell
et al., 2004). These virtual interactions also tend to be less effective in promoting group
cooperation and knowledge exchange (Peterson & Roseth, 2016; Roseth et al., 2011;
Saltarelli & Roseth, 2014), likely due to the lack of non-verbal cues, which can lead to
misinterpretations and misunderstandings (Bergiel et al., 2008; Dewar, 2006; Karpova
et al., 2009). As a result, WFH arrangements that rely heavily on virtual interactions,
the lack of face-to-face interactions are likely to result in less effective communication
and impede the exchange of knowledge and creativity outputs.

Previous research have also found that WFH arrangements have a negative
impact on relationship formation and trust among employees, hindering group
cooperation and effective communication compared to face-to-face interactions
(Cascio, 2000; Peterson & Roseth, 2016; Powell et al., 2004; Roseth et al., 2011;
Saltarelli & Roseth, 2014). However, the extent to which WFH arrangements affect
employee creativity may differ across countries and cultures, as culture shapes
communication and information exchange practices (E. T. Hall, 1976). High-low
context culture typically refer to the way how members in a given culture relate to one
another, social bonds, responsibility, commitment and the way they communicate (E.

T. Hall, 1976). High-context cultures rely heavily on non-verbal cues, context, and



relationships, while low-context cultures rely more on explicit and direct
communication (E. T. Hall, 1976).

In a high-context culture, where communication tends to rely on non-verbal
cues and relationships, WFH can be challenging. Without face-to-face interaction, it
can be difficult to establish collaboration and creativity. Given that virtual platforms are
not conducive for exchanging and observing of non-verbal cues (Cheshin et al., 2011;
Guye-Vuilleme et al., 1999), communication on these platforms may present greater
challenges in high-context cultures, and to individuals who tend to rely more on non-
verbal cues as well as contextual information and internalised values. Furthermore, as
demographic differences can potentially affect creativity (Milliken & Martins, 1996), this
can indirectly have a more considerable negative impact on employee creativity,
making it harder for individuals to work together with others. Despite the growing
interest in remote work, there has been limited research on the impact of WFH

arrangements on employee creativity, particularly in relation to cultural factors.

1.2. Purpose of the Study

The main objective of this study is to explore the association between the
frequency of WFH and individual creative performance while comparing the effects
between two different cultural contexts. Additionally, this research aims to investigate
the potential moderating influence of demographic characteristics, including gender,
age, and education, on the relationship between WFH frequency and creative
performance. By examining these factors, this study aims to understand how WFH
arrangements affect employee creativity comprehensively.

This study aims to examine the impact of WFH on employee creativity, an

essential outcome for organisational success, while previous studies have mainly



focused on the effects of WFH on outcomes such as burnout (Montgomery et al., 2003;
Peeters et al., 2005), conflict (Hill et al., 2010), and productivity (Baker et al., 2007,
Bloom, 2014). As WFH practices developed amid the COVID-19 pandemic to persist
post-pandemic and become more common and increasingly a preferred mode of
working (Forbes, 2020; McKinsey, 2021), understanding the potential impact of WFH
on employee creativity is crucial for organisations to identify strategies for fostering
collaboration and creativity in WFH.

Culture is a significant factor that affects how people communicate and
exchange information. While a growing body of research explores the influence of
culture on creativity, there is still a lack of theoretical exposition and empirical evidence
on how cultural differences impact creativity in a WFH setting. To fill this research gap,
this study will compare the responses and creative performance of individuals from
two distinct cultures, China and Germany, which exhibit clear differences in
communication patterns. By doing so, this dissertation aims to contribute to the
theoretical understanding of how cultural differences affect responses to WFH, which

has yet to be thoroughly investigated.

1.3. Contribution

This study contributes to the existing literature on WFH by examining how
demographic differences can moderate the impact of WFH on individual creativity. To
operationalise creativity, the study draws on the System Model of Creativity
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014), which proposes that creativity is a result of the interaction
between the individual, the domain, and the field. In the context of WFH, the field
component becomes particularly important as it encompasses the social and cultural
context, norms and standards that exist within a particular domain that help to shape

the creativity process and outcome. It includes the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that



practitioners in that field value, as well as the rules and conventions that guide creative
expression and evaluation. When employees WFH, they may miss out on the social
interactions and learning opportunities that arise from being part of a particular social
and cultural context. They may be unable to learn from others, share knowledge, or
receive feedback that is critical to their creative development. As a result, they may
find it challenging to develop new ideas or approaches that are outside the existing
norms and practices. While virtual conferencing can be seen as a potential solution,
previous research suggests that WFH can limit the exchange and observation of non-
verbal cues (Cheshin et al., 2011; Guye-Vuilléme et al., 1999) and significantly impact
interaction with others. This dissertation posits that the greater the frequency of WFH,
the stronger the negative effect on creativity.

