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Abstract

In highly uncertain and knowledge-intensive organizational contexts,
innovation relies heavily on open knowledge sharing and information exchange
among employees. However, knowledge sharing is inherently a high-risk behavior,
as employees may choose to withhold knowledge due to concerns about negative
consequences, such as idea rejection or damaged interpersonal relationships. This
has become a critical barrier to sustained organizational innovation. Drawing on
social exchange theory, this study focuses on employees’ perceptions of their direct
leaders’ trustworthiness and systematically examines how leader trustworthiness—
across the dimensions of ability, benevolence, and integrity—influences employees’
innovative motivation. Specifically, this study aims to explore how leader
trustworthiness shapes employees’ risk evaluations in high-risk knowledge
interaction contexts, thereby affecting innovative motivation, while also examining
the role of psychological safety and the boundary conditions of task conflict and
relationship conflict.

This study adopts a quantitative research design. Data were collected through
a survey of R&D employees from six firms, yielding 375 valid responses.
Confirmatory factor analysis and hierarchical regression analysis were employed to
test the research model and hypotheses. The results indicate that: (1) employees’
perceptions of leaders’ ability, benevolence, and integrity are all positively
associated with innovative motivation, suggesting that in high-risk knowledge
interaction contexts, employees’ innovative motivation is closely related to their
evaluation of the quality of leader—employee social exchange relationships; (2)
psychological safety does not demonstrate a consistent and stable mediating effect
between leader trustworthiness (across all three dimensions) and innovative
motivation, indicating that its role may be contingent upon specific interaction
contexts; (3) task conflict does not significantly moderate the relationship between

psychological safety and innovative motivation, whereas relationship conflict
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weakens this positive relationship to a certain extent, suggesting that as a negative
interaction context, it may interfere with the formation of innovative motivation by
shaping employees’ perceptions of interaction-related risks. Further exploratory
supplementary analysis indicates that, in high relationship conflict situations, an
accommodating conflict management style strengthens the negative relationship
between relationship conflict and innovative motivation, whereas a collaborating
conflict management style does not exhibit a stable moderating effect.

The theoretical contributions of this study are threefold. First, it refines the
starting point of trust research by focusing on trustworthiness and highlights the
differentiated roles of leader characteristics in addressing social exchange barriers
in high-risk innovation contexts. Second, it deepens the understanding of the
boundary conditions of psychological safety. Third, it distinguishes the differential
effects of task conflict and relationship conflict on the quality of social exchange.

From a practical perspective, the findings suggest that organizations may
benefit from fostering high-quality leader—employee social exchange relationships
as a foundational condition for innovation management. By cultivating leaders’
trustworthiness in terms of ability, benevolence, and integrity, organizations may
help reduce employees’ perceived risks in knowledge interactions and thereby
support innovative motivation. In addition, managers are advised to adopt a more
nuanced understanding of psychological safety, viewing it as a foundational
condition that supports knowledge sharing and social exchange rather than a
sufficient driver of innovative motivation. Finally, organizations should remain
attentive to the potential erosion of reciprocal exchange relationships caused by
relationship conflict, in order to sustain the conditions necessary for the

development of innovative motivation.
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