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Purpose: The purpose of our study is to explore the antecedents and consequences of team 
flexibility in an organizational change context. In this regard, we considered team flexibility 
as an important theoretical mechanism under which the insiders would adapt to organiza-
tional change.
Participants and Methods: A sample of 602 individual data that was nested in 108 teams 
and 43 organizations was used in this study, collecting from 43 enterprises located in 
mainland China through questionnaires. We adopted HLM 6.08 to testify all the hypothe-
sized relationships and used the Monte Carlo method to create the confidence intervals for all 
the indirect effects.
Results: The empirical results show that 1) balance dimension of ambidexterity and change 
leadership have a significant positive effect on team flexibility; 2) balance dimension of 
ambidexterity only has marginal significant effects on employee change-specific adaptive 
behavior, change-specific proactive behavior, and change fairness. And change leadership 
has significant positive effects on the three outcomes; 3) team flexibility has a positive 
influence on the three outcomes. 4) Team flexibility plays a significant mediating role in the 
links between the balance dimension of ambidexterity and the three outcomes. In addition, 
team flexibility only has a significant indirect effect on the relationship between change 
leadership and change-specific adaptive behavior and proactive behavior.
Conclusion: The current study reveals how team flexibility is established and how such 
flexibility is associated with employee-level change-specific behavior and perception under 
an organizational change context. The study indicates that team flexibility is contingent on 
two factors across two levels: change leadership at team level and balanced ambidexterity at 
organizational level, which also contributes to individual outcomes of organizational change.
Keywords: team flexibility, balance dimension of ambidexterity, change leadership, adaptive 
behavior, change fairness, proactive behavior

Introduction
Environmental uncertainty and turbulence are spread over the process of organiza-
tional change and transformation, which lay a hidden danger for enterprises to 
successfully achieve their expected goals.1–3 Exploring the ability to adapt to 
uncertain and turbulent environments has become an important research focus for 
scholars in the field of organizational change. Previous study has appealed to 
enterprises to establish the ability necessary to manage the environmental uncer-
tainty and turbulence.3 This critical ability has become integral to organizational 
survival.4 Since research has conducted ongoing efforts to investigate how organi-
zations adapt their practices to a changing, dynamic and uncertain environment,4–7 
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team flexibility becomes a critical force boosting adapta-
tion, countering rigidity, and achieving competitive 
advantages.8–10

Team flexibility, defined as the ability to cope with 
environmental uncertainty,8,11 enables enterprises to sur-
vive and develop from organizational change and transfor-
mation. In previous research, scholars have found that 
team flexibility is an important predictor of organizational 
productivity, competitive advantage, and problem-solving 
ability in the uncertain and turbulent context.8,11,12 Team 
flexibility is also helpful for teams to carry out threats 
effectively from uncertainty and turbulence.8,13 Although 
previous research has acknowledged the importance of 
team flexibility, we seldom adequately understand the 
ways in which team flexibility is established under orga-
nizational change context and how it then affects the 
consequences of organizational change. The purpose of 
this study is to explore under what conditions team flex-
ibility will be enhanced or weakened and how team flex-
ibility affects individual outcomes of organizational 
change. Team flexibility is treated as one of the central 
mechanisms of organizational capacity to respond to chan-
ging environments.

In order to adapt organizational change, enterprises 
should develop their organizational capacities to effec-
tively coordinate resources and require an effective leader-
ship to lead organizational change.14–17 These 
characteristics allow team flexibility to be established 
under change context. While previous work has indicated 
that team flexibility is associated with individual antece-
dents like personality18 and within-team competition,8 

team flexibility is more likely to be related to team-level 
and organization-level antecedents. In the current study, 
we mainly focus on two potential antecedents that are 
associated with team flexibility across team and organiza-
tion levels. The first potential antecedent is organizational 
ambidexterity, which scholars define as a dynamic cap-
ability to configure organizational resources by balancing 
existing as well as new assets and opportunities.19,20 

Drawing on the theory of dynamic capability,21 organiza-
tional ambidexterity is central to the adaptive process of 
organizational change and may be one of the key predic-
tors of team flexibility. In this paper, we use a balanced 
approach to conceptualize organizational ambidexterity— 
balance dimension of ambidexterity. Change leadership, as 
a change-specific leader behavior in terms of implement-
ing organizational change,22,23 is another potential antece-
dent in team flexibility. As previous research stated,15,24 

change leadership is useful to develop a change-adept 
organization via preparing change well, conducting flex-
ible communication and learning program. The existing 
literature on team flexibility has not yet examined whether 
team flexibility is associated with organizational ambidex-
terity and change leadership. This study seeks to fill this 
gap via exploring the two potential antecedents of team 
flexibility.

While previous studies have shown that team flex-
ibility promotes many organizational benefits, such as 
new product development,25 team performance,26,27 pro-
ject performance,28 and organizational innovation,29 the 
existing literature on team flexibility has not yet exam-
ined how team flexibility may influence the outcomes of 
organizational change. This current study seeks to fill 
this gap by investigating the association between team 
flexibility and three outcomes of organizational change. 
The three outcomes are referred to as change-specific 
adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, and change fair-
ness; they are measured and embedded in the organiza-
tional change context. This study extends our 
understanding of team flexibility’s effects under the 
organizational change context by providing evidence 
that individual change-specific adaptive behavior, proac-
tive behavior, and change fairness vary with the strength 
of team flexibility.