In addition to examining the impact of WFH on creativity, this dissertation also
explores the role of high-low context culture — the degree to which society
communicates influences the effectiveness of WFH communication and creativity (E.
T. Hall, 1976). High-context cultures rely heavily on contextual information and non-
verbal cues in communication, while low-context cultures emphasize explicit and direct
communication. This dissertation selects two of the top 10 global economies, China
and Germany, to examine the impact of WFH on creativity in high-context and low-
context cultures, respectively.

The practical contribution of this study lies in providing policymakers in
organisations with a comprehensive understanding of the impact of WFH
arrangements on employee creativity. The results would provide practical
contributions by offering policymakers in organisations to gain a more comprehensive

understanding of the impact of WFH arrangements on employee creativity. A more



precise understanding of the issues or problems will help organisations develop

appropriate WFH solutions.

2, LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Individual Creativity

Creativity is a complex and multidimensional construct that has been
extensively studied in the field of creativity research. There is a general consensus
among creativity researchers that creativity involves the production of ideas or
products both novel and useful, and appropriate to the task or problem at hand.
According to Amabile et al., (1996), creativity involves the production of novel and
useful ideas appropriate to the task at hand. Besemer & O’Quin, (1999) define
creativity as the ability to generate unique and appropriate ideas or solutions to
problems. Mumford & Gustafson, (1988) define creativity as the ability to produce both
novel and valuable work, while Runco & Jaeger, (2012) define creativity as the
production of something that is both original and useful. Additionally, in the
organisational context, creativity refers to the ability of individuals or teams to generate
novel and useful ideas, products, services, procedures, or processes within a complex
social system (Woodman et al., 1993). There is broad agreement that creativity is an
essential component of human innovation and progress, and the ability to generate
novel, unconventional, useful and feasible to implement idea plays a crucial role in
helping individuals and organisations adapt to changing environments and solve
complex problems.

The System Model of Creativity proposed by (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 2014)
provides a useful framework for understanding the factors that promote creativity

(Figure 1: System Model of Creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). This model



emphasises the significance of three key domains - domain, field, and individual - in
shaping creative outcomes. By taking into account these three domains, the model
offers a comprehensive perspective on the complex and dynamic nature of creativity.

The domain refers to the rules, codes, and practices within a particular cultural
or professional context that shapes the ideas that are considered acceptable or
valuable. This might include industry-specific conventions or organisational norms in
the work context. To promote creativity in this domain, individuals may need to
challenge established norms or find new ways to combine existing practices in novel
ways. In the WFH context, individuals may need to navigate new cultural norms
around remote work and find ways to collaborate and communicate effectively with
colleagues in different locations or time zones.

The field refers to the social and cultural context in which creativity occurs,
including factors such as societal norms, cultural values, and the availability of
resources and support. In the traditional workplace, the field might encompass the
organisational culture, professional networks, and opportunities for recognition and
advancement. In the WFH context, the field may be more diffuse, including online and
offline practice communities, social media networks, and other forms of virtual
collaboration. As such, it may be important for individuals to actively seek out and
participate in these communities to remain connected and engaged in their work.

Finally, the individual domain encompasses personal factors such as judgment,
personality, and motivation that shape an individual's creative output. Csikszentmihalyi
notes that individuals must have the personality to break the rules and challenge
established practices, but also notes the importance of recognition and appreciation
from peers to maintain intrinsic motivation. In the context of WFH, individuals may face

unique challenges to motivation, such as increased isolation or difficulty in establishing



boundaries between work and home life. However, the flexibility and autonomy offered
by WFH may also allow individuals to better align their work with their personal values
and interests, promoting creativity.

Overall, the System Model of Creativity provides a useful framework for
understanding the complex interplay of factors that shape creativity in the WFH
context. By attending to the ways in which domain, field, and individual factors interact
in this context, researchers and practitioners can develop strategies for promoting
creativity and innovation in WFH environments. Supported by organisation research
(Hirst et al., 2009; Perry-Smith, 2006; Pirola-Merlo & Mann, 2004; Taggar, 2002),
interactions among people will help trigger new ideas (King & Anderson, 1990), and
increases the likelihood of developing more and better ideas (West, 1990).

Figure 1: System Model of Creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014)
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2.2. Impact of High-Low Contextual Culture

The concept of high-low context culture typically refers to the way members in
a given culture relate to one another, information is conveyed through contextual cues,
such as body language and tone of voice (E. T. Hall, 1976). High-low context cultures
appear to be a continuum and cannot be categorised as exclusively high or low context
but higher or lower than others when compared (E. T. Hall, 1976). In high-context
cultures, such as many Asian and Middle Eastern cultures, much of the meaning is
conveyed through contextual cues and shared understanding of non-verbal cues
(Gudykunst, 1993; Gudykunst & Nishida, 1986). There is an emphasis on preserving
relationships and maintaining harmony, which leads to a preference for indirect
communication. The intimate relationship between people and well-structured social
norms and hierarchies serve as the overall context for communication. Individuals with
high-context cultures rely more on using physical context or internalizing the meaning
from the person and use lesser information contained in the words or sentences when
communicating (E. T. Hall, 1976). In other words, there is greater confidence placed
in the non-verbal aspect of communication than in verbal aspects for conveying
meaning. Communication is complemented with gestures, body language, proximity,
and behaviour, ensuring information is communicated through physical context.

On the other hand, in low-context cultures, such as many Western cultures,
there is greater cultural diversity and heterogeneity, and individuals are likely to use
less non-verbal skills to transmit messages, emphasizing direct and explicit
information exchange (Gudykunst, 1993, p. 193; Gudykunst & Nishida, 1986; Okabe,
1983). There is less reliance on contextual cues, and communication tends to be more
formal and structured. In these cultures, there is a greater emphasis on individualism

and efficiency, which leads to a preference for direct communication. Communication

10



is fast and efficient, and most of the information is vested in words and sentences
rather than non-verbal aspects (E. T. Hall, 1976). Messages tend to be more "context-
free" and deal with much less surrounding environment or the status of the speaker
and the audience (Keegan, 2011).

China and Germany are often regarded as having higher and lower context
cultures, respectively (Djurssa, 1994; E. T. Hall, 1976; D. Kim et al., 1998; Wirtz,
2005). Chinese people tend to communicate less openly and directly, putting more
weight on non-verbal aspects. In comparison, German people value direct, explicit
information exchange and put less weight on non-verbal aspects of communication.
However, it is essential to note that no culture is entirely high-context or low-context,

and individuals within a culture may vary in communication style.

2.3. Work From Home and Communication

The trend towards working-from-home (WFH) has gained momentum in recent
years, driven by advances in information and communication technology (ICT) that
enable individuals to work remotely. WFH is defined as a work arrangement that
involves using ICT tools and working in an alternative location rather than in a
conventional office environment (Maruyama et al., 2009). The alternative working
locations are not limited to home but can include other remote workplaces with
broadband connections and electronic media for communication (Ellison, 2004;
Gajendran & Harrison, 2007).

The versatility and benefits of WFH for both organisations and employees have
led to increased enthusiasm among practitioners. WFH provides employees with
several benefits, such as achieving a better work-life balance, planning their work
hours flexibly, saving time by avoiding a daily commute, and enjoying a greater sense

of autonomy in their work. For organisations, it can leverage the flexibility of WFH to
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hire qualified workers from anywhere in the world and extend the organisation's
working hours, enabling work across different time zones and boosting international
competitiveness (Lee, 2021). Additionally, WFH was found to reduce managers'
control over their subordinates (Lilian, 2014). Hence allowing employees to WFH can
benefit organisations, including cost savings on office space and other resources,
increased employee productivity, improved job satisfaction, and reduced absenteeism
(Gajendran & Harrison, 2007). With WFH, organisations can reduce overhead costs
associated with maintaining a physical office space, such as rent, utilities, and
maintenance.