This paper contributes to both team flexibility and 
organizational change literature in the following ways. 
First, we investigate whether organization-level capacity 
and team-level leadership antecedents are related to team 
flexibility. To our knowledge, this is the first paper to 
explore how to establish team flexibility from the perspec-
tive of organizational change. To ascertain the organiza-
tion-level antecedent, we examine whether balance 
dimension of organizational ambidexterity predicts team 
flexibility. According to the dynamic capacity approach, 
ambidexterity balancing exploration and exploitation is 
central to the adaptive process because organizational 
resources can be configured reasonably,30 which is the 
foundation of team flexibility. The antecedent of change 
leadership implies that these change-specific leaders who 
talk of the specific change programs at hand are predictors 
of team flexibility. In so doing, we extend team flexibility 
research by shifting the leadership–flexibility relationship 
to the organizational change domain. Ideally, changing 
organizations should induce teams to be flexible by estab-
lishing balanced ambidexterity and change leadership.
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Second, we demonstrate how team flexibility may 
bring broader benefits to a changing organization and 
extend the research on the outcomes of organizational 
change. Central to the consequences of team flexibility is 
to test whether team flexibility helps employees better 
adapt to organizational change. The three outcomes of 
organizational change reflect the degree to which employ-
ees adapted to organizational change. Our study provides 
evidence that flexibility is considered as an effective prac-
tice within the process of change. In addition to investigat-
ing how team flexibility links both balance dimension of 
ambidexterity and change leadership to change outcomes, 
this study also seeks to understand how it mediates the 
impact of balance dimension of ambidexterity and change 
leadership on three change outcomes, which includes 
change-specific adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, 
and change fairness. We believe this mediation role 
extends team flexibility literature by providing a new the-
oretical explanation for the adaptive process of organiza-
tional change. The findings of this paper indicate that we 
should understand and advise managers as to how they 
balance ambidextrous capacities and develop change lea-
dership to promote desired change outcomes via the pro-
gress of team flexibility.

Theoretical Development and 
Hypotheses
Team Flexibility
Team flexibility refers to the ability of a team to adapt to 
the changes and turbulence of the environment.12,27 Team 
flexibility can change the behavioral and cognitive struc-
ture of team members and enable the whole team to 
respond to the changes and demands of the work environ-
ment in a flexible way rather than a mechanical way. With 
the rapid changes in task and organizational environment, 
organizations require a management ability and mechan-
ism that can quickly adapt and respond flexibly. Flexibility 
in organization was originally rooted in the literature on 
strategic flexibility and human resource flexibility,31,32 

which emphasized the organizational process from the 
strategic analysis and the ability to adapt to a changing 
environment. Compared with research on strategic and 
human resource flexibility, the research on team flexibility 
started relatively late and is limited. The application of 
team flexibility is that work team is a basic unit for any 
organizations to take flexible actions against environmen-
tal uncertainty and disturbance. Unlike the flexibility 

literature that has examined flexibility at the organizational 
level, the team flexibility’s conceptualization is implicitly 
at the group level.

The core of team flexibility is the ability to quickly 
adapt to environmental changes by regulating within-team 
behavioral and cognitive pattern. As previous research has 
pointed out,8 high flexible work team can take the initia-
tive to improve their original working routines, encourage 
internal knowledge sharing and interaction, and adjust the 
implicit operation rules, when necessary, which ensures 
that this team enables the expected goals to be achieved 
under the changing environment. In addition, flexibility 
can also encourage team members to treat and resolve 
problems in a creative manner.26,29 This current study 
assumes that organizational change sets a desired research 
context for team flexibility, and it will become more 
necessary to explore how team flexibility is established 
and how important team flexibility is to improve the out-
comes of organizational change. In other words, team 
flexibility provides a novel theoretical explanation to 
understand how employees adapt and respond to 
a changing organization.

Antecedents of Team Flexibility
According to March,33 organizational ambidexterity 
includes two different but related dimensions – exploration 
and exploitation. The former refers to exploring new 
resource, knowledge and opportunities, whereas the latter 
involves developing existing resources and 
competencies.33 Both activities can bring benefits to orga-
nization. Previous research has stated that how organiza-
tional ambidexterity works depends on the way of how 
exploration and exploitation are blended.34,35 

Organizational ambidexterity has been termed from two 
different conceptualizations of exploration and 
exploitation,20,34,36 one involving balancing exploration 
and exploitation, namely, the “balance dimension of ambi-
dexterity” (BD), and the other involving combining their 
magnitude, namely, the “combined dimension of ambidex-
terity” (CD). BD is calculated by the absolute value of 
exploration and exploitation, and thus it mainly reflects the 
relative magnitude of the two activities; BD considers 
exploration and exploitation as a competitive 
relation.20,34 CD reflects the absolute magnitude of 
exploration and exploitation, which makes the two activ-
ities be mutually complementary.34 The significance of BD 
and CD to organizational effectiveness is contingent on the 
available resources of an organization. Cao et al34 
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proposed that CD is more effective when internal or 
external resources are abundant, whereas BD is more 
effective when resources are constrained in the environ-
ment. Because the resource-constrained nature is relatively 
salient under the organizational change context, this cur-
rent study used BD to conceptualize the ambidexterity 
construct. Previous research has indicated that BD is ben-
eficial to organizational performance and competitive 
advantage.33,34,36,37 We believe that BD is a better strategy 
to understand how ambidexterity works in the organiza-
tional change process.