However, employees who work from home also face potential drawbacks. WFH
reduces socialisation among peers and managers (Daim et al., 2012; Mann et al.,
2000; Olson, 1981; Shamir & Salomon, 1985). Communication is critical to how an
organisation functions (Belanger et al., 2001; DeSanctis & Monge, 1998) and is often
cited as critical to the success of WFH (Sias et al., 2012). Employees engaged in WFH
practices, will experience a reduction of face-to-face interactions, diminishing the
informal transfer of organisational culture, social cues, and information necessary to
interpret the context (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). The reduction of face-to-face
interactions leads to confusion and miscommunication among employees (RaiSiené
et al., 2020)

While WFH employees can communicate with co-workers via phone, email,
instant messaging, and video conferencing (Sias et al., 2012), these methods are less
efficient in transferring aspects of the message, such as tone of voice and non-verbal
cues. Although MS Team, Zoom and phone calls can facilitate some degree of tone
and non-verbal cues, these methods are still argued to be less effective than in-person

communication (Cakula & Pratt, 2021; Standaert et al., 2016). As a result, WFH
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individuals are likely to receive less and lower quality feedback from colleagues
(Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Grant et al., 2011; Shamir & Salomon, 1985), and the
use of information and communication technology (ICT) significantly increases the
technostress experienced by employees (RaiSiené et al., 2020).

It is also important to note that high-context and low-context cultures can affect
communication in WFH. High-context cultures, such as Japan, Korea, and China,
place a high value on non-verbal cues and indirect communication, while low-context
cultures, such as the United States and Germany, rely more on verbal communication
(E. T. Hall, 1976). These cultural differences can cause misunderstandings and
communication breakdowns in a WFH setting, particularly when colleagues are from
different cultural backgrounds.

In conclusion, while WFH provides several advantages to organisations and
employees, it can lead to reduced socialisation and communication breakdowns. Non-
verbal cues are critical in communication and often lost in a WFH setting, leading to
lower quality feedback and increased technostress. Moreover, cultural differences in
communication styles must be considered, particularly in a WFH setting with a diverse

workforce.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3.1. Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework in Figure 2 proposes the relationships among WFH
frequency, creativity performance, and demographic factors as a moderator. The high-
low context culture is used as a lens to unpack the 3-way interaction by examining the
effects of WFH frequency and creativity performance on culture.

The study aims to examine the relationship between WFH and individual

creativity, considering the unique context of remote work. The study will also explore
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how demographic factors such as gender, age, and education moderate this
relationship. Additionally, the study will investigate the impact of high-low contextual
culture on the relationship between WFH and creativity performance. Individuals from
different cultural backgrounds communicate and engage with concepts differently.
Therefore, the dissertation aims to compare the relationship between WFH and
creativity, and the moderating effects of demographic factors across high and low-

contextual cultures.

Figure 2: Conceptual model of the hypothesised interaction effect between

WFH Frequency and Creativity Performance

Demographics
(Age, Gender and Education)

High-Low Context
Culture

Individual Creativity

A 4

WFH Frequency ¥

3.2. Research Questions

Building on previous research on creativity, this dissertation aims to investigate
the impact of WFH on individual creativity, and examine whether this impact varies
across different cultural contexts and demographic factors such as gender, age, and
education. My overall research question is as follows:

RQ: Does WFH affect individual creativity across different cultures, and
how do demographics (gender, age and education) moderate the effects of

WFH?
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Specifically, this dissertation attempts to answer the following questions:

1. To what extent does WFH frequency affects an employee's creativity?

2. How does the level of individual creativity when working from home differ
between high and low-context cultures?

3. To what extent do demographic factors such as gender, age, and education
moderate the impact of WFH on individual creativity?

By addressing these questions, this dissertation aims to provide insights into

the potential effects of WFH on individual creativity, as well as the role of cultural and

demographic factors in shaping these effects.

3.3. Research Model

The proposed research model aims to examine the relationship between Work-
from-Home (WFH) as the independent variable (IV) and individual creativity as the
dependent variable (DV), with demographic factors (gender, age, and education) and
culture serving as the moderating variables. The dichotomy of Germany and China will
be used to compare the differences between low versus high context cultures.

The research model further suggests that the impact of WFH frequency on
individual creativity is greater for those in high-context cultures than those in low-
context cultures. Additionally, the research model predicts that demographic factors
(gender, age, and education) moderate the relationship between WFH frequency and
individual creativity.

Specifically, the model proposes that females may experience a greater impact
of WFH frequency on creativity compared to males and that older individuals may
experience a greater impact of WFH frequency on creativity than younger individuals.
The model also suggests that those with lower education may experience a greater

impact of WFH frequency on creativity.
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In summary, the proposed research model aims to investigate the impact of
WFH on individual creativity, taking into account the moderating effects of
demographic factors and comparing high-low context culture. The research will be
conducted quantitatively through a survey questionnaire. The data will be analysed
using statistical methods such as regression analysis to test the hypotheses and

research questions.