Balancing exportation and exploitation has been con-
sidered as one of the most important strategies to 
improve organizational adaptability and 
flexibility.30,38,39 Because this balanced strategy is help-
ful to control organizational risk, it is not conducive to 
the survival and development of a firm when managers 
overemphasize exploration or exploitation.34,38 Levinthal 
and March38 have proposed that a firm that overempha-
sizes exclusive exploration at the expense of exploitation 
will suffer the risk of unsustainability, whereas a film that 
indulges in exploitation at the expense of exploration will 
suffer the risk of obsolescence. The capacity for flexibil-
ity and adaptability is positively associated with 
a balanced mix of exploration and exploitation. From 
the perspective of dynamic capacity,19 ambidexterity 
can reconfigure internal and external resources and com-
petencies in a balance manner, which was found to be 
positively related to team flexibility in another empirical 
research.40

In line with the above reasoning, we propose that BD 
may be positively associated with team flexibility, which 
ensures survival and viability in the face of organizational 
change.12,27 Making a balance between exploration and 
exploitation is beneficial for team flexibility because BD 
enables organizations to make more leeway to pursue 
sustainable goals from organizational learning and distri-
bute reasonable resources to work teams facing organiza-
tional uncertainty. Work unit under the high BD condition 
is not susceptible to the risk or failure of adaptation to 
organizational change. Building on this logic, we propose 
that BD may be an organization-level predictor of team 
flexibility.

H1: BD is positively related to team flexibility.

Change leadership is a change-specific leader behavior 
that mainly focuses on the way of how to lead a change 

program from a tactic view.17,22,41 This concept has 
received much research attention in organizational field, 
which has explored many organizational outcomes, such 
as commitment to change,17,22,42 intention to support 
planned change,43 work engagement,44 and firm 
performance.45 In line with previous organizational change 
management literature, the function of change leaders lies 
in communicating a vision to direct the change efforts, 
establishing collective identification with change, resol-
ving employees’ sense of crisis and resistance to 
change.17,22,23,46 We believe that change leadership 
enables work teams to take adaptive and flexible actions 
to handle organizational change for several reasons. First, 
change leaders provide a clear guidance for team members 
on how to be flexible under organizational change and 
inform their members of specific strategies to adapt to 
and perform the change.24,46 The collectives who want to 
be flexible require their team leaders’ action and commu-
nication as clearly as possible. Second, change leadership 
is a contextual adaptation process where change leaders 
can encourage team to make adaptive adjustment to the 
change requirements once they find demands from 
change.22 Under the influence of change leaders, team 
members may show their flexibility and adaptability to 
handle organizational change. Finally, change leaders 
lead a change by serving as role models and subordinates 
regulate their behaviors to match their role models.46 As 
a role model, change leaders should be more flexible when 
they lead successfully a reform or transformation, other-
wise, their efforts probably fail.16 As change recipients, 
team members take their role models’ change behaviors as 
the reference to adjust themselves adaptively to a change 
situation, as a result, which may improve team flexibility.

H2: Change leadership is positively related to team 
flexibility.

Consequences of Team Flexibility
As the above description stated, team flexibility is the 
ability to adapt to a changing environment, and has been 
considered as a key facilitator of organizational 
change.10,29 Flexibility matters in organizational change 
because it has been used as a rationale for organizational 
change as well as a desired organizational characteristic.9 

However, considering the important role of flexibility in 
organizational change, it is poorly understood whether 
team flexibility empirically impacts organizational change 
outcomes. Exploring the association between team 
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flexibility and organizational change outcomes is another 
goal in the current research. Organizational change out-
comes reflect the extent to which organizational change 
activities influence organization-level performance and 
development as well as employees’ individual-level beha-
vior and attitude.47,48 However, this present study only 
focused on the individual-level outcomes of organizational 
change. In line with previous research,17,22,48 our study 
used employees’ change-specific behavior and attitude as 
the individual outcomes of organizational change. 
Specifically, the individual outcomes of organizational 
change include change-specific adaptive behavior, proac-
tive behavior, and fairness perception. Change-specific 
adaptive behavior refers to the extent to which employees 
adapt to organizational change activities;7,49 change- 
specific proactive behavior refers to the extent to which 
employees actively participate in organizational change 
activities;49–52 change fairness reflects the extent to 
which employees perceive the fairness of organizational 
change process.53,54 This study considers these three 
change-specific variables as the potential consequences 
of team flexibility, which reflects a basic research question 
of how team flexibility influence employees’ individual 
response to change.

First, we hypothesize that team flexibility is positively 
associated with change-specific adaptive behavior. 
According to previous research,12,27 the adaptive function 
of team flexibility is associated with improving team mem-
bers’ cognitive and behavioral pattern consistent with 
requirements of a changing environment, and removing 
barriers for employees to adjust themselves to a new 
work situation.55,56 Under the influence of team flexibility, 
team members can frame problems in a new way and work 
out creative solutions when they encounter organizational 
change.26,29 This creative adjustment reflects team mem-
bers’ adaptive response to the changing environment. 
Hence, we believe team flexibility enables team members 
to enhance individual behavior to adapt to organizational 
change.

Second, we consider that team flexibility is positively 
related to change-specific proactive behavior. 
Conceptually, flexibility is a proactive capacity of an orga-
nization to manage changes from environment;57 this 
means flexibility enables team members to take measures 
in advance to handle organizational change. Previous stu-
dies also reveal that a flexible team can make its members 
to take proactive or offensive actions in response to envir-
onmental changes and uncertainty.8,27 In addition, from 

a discourse perspective,9 flexibility has connotations of 
autonomy and freedom of choice such that employees 
can obtain more room to participate in the process of 
organizational change when they belong to a flexible 
team. Considering the above reasoning, we believe that 
team flexibility enables employees to take the initiative 
during the organizational change process.