4. HYPOTHESES

4.1. Work From Home and Creativity

Creativity is not a solo endeavour, and its often viewed as a collaborative effort
involving the integration of different perspectives, insights, and abilities (Brown et al.,
1998; Hargadon & Bechky, 2006; Taggar, 2001). Communication plays a critical role
in organisational functioning (Belanger et al., 2001; DeSanctis & Monge, 1998) and is
frequently cited as essential for successful WFH arrangements (Belanger et al., 2001;
DeSanctis & Monge, 1998; Sias et al., 2012). Verbal and non-verbal cues are both
crucial components of effective communication, allowing for the sharing of richer
information and a better understanding of ambiguous messages (Dennis & Kinney,
1998). In particular, non-verbal cues are the most commonly used form of
communication tool for interpreting and communicating effectively with others (Bergiel
et al., 2008; Dewar, 2006; J. A. Hall & Gunnery, 2013).

Although video conferencing can facilitate some non-verbal cues, such as eye
contact, body movement, and hand gestures (Standaert et al., 2016), it has been
argued that interactions conducted via video conferencing tools hinder relationship
formation (Cascio, 2000; Powell et al.,, 2004) and are ineffective in fostering
cooperation (Karpova et al., 2009; Peterson & Roseth, 2016; Roseth et al., 2011;

Saltarelli & Roseth, 2014) and message accuracy (O’Malley et al., 1996). Employees
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may easily misinterpret facts or incorrectly assume others’ intended meaning and
emotions (Bergiel et al., 2008; Dewar, 2006). Thus, in WFH arrangements where
collaboration is almost always virtual, the lack of face-to-face interactions and informal
conversations will likely impede the exchange of knowledge and idea exchanges.

In sum, face-to-face interaction is the richest medium for communication
compared to other forms of computer-mediated communication channels (Johnson &
Lederer, 2005). Although video conferencing tools may compensate for some non-
verbal cues present in face-to-face interaction, employees are more likely to
misinterpret or have greater difficulty understanding other people’s perspectives,
hindering the formulation of new ideas (Bergiel et al., 2008; Dewar, 2006). As a result,
employees with greater WFH frequency will rely more on virtual than face-to-face
interactions. They are less likely to embrace other people's perspectives and
exchange knowledge and ideas effectively with others, potentially hindering their

ability to generate new creative ideas and insights.

H1: Higher Work from Home frequency has a greater negative impact on

employee creativity

4.2. Effects of Culture on Work From Home and Creativity

Cultural differences can significantly impact how individuals interpret and
respond to communication techniques (E. T. Hall, 1976; Podrug, 2011; Schneider &
De Meyer, 1991). The high-low context concept summarises how individuals within a
culture communicate and respond to each other (E. T. Hall, 1976). In high-context
cultures, individuals prefer indirect communication methods, and the message's

intended meaning may not be communicated directly (E. T. Hall, 1989). The
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message’s intended meaning may not be communicated directly, so the receiver must
"read between the lines" to relate to the context. Therefore, non-verbal cues such as
body gestures and proximity are necessary for the listener to interpret the message's
meaning (Li et al., 2007). In contrast, individuals tend communicate directly in low-
context cultures, and the intended meaning of words and sentences is more context-
free (Onkvisit & Shaw, 1999). This means that the words used have limited association
with how they are said and the environment in which they are said. There is less
physical association with the situational context. Direct confrontational communication
approaches are preferred in low-context cultures to ensure that the message is
received by the intended recipient (Choe, 2002). Face-to-face conversations and non-
verbal cues are less critical in low-context cultures.

China and Germany are often regarded as having higher and lower context
cultures respectively (Djurssa, 1994; E. T. Hall, 1976; D. Kim et al., 1998; Wirtz,
2005). Employees in higher-context cultures are more likely to be indirect, convey less
information through direct or explicit verbal cues, and rely more on non-verbal cues
and contextual information (Gudykunst, 1997; E. T. Hall, 1976). A reduction of face-
to-face interactions might affect the ability to convey social context cues about the
intended messages, generating less interaction and reciprocity for each other to
develop new ideas (Lowry et al., 2006).