Finally, we propose that team flexibility is positively 
associated with a sense of change fairness. Employees who 
think they are fairly treated have positive views on organiza-
tional change.53,58 This fairness perception is based on orga-
nizational characteristics, such as centralization and 
formalization. According to the research by Schminke, 
Cropanzano, and Rupp,59 fairness perception is positively 
associated with the organizational structure lower in centra-
lization or higher in formalization. Flexibility is a core char-
acteristic associated with new organizational structure that is 
presented as disaggregating hierarchy and centralized 
bureaucracy.9 This flexible environment provides autonomy 
and participation for team members to know the information 
and progress in the organizational change process. In this 
way, team members do not fear the key information on 
organizational change will be obscured and distorted by 
the organizational centralization and hierarchy; instead, 
they are more likely to perceive the organizational change 
process as fair. Based on the above arguments, we propose 
the following hypotheses.

H3a: Team flexibility is positively related to change- 
specific adaptive behavior.

H3b: Team flexibility is positively related to change- 
specific proactive behavior.

H3c: Team flexibility is positively related to change 
fairness.

Team Flexibility as a Mediator
Considering the links from BD and change leadership to team 
flexibility and the links from team flexibility to change- 
specific adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, and change 
fairness, we propose that team flexibility will automatically 
act as a mediator to connect BD and change leadership with 
three organizational outcomes. Previous research has indicated 
that BD and change leadership could bring benefits to organi-
zational change.22,60 However, existing research on BD 
mainly examined its consequences at the organizational 
level, with little investigation of the consequences at the 
individual level. The mediation of team flexibility is helpful 
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to connect BD and employees’ individual change outcomes 
and understand the psychological process underlying their 
connections. Change leadership has been considered as 
a facilitator of individual change-specific behavior and percep-
tion in the previous research.17,22,43 Team flexibility may 
provide a new explanation for the way of how change leader-
ship impacts employees’ change-specific adaptive behavior, 
proactive behavior, and change fairness. Although team flex-
ibility has been found to play a mediating role in the examina-
tion of team effectiveness27 and software development,12 little 
research has investigated the mediating effect of team flex-
ibility on the relationship between change leadership or orga-
nizational ambidexterity and follower change outcomes at the 
individual level. As stated above, team flexibility matters to 
organizational change and establish a potential mediating 
mechanism to explain how to assist followers in responding 
to organizational change (see Figure 1). This produces the 
following hypotheses:

H4: Team flexibility mediates the positive association 
between BD and (H4a) change-specific adaptive behavior, 
(H4b) change-specific proactive behavior, and (H4c) 
change fairness.

H5: Team flexibility mediates the positive association 
between change leadership and (H5a) change-specific 

adaptive behavior, (H5b) change-specific proactive beha-
vior, and (H5c) change fairness.

Method
Participants and Procedure
This study completed the data collection from 43 enter-
prises located in mainland China. The criteria for select-
ing samples lie in whether the enterprise implemented at 
least one specific organization change or not, while the 
departments and employees who took part in their change 
initiative were targeted as the subject of this research. 
Due to the multilevel attributes of our model, we adopted 
the multilevel and multi-source approach to collect the 
nested data from individual employees and their team 
leaders. This approach to collect data is beneficial for 
reducing threats of common method bias following the 
recommendation of Podsakoff et al.61 All the measure-
ments include three levels of questionnaires: the organi-
zation-level variables refer to organizational 
ambidexterity (exploration and exploitation) and enter-
prise demographics, which were mainly evaluated by 
team or department leaders; the department-level vari-
ables contain change leadership and team flexibility, 
which were mainly reported by individual employees; 
the individual-level variables involve change outcomes 

Figure 1 Theoretical framework. 
Abbreviation: BD, balance dimension of ambidexterity.
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of employees, namely change-specific adaptive behavior, 
proactive behavior and change fairness, the first two out-
comes were rated by team leaders, while the last outcome 
was self-reported by employees. Following the principle 
of the Declaration of Helsinki, our study was reviewed 
and approved by the Ethical Committee of Hohai 
University. All participants in this study completed an 
informed consent form and informed them about the con-
fidentiality of their response.

The sampling procedure was completed under the help 
of human resource managers in every company. One of 
our authors first contacted each human resource manager 
and asked permission to collect data at their company. 
They were provided with the details about sampling pro-
cedures and standards before distributing questionnaires to 
participants. These managers selected the departments and 
employees who joined at least one change activity about 
company issues as our targeted subjects. A total of 800 
sets of questionnaires were distributed to employees, while 
120 departments and 45 organizations were included. The 
questionnaires that have missing values were deleted. 
Finally, we obtained a valid sample of 602 sets of indivi-
dual questionnaires, which were nested into 108 depart-
ments and 43 companies (effective recovery rates are 
75.3% at individual level, 90% at department level, and 
95.6% at company level). Every company has an average 
of 14 employees and 2.5 departments, while every depart-
ment has an average of 5.6 employees. There are a wide 
range of change activities in the 43 companies, such as 
product and service upgrading, brand building, technology 
innovation, diversification, business model innovation, 
merger and acquisition, globalization, restructuring, rema-
nufacture, and so on.

Among the individual sample, it included 51.9% male 
and 48.1% female employees. The average age and 
tenure were 30.7 years old (SD = 5.97) and 4.5 years 
(SD = 4.15). 55.5%, 19.6% and 14.6% of employees 
received 4-year undergraduate, 3-year college, and grad-
uate education, respectively. Among the department sam-
ple, 65.7% of the sample were male supervisors, the 
average age and tenure of all supervisors were 37.9 
years old (SD = 6.76) and 8.99 years (SD = 5.83). The 
average size of departments had 24.8 members (SD = 
35.64). As for the company size, 13 companies (30.2%) 
have more than 2000 employees, 9 companies (20.9%) 
have 500–2000 employees, and 12 (27.9%) have 100– 
500 employees.

Measurements
In this study, most constructs in the research model were 
measured with multi-item scale measurements, which had 
been validated in the previous research. All the scale items 
were answered from a range from 1 = strongly disagree to 
5 = strongly agree.

Organizational Ambidexterity
We used a scale derived by Patel et al62 to measure 
organizational ambidexterity that contains two dimen-
sions: exploration and exploitation. The scale of explora-
tion reflected the ability to improve organizational change 
and development through seeking external resource and 
creating new technologies, which focuses on continuous 
innovation. Sample items are “Looks for novel technolo-
gical idea by thinking “outside the box”, “Creates products 
or services that are innovative to the firm”. The scale of 
exploitation was used to measure the ability to improve 
organizational change and development through refining 
existing resources, knowledge, and technologies within 
organization, which focuses on the development of exist-
ing resources and capabilities. Sample items are 
“Penetrates more deeply into its existing customer base”, 
“Commits to improve quality and lower cost”. The 
Cronbach’s α for exploration and exploitation were 0.85 
and 0.87, respectively.

Following the recommendation of Cao et al,34 we used 
the balance approach to define the concept of ambidexter-
ity. BD reflected the relative importance of exploration and 
exploitation, the absolute values of which were used to 
manipulate the quantization of ambidexterity. The range of 
the absolute values was from 0 to 1.5. In order to interpret 
the data better, we reversed the conversion of the absolute 
values by subtracting each absolute value by the highest 
scale score (ie, 5). A higher value reveals a greater BD. 
The conversion formula is as follows.

BD ¼ 5 � Exploration � Exploitationj j

Change Leadership
We used a scale originally developed by Herold et al22 to 
measure the behavior of change leadership. This scale 
reflected a set of change-specific actions and performances 
of a leader when implementing specific organizational 
change projects. There was a lead-in before the scale 
items: “Related to the specific change being studied, my 
department leader … ”. Sample are “ … developed a clear 
vision for what was going to be achieved by our work 
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unit”, “made it clear up front to those in our unit why the 
change was necessary”. The results of confirmatory factor 
analysis (CFA) indicated that change leadership had an 
acceptable construct validity (CFI = 0.978, TLI = 0.956, 
RMSEA = 0.110, SRMR = 0.021). The Cronbach’s α 
was 0.91.

Team Flexibility
A four-item scale derived by He et al8 was used to mea-
sure team flexibility. This scale reflected the extent to 
which a team adapted to unexpected changes in organiza-
tional change projects. Sample items are “Our team mem-
bers are flexible with respect to our team’s request for 
organizational changes”, “Our team members are able to 
make any adjustments necessary to cope with changing 
circumstances”. In order to keep the concept of team 
flexibility in the context of organizational change, we 
made some bit adjustments to the items from the original 
scale, which modified the general events into the organiza-
tional change events. The result of CFA indicated that 
team flexibility had a very good construct validity (CFI = 
0.997, TLI = 0.992, RMSEA = 0.052, SRMR = 0.009). 
The Cronbach’s α was 0.88.

Organizational Change Outcomes
We used the scale of change-specific adaptive behavior, 
proactive behavior, and change fairness as an integrated 
measurement of organizational change outcomes. The 
scales of adaptive behavior and proactive behavior were 
from Griffin et al49 and contained three items, respec-
tively. The measurement of adaptive behavior was specific 
to the organizational change context and reflected the 
extent to which employees could adapt to changes in 
core tasks caused by an organizational change project. In 
order to highlight the change-specific of employees’ 
adaptability, we added a lead-in of “During the transfor-
mation of this enterprise, this employee … ” before the 
items. The three items are “ … adapted well to changes in 
core tasks”, “ … coped with changes to the way he/she has 
to do the core tasks”, and “ … learned new skills to help 
he/she adapt to changes in your core tasks”. The 
Cronbach’s α was 0.77.

The three-items of proactive behavior reflected the 
extent to which employees could actively initiate and 
participate in change projects. We also added a lead-in of 
“During the transformation of this enterprise, you … ” 
before the three items, which makes employee proactive 
behavior specific to a change context. The three items of 

proactive behavior are “ … initiated better ways of doing 
your core tasks”, “ … come up with ideas to improve the 
way in which your core tasks are done”, and “ … made 
changes to the way your core tasks are done” The 
Cronbach’s α was 0.77.

The three-item measurement of perceived change fair-
ness was from Caldwell et al53 and reflected employees’ 
perception of fairness in the implementation process of 
organizational transformation and changes. The three 
items were also situated in organizational change context. 
The expression of three items is “sufficient advanced 
notice was given to employees affected by the change”, 
“those affected by the change had ample opportunities for 
input”, and “the organization kept everyone fully informed 
during the change”. The Cronbach’s α was 0.86.