Given that virtual platforms are not conducive for exchanging and observing of
non-verbal cues (Cheshin et al., 2011; Guye-Vuilléme et al., 1999). Communication
via these platforms may present greater challenges in high-context cultures.
Therefore, this paper infers that the negative impact of working from home on creativity

might be stronger for Chinese employees than their German counterparts.
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H2: The negative impact of WFH on creativity is greater for Chinese than German

Employees

4.3. Effects of Demographics on Work from Home and Creativity

4.3.1. Effect of Gender on Work from Home and Creativity

The role of non-verbal cues in communication varies based on gender
(Frances, 1979), impacting an individual's attitudes, beliefs, and communication styles
(Gray, 1993; Tannen, 1991; Wood, 1994). Gendered communication differences are
not only a product of communication but also influence communication ability and
style, shaping individual attitudes and information transmission (Neculaesei, 2015).
Gender norms dictate which communication behaviours are acceptable for men and
considered inappropriate for women, transmitting values and norms about gender
roles (Neculaesei, 2015; Newman, 2002). These norms are reinforced by societal
expectations of gender subcultures, where men are expected to communicate more
directly, dominantly, assertively, and result oriented. While women are expected to be
indirect and to use language to create and maintain closeness (Ashmore et al., 1986;
M. Kim & Bresnahan, 1996; Kirtley & Weaver, 1999; Tannen, 1991). When giving
feedback, men should be more direct and consider less feeling, whereas women are
expected to buffer praise at the beginning and are more concerned about the "face
value" of the interactants to maintain harmony (Ng & Bradac, 1993).

The sociolinguistic subcultures embedded among women make them more
expressive in non-verbal communication than men, relying on cues such as smiles,
laughter, and hand gestures (Briton & Hall, 1995; Kramer, 1977). Men also exhibit
non-verbal cues, but to a lesser degree (Frodi et al., 1977; Mulac et al., 2001). Women

also tend to exhibit more non-verbal cues to express ideas, stand physically closer to
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others, and use their body language more expressively in dyadic interactions (Ambady
& Rosenthal, 1998).

While video conferencing can facilitate some use of non-verbal cues (Standaert
et al., 2016), other elements such as physical touch and interpersonal distance that
influence social connections and create relationships are not replicable (Standaert et
al., 2021). Women may be reluctant to adopt a more direct communication style during
WFH arrangements to facilitate knowledge exchange due to concerns about being
perceived as less feminine, influential, and likable (Copeland et al., 1995; Ellyson et
al., 1992; Sterling & Owen, 1982).

Given that women rely more on non-verbal cues in communication and have a
higher preference for in-person knowledge exchange and idea sharing (Briton & Hall,
1995; Dennis et al., 1999; Frodi et al., 1977; Mulac et al., 2001; Standaert et al., 2021),
The shift to WFH will reduce of face-to-face interaction and intensity of non-verbal
cues. Hence, a higher frequency of WFH arrangement may disproportionately have a

greater negative effect on women's creativity than on men's employees.

H3a: The negative impact of WFH on creativity is greater for women than for
men employees.

| do not have any hypothesis about men and will explore the effect empirically.

4.3.2. Effect of High-low culture on Gender, Work from Home and Creativity
In high-context cultures like China, communication is often more indirect and

relies heavily on non-verbal cues such as facial expressions and body language to

convey meaning (E. T. Hall, 1976). This can be challenging in virtual collaborations,

where non-verbal cues are limited or absent. Women in Chinese culture, who may be
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expected to adopt indirect communication styles to maintain closeness, may face
greater difficulties communicating and expressing their creativity in virtual
collaborations (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998).

In contrast, in low-context cultures like Germany, communication is typically
more direct and relies less on non-verbal cues (E. T. Hall, 1976). This can make virtual
collaborations more manageable and effective for women, as they may be more
accustomed to expressing themselves directly and clearly. As a result, German
women may experience greater communication effectiveness than Chinese women
when working from home.

Furthermore, gender stereotypes may also play a role in how women from
different cultures express their creativity in virtual collaborations. Research has shown
that gender roles and expectations can vary significantly across cultures (Glick, 2006).
In high-power distance cultures like China, gender stereotypes may be more rigidly
institutionalized, and women may face greater pressure to conform to traditional
gender roles (Hofstede, 1980). This can make it more difficult for women in Chinese
culture to adopt a more direct communication style. In contrast, women in low-power
distance cultures like Germany may face comparatively fewer challenges in breaking
free from gender stereotypes and expressing their creativity freely (Hofstede, 1980).
This is particularly relevant in virtual collaborations, where individuals may feel more
empowered to express themselves and challenge traditional gender roles (Bapuji &
Crossan, 2004).

Therefore, the impact of culture on virtual collaborations is complex and
multifaceted, with communication styles and gender stereotypes playing important

roles. While German women may experience a greater effect on creativity than
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Chinese women when working from home, this is likely due to a combination of factors

related to culture, communication, and gender expectations.

H3b: The negative impact of WFH on creativity is greater for Chinese women

than for German women employees.

4.3.3. Effect of Age on Work from Home and Creativity

Studies have shown that younger adults tend to be more comfortable with
technology and computer-mediated communication than older adults (Marquié et al.,
2002; Turner et al., 2007). Younger adults are digital natives, having grown up with
technology and digital communication (Prensky, 2001). They are more likely to be
comfortable with non-face-to-face interactions and have greater exposure to
computer-mediated interpersonal communication (Park & Gursoy, 2012). This comfort
with digital communication is likely due to their greater exposure to social networks
and other online platforms (Walmsley, 2011), which require less reliance on traditional
non-verbal cues for effective communication (Feiertag & Berge, 2008; Heng &
Yazdanifard, 2013). This allows younger adults to be comfortable communicating even
with a lack of face-to-face interaction.

On the other hand, older adults (non-digital natives born before 1980) may
struggle with digital communication due to their lack of experience with technology and
unfamiliarity with computer-mediated communication (Marquié et al., 2002; Turner et
al., 2007). Older adults are also less likely to have grown up with technology and are
often exposed to it later in life (Prensky, 2001). This lack of experience can lead to
anxiety and fear when attempting to use new technology (Marquié et al., 2002; Turner

et al., 2007). Moreover, the shift to video conferencing reduces the amount of non-
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verbal cues used by older adults. Non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions and
tone of voice, can help older adults better understand the intent and emotions of the
speaker. However, the shift to video conferencing reduces the availability of these non-
verbal cues, leading to more difficulty in interpreting and conveying information
(Feiertag & Berge, 2008). This in turn may further hinder their communication ability
(Venter, 2017).

In the context of WFH, the shift to digital communication can create challenges
for older and younger employees. The unfamiliarity with digital technologies, the
reduction in non-verbal cues, and the reliance on face-to-face interaction may lead to
a greater struggle for older employees to adapt to the shift in communication methods,
leading to more difficulty in expressing themselves. Younger employees, on the other
hand, may be more comfortable with digital communication, and lesser reliance on
non-verbal cues may experience fewer barriers to effective communication and
collaboration when working from home. This may lead to younger employees being
more effective in generating creative ideas thru better collaboration with others in a

WFH setting than their older counterparts.

H4a: The negative impact of WFH on creativity is greater for older than younger

employees.

4.3.4. The Effect of High-low Culture on Age, Work from Home and Creativity

In high-context cultures like China, where communication relies heavily on non-
verbal cues, older Chinese employees may face greater challenges adapting to the
shift to video conferencing and other digital communication tools. The lack of in-person

interaction and non-verbal cues can result in difficulty expressing themselves. In
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contrast, older Germans come from a low-context culture where communication relies
more on verbal aspects, which could make them more adaptable to WFH. Older
Germans may be more comfortable with digital communication, as they are used to
expressing themselves verbally rather than relying on non-verbal cues.

Furthermore, the cultural values of collectivism and individualism also play a
role in the impact on creativity (Goncalo & Staw, 2006). China is a collectivist society,
meaning older Chinese individuals may rely more on face-to-face interaction and
collaboration with others to generate new ideas. On the other hand, Germany is an
individualistic society, where older Germans may be more comfortable working
independently and generating ideas on their own (Hofstede, 1980).

Overall, older Chinese employees may experience a greater negative impact
on their creativity when working from home compared to older Germans due to the
high-context culture and reliance on non-verbal cues in China. The shift to WFH and
digital communication may result in a communication gap, making it more difficult for
older Chinese individuals to express themselves and collaborate effectively. In
contrast, older Germans may be more adaptable to WFH due to their low-context
culture and lesser reliance on non-verbal cues, resulting in less impact on their

creativity.