We conducted a CFA analysis before integrating the 
three scales into a higher-order concept of organizational 
change outcomes. The CFA result has indicated that the 
integrated concept of organizational change outcomes had 
a very great fit with our data (CFI = 0.953, TLI = 0.930, 
RMSEA = 0.089, SRMR = 0.039).

Controls
Following previous research that controlled some covari-
ates to improve statistical estimates for our hypothesized 
effects, we chose employee sex (male = 1 and female = 0), 
tenure (self-report), education (high school and below = 1, 
three-year diploma = 2, undergraduate college = 3, post-
graduate and above = 4), and firm size (50 employees and 
below = 1, 51–100 employees = 2, 101–500 employees = 
3, 501–2000 employees = 4, more than 2000 employees 
= 5) as the control variables in our model.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis and 
Common Method Bias
We used Mplus 7.4 to test the confirmatory factor analysis 
and common method bias. Since organizational ambidex-
terity is a global construct model in this paper and has only 
one value in each sampled enterprise, we did not include it 
in the analysis at this stage. Therefore, we only performed 
the tests of confirmatory factor analysis and common 
method bias for the other five variables. Our hypothesized 
model includes these five variables—change leadership, 
team flexibility, change adaptive behavior, proactive beha-
vior, and perceived change fairness. The findings of con-
firmatory factor analysis indicated that hypothesized 
model had an excellent fit with our data (CFI = 0.959, 
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TLI = 0.930, RMSEA = 0.059, SRMR = 0.041) compared 
with other alternative models, see Table 1.

We used the unmeasured common latent factor 
method61 to check the potential common method bias. 
A common latent factor was constructed to load all indi-
cators of the latent factors with the unmeasured common 
latent factor method, and the regression weight between 
the indicators and the common latent factor was set as 
equal, while the variance of the common latent factor was 
set as 1. We obtained the common variance, which is equal 
to the square of the common latent factor loadings. The 
value of the common variance is 0.23 (0.482) which is less 
than 50% of the threshold limit.63,64 In a word, there is no 
serious common method bias in this current study.

Aggregation Test
Because change leadership and team flexibility have 
shared unit properties, they were aggregated from the 
scores at the individual level. Before aggregation, we 
should calculate Rwg, ICC1, and ICC2

65,66 to justify the 
aggregation test. The results indicated that the aggregation 

of change leadership was supported with employee data 
(ICC1 = 0.23, ICC2 = 0.65, Rwgmedian = 0.94), while the 
aggregation of team flexibility also obtain a good support 
(ICC1 = 0.14, ICC2 = 0.48, Rwgmedian = 0.95). The values 
of ICC1 and Rwg still offered strong evidence to support 
data aggregation of these two variables, although the 
values of ICC2 were less than 0.70.67 Organizational ambi-
dexterity, measured by a senior executive in each com-
pany, is a global indicator at company level and did not 
conduct this aggregation test.

Analytical Strategy
Because our model included three levels—company-, 
department-, and individual-level, we used hierarchical lin-
ear modeling HLM, 6.08 version,68 to test the cross-level 
relationships and multilevel mediation effects. First, we 
conducted the null model tests (without any predictors) of 
all three outcome variables to test their between-group dif-
ference across companies and departments. For change 
proactive behavior, the between-company variance reached 
very significant, χ2(42) = 96.36, p < 0.001, ICC1 = 0.08, 
whereas the between-department variance was not signifi-
cant, χ2(65) = 70.96, p = 0.29, ICC1 = 0.02. This result 
means that 8% variance in change proactive behavior 
resided between companies, and only 2% resided across 
departments. For change adaptive behavior, the between- 
company variance was very significant, χ2(42) = 68.43, p = 
0.006, ICC1 = 0.04, while the between-department variance 
reached a marginally significant, χ2(65) = 82.13, p = 0.07, 
ICC1 = 0.06. This result indicates that 4% and 6% variance 
resided across companies and departments, respectively. For 
perceived change fairness, the between-company variance 
was marginally significant, χ2(42) = 55.62, p = 0.07, ICC1 = 
0.03, while the between-department variance was signifi-
cant, χ2(65) = 94.67, p = 0.01, ICC1 = 0.10. This result 
means that only 3% variance of perceived change fairness 
resided across companies and 10% variance resided across 
departments. Overall, the results supported an approach of 
multilevel analysis in this study.

The current model includes multilevel mediation across 
two levels and three levels and cross-level moderation, which 
should be tested. Following the recommendation of Zhang 
et al69 and Pituch et al,70 we constructed a three-level linear 
model to calculate path coefficients among variables and 
calculate a product of coefficients (the coefficient from inde-
pendent variable to mediator; the coefficient from mediator 
to outcome variable) to estimate multilevel indirect effect. 
The method of Monte Carlo was used to test the statistical 