H4b: The negative impact of WFH on creativity is greater for older Chinese than
older German employees.
| do not have any hypothesis about younger employees and will explore the

effect empirically.
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4.3.5. Effect of Education on Work from Home and Creativity

The impact of education on technology adoption and communication
effectiveness has been widely studied in various contexts (Noe & Kodwani, 2018; van
Deursen et al., 2011; Veldhuijzen et al., 2007; Werner & DeSimone, 2006). Higher
levels of education have been found to increase an individual's understanding and
acceptance of new technology, leading to faster adoption rates (Dutton et al., 1987;
Lleras-Muney & Lichtenberg, 2002; Rogers, 2010; F. Welch, 1970; Wozniak, 1987)
Additionally, individuals with higher education tend to have a broader vocabulary,
which allows them to articulate messages effectively directly through words, reducing
the reliance on non-verbal cues (Hawkins & Bender, 2002)

In the context of WFH, the adoption of digital communication tools, such as
video conferencing, plays a critical role in communication effectiveness (McKnight et
al., 2016). Higher-educated employees are likely to be familiar with technology, and
having a broader vocabulary, so they can communicate with greater confidence, even
in the absence of non-verbal cues (Bhardwaj, 2016; Viera, 2017). In contrast, lower-
educated individuals may struggle with the use of digital communication tools and rely
more on non-verbal cues, which may result in communication gaps and hinder the
generation of new ideas (Van Dijk, 2017).

Higher-educated individuals are associated with greater access to vocabulary,
enabling more fluent verbal communication and reduced reliance on non-verbal cues.
Furthermore, higher-educated employees may be better equipped with digital
communication skills, leading to greater creativity when WFH. In contrast, lower-
educated individuals may struggle with the lack of non-verbal cues, leading to greater
communication gaps in collaboration and reduced creativity. Therefore, | hypothesized

that education level moderates the effect of WFH on employee creativity.
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H5a: The negative impact of WFH on creativity is greater for lower than higher-

educated employees

4.3.6. Effect of High-low Culture on Education, Work from Home and Creativity
The cultural context of a country heavily influences its education system (E. T.
Hall, 1973). In high-context cultures, such as China, the education system emphasizes
formal teacher input and individual assessment, whereas in low-context cultures, such
as Germany, group discussions and peer evaluations are emphasized (Entwistle,
2005; Maxwell et al., 2000). As a result, knowledge exchange and collaboration among
peers are more prevalent in low-context culture education, particularly at higher
education levels (Goldschmid & Goldschmid, 1976; Krych et al., 2005). However,
lower education levels in high-context culture education may have less exposure to
group discussion, leading to a lower degree of knowledge exchange among peers.
When considering the impact of culture and education on creativity in the
context of remote work, | predicted that the effect of WFH frequency on employee
creativity would be stronger for lower-educated employees in Chinese culture
compared to lower-educated employees in German culture. This is due to the lesser
exposure to group discussion and knowledge exchange among peers in lower
education levels of high-context culture education, and the potential for greater

reliance on non-verbal cues in communication.

H5b: The negative impact of WFH on creativity is greater for lower-educated

Chinese employees than for German employees.
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| do not have any hypothesis about higher-educated employees and will explore

the effect empirically.

5. RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION

5.1. Research Method

For this study, a quantitative research method would be utilised. Quantitative
research is a systematic and objective approach that examines the relationship
between two or more variables (Tsang, 2014; C. Welch et al., 2013). It is well-suited
to exploring the relationship between WFH and creativity as it allows for the collection
of numerical data that can be analysed statistically to uncover patterns and
relationships between variables.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the data collected, several steps were
taken before the survey was distributed. First, a professional translation agency was
enlisted to translate the survey questionnaire into the local language for both the
German and Chinese respondents. This was done to ensure that the survey questions
were accurately translated and that the intended meaning of each question was
preserved. Next, five senior executives from within the organisation in China and
Germany who have extensive experience working in a WFH environment pre-tested
the translated survey. This was done to evaluate the measurement items and ensure
that the questions accurately measured the intended constructs. Lastly, two locals
outside the organisation were asked to pre-test the survey to ensure the questions

were understandable and relevant to the local context.

27



5.2. Sample and Data Collection

To investigate the hypotheses stated earlier, a web-based survey will be used
to gather data from a random sample of employees from a single multinational
corporation, a top 10 global automotive supplier. The survey was administered with
the help of company country managing directors with experience managing employee
surveys. Participants received an email in their respective local languages containing
a link to the online survey, sent to their company email addresses. The survey will
measure the frequency of WFH, age, gender, and education level of participants.
Furthermore, participants will be asked about their computer self-efficacy, non-verbal
cues behaviour, knowledge exchange in person preference and ideas exchange in
person preference, and a problem statement to evaluate their creativity.

The survey was sent to more than 4,000 employees in China and Germany,
and aim to coll