Table 1 Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results

Model CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Hypothesized 
model

0.959 0.930 0.059 0.041

Four-factor 
model a

0.861 0.835 0.106 0.067

Four-factor 
model b

0.834 0.803 0.116 0.087

Four-factor 

model c

0.885 0.863 0.097 0.067

Three-factor 

model

0.823 0.794 0.119 0.098

Two-factor 

model

0.728 0.689 0.146 0.108

Single-factor 

model

0.653 0.607 0.165 0.110

Notes: four-factor modela = integrating change leadership and team flexibility into 
one factor, change adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, and perceived change 
fairness; four-factor modelb = integrating change proactive behavior and perceived 
change fairness into one factor, and the other three variables; four-factor modelc = 
integrating team flexibility and change adaptive behavior into one factor, and the 
others; three-factor model = integrating change adaptive behavior, proactive beha-
vior, and perceived change fairness into one factor, change leadership, and team 
flexibility; two-factor model = integrating change leadership and team flexibility into 
one factor while integrating the others into another factor; single-factor model = 
integrating all variables into one single factor.
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significance and distribution of the multilevel indirect 
effects.71 Based on the suggestion of Preacher and Kelley,72 

we also estimated the effect size of our multilevel indirect 
effects with the method of Completely Standardized Indirect 
Effect. The effect size was calculated with the formula as 
follows: abcs ¼ ab σX

σY
, where ab equals indirect effect, and 

X and Y refer to independent variable and dependent vari-
able, respectively. The value of this effect size means that 
dependent variable increases or decreases abcs standard 
deviation for each unit of standard deviation that independent 
variable indirectly increases or decreases through mediator.72 

We used the grand-mean centering method to center vari-
ables before entering regression model. We considered 
employee gender, tenure, education as individual-level con-
trol variables and company size as company-level variables 
when running our multilevel regression model.

Result
Descriptive Statistics
The results of Table 2 include all variables’ mean, standard 
deviation, and zero-order correlations. At individual level, the 
three outcome variables (change adaptive behavior, proactive 
behavior, and perceived change fairness) all correlate with one 

another significantly at the 0.001 level. At department level, 
change leadership correlates with team flexibility (r = 0.72, 
p < 0.001), and both correlate with outcome variables aggre-
gated to the department level. At company level, exploration 
correlates with exploitation (r = 0.57, p < 0.001), but neither 
of them correlates with BD at a significant level (ps > 0.05). 
BD correlates with change leadership (r = 0.40, p < 0.05), 
team flexibility (r = 0.32, p < 0.05) and outcome variables 
(adaptive behavior: r = 0.26, p < 0.05; proactive behavior: r = 
0.29, p < 0.05; perceived change fairness: r = 0.40, p < 0.01) 
which aggregated to the company level.

Hypotheses Tests
Table 3 reports the results of multilevel hypotheses using 
HLM. Hypothesis 1 predicted that BD would positively 
influence team flexibility across companies. Table 3 shows 
that the results from Model 2 support this hypothesis (γ = 
0.35, p < 0.05). Hypothesis 2 predicted that change leader-
ship would positively influence team flexibility, which was 
supported in Model 1 (γ = 0.55, p < 0.001).

In addition, we also found that BD and change leader-
ship would have positive total effects on outcome vari-
ables—change adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, and 
perceived change fairness. As results shown in Table 3, 

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Employee level

1. Gender 0.52 0.50 – −0.02 −0.13** 0.01 −0.00 0.05
2. Tenure 4.47 4.15 – −0.12** 0.00 0.04 0.00

3. Education 2.74 0.83 – 0.09* 0.07 0.03

4. Adaptive 
behavior

4.18 0.58 – 0.72*** 0.29***

5. Proactive 

behavior

4.15 0.59 – 0.26***

6. Change fairness 3.62 0.77 –

Department level

7. Change 

leadership

4.01 0.45 0.46*** 0.52*** 0.59*** –

8. Team flexibility 4.06 0.35 0.53*** 0.57*** 0.37*** 0.72*** –

Company level

9. Company size 3.65 1.27 0.14 0.19 0.20 0.32* 0.03 –

10. Exploration 3.95 0.54 0.24 0.17 0.17 −0.003 0.11 0.05 –
11. Exploitation 4.02 0.49 0.13 −0.01 −0.09 −0.18 −0.03 0.23 0.57*** –

12. BD 4.66 0.34 0.26* 0.29* 0.40** 0.40* 0.32* 0.38* 0.18 0.08

Notes: Correlations above the diagonal indicate analyses at the individual level (N = 602). Correlations below the diagonal indicate analyses at the department level (N = 
108) and the company level (N = 43). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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BD only had marginally significant effects on adaptive 
behavior (γ = 0.25, p = 0.07), proactive behavior (γ = 
0.27, p = 0.07), and perceived change fairness (γ = 0.42, 
p = 0.08) at individual level. By contrast, change leader-
ship had extremely significant effects on adaptive behavior 
(γ = 0.33, p < 0.001), proactive behavior (γ = 0.38, p < 
0.001), and perceived change fairness (γ = 0.62, p < 
0.001).

We predicted that team flexibility would positively 
influence change adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, 
and perceived change fairness. As shown in Table 3, the 
positive effects of team flexibility on adaptive behavior 
(Model 4: γ = 0.51, p < 0.001), proactive behavior (Model 
9: γ = 0.55, p < 0.001), and perceived change fairness 
(Model 14: γ = 0.48, p < 0.001) were supported when 
control variables were included. Hence, hypotheses 3a, 3b 
and 3c were supported.

The above-mentioned results indicated that BD and 
change leadership would significantly influence team flex-
ibility, which supported the path coefficient from indepen-
dent variable to mediator. In the following analyses, we 
should separately estimate the path coefficients from med-
iator to outcome variables, and the direct effects of BD and 
change leadership on the outcome variables when control-
ling for team flexibility and demographic factors.

Hypothesis 4 (H4a-H4c) sated that team flexibility 
would mediate the relationship between BD and the three 
outcome variables. The results indicated that BD did not 
hold significant relationships with adaptive behavior 
(Model 7: γ = 0.08, p > 0.05), proactive behavior (Model 
12: γ = 0.09, p > 0.05), and perceived change fairness 
(Model 17: γ = 0.26, p > 0.05) when team flexibility and 
control variables were included. Meanwhile, team flexibil-
ity held significantly positive effects on adaptive behavior 
(Model 7: γ = 0.49, p < 0.001), proactive behavior (Model 
12: γ = 0.53, p < 0.001), and perceived change fairness 
(Model 17: γ = 0.43, p < 0.001). In other words, team 
flexibility played a complete mediating role between BD 
and the three outcome variables.

Hypothesis 5 (H5a-H5c) stated that team flexibility 
would mediate the relationship between change leadership 
and the outcome variables. The results indicated that 
change leadership did not have a significant relationship 
with adaptive behavior (Model 5: γ = 0.05, p > 0.05) and 
proactive behavior (Model 10: γ = 0.11, p > 0.05), but had 
an increasing relationship with perceived change fairness 
(Model 15: γ = 0.70, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, team flex-
ibility kept significant effects on adaptive behavior (Model 

5: γ = 0.46, p < 0.001) and proactive behavior (Model 10: 
γ = 0.45, p < 0.001), but did not have a significant effect 
on perceived change fairness (Model 15: γ = −0.14, p > 
0.05). As a result, team flexibility may completely mediate 
the relationship between change leadership and adaptive 
behavior and proactive behavior, but does not mediate the 
relationship between change leadership and perceived 
change fairness.

In order to test the statistical significance of the multi-
level indirect effects, we used the Monte Carlo method to 
estimate the confidence intervals (CIs, 95% significant 
level). The results from Table 4 indicated that team flex-
ibility would play significant mediating roles between BD 
and adaptive behavior (ab = 0.17, abcs = 0.10, 95% CIs 
[0.03, 0.33]), proactive behavior (ab = 0.19, abcs = 0.11, 
95% CIs [0.03, 0.36]), and perceived change fairness (ab = 
0.15, abcs = 0.07, 95% CIs [0.02, 0.31]). The range of 
values of CIs does not contain 0, which is acceptable to 
support the significance of the indirect effects of team 
flexibility. And the indirect effects also had a good effect 
size. Hence, H4a, H4b and H4c were supported.

The results from Table 4 also indicated that team flex-
ibility only played significant mediating roles between 
change leadership and adaptive behavior (ab = 0.25, abcs 

= 0.19, 95% CIs [0.13, 0.39]) and proactive behavior (ab = 
0.25, abcs = 0.19, 95% CIs [0.15, 0.35]). The results 
expressed an acceptable CIs and effect size. However, 
team flexibility did not mediate the relationship between 
change leadership and perceived change fairness (ab = 
−0.08, abcs = −0.05, 95% CIs [−0.23, 0.06]) and the effect 
size was relatively small. Hence, only H5a and H5b were 
supported.

Discussion
Theoretical Contribution
The results of the current study reveal how team flexibility 
is established and how such flexibility is associated with 
organizational outcomes. By extending the extant literature 
on team flexibility under an organizational change context, 
our study indicated that team flexibility is contingent on 
two factors across two levels: change leadership at team 
level and BD at organizational level. At the team level, 
change leadership predicts positively team flexibility. At 
the organizational level, balance dimension of organiza-
tional ambidexterity leads to more team flexibility. In 
addition, our results show that team flexibility significantly 
contributes to three organizational outcomes—change- 
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specific adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, and change 
fairness.

First, by examining how team flexibility is established 
in an organizational change context, we respond to the 
appeal of antecedent research in the flexibility literature. 
Extant research has investigated factors, which are related 
to the emergence of team flexibility in the field of software 
development,12 within-team competition,8 information 
system development,28 project team management,11 and 
so on. However, few studies have examined how team 
flexibility is established in the field of organizational 
change. We fill this gap by noting that to understand how 
to establish team flexibility in an organizational change 
context, change leadership and organizational ambidexter-
ity that are relevant to organizational change need to be 
considered. Change leadership is a positive predictor for 
the emergence of team flexibility. This means that this 
change-specific leader behavior enables their work team 
to be more flexible during the process of organizational 
change. To our knowledge, our study may be the first to 
explore how team flexibility is established from the per-
spective of leader behavior. Our findings support the claim 
that change leadership is a good facilitator of improving 
team flexibility in a changing organizational environment. 
On the other hand, we found that BD is another predictor 
for the emergence of team flexibility in the process of 
organizational change. Considering the resource- 
constrained nature of organizational change, we highlight 
that BD is a more effective and suitable strategy to pro-
mote team flexibility. That means keeping a balance 
between exploitation and exploration is more important 
for firms if they want to maintain a high level of flexibility 
at team level. In other words, change leadership and BD 
have become key antecedents of team flexibility in orga-
nizational change.

Second, we extend our research on the consequences of 
team flexibility in the organizational change context. 
Based on a cross-level analysis, our study discovers that 
team flexibility has good predictive validity for change- 
specific adaptive behavior, proactive behavior, and change 
fairness. Our findings highlight that team flexibility con-
tributes greatly to organizational change outcomes, which 
makes a novel effort to connect team flexibility with 
organizational change. In other words, team flexibility is 
of great significance to organizational change. Although 
extensive research has revealed the importance of team 
flexibility in the organizational change, such as competi-
tive advantage, product development, creativity and Ta
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innovation,8,11,12,26 we know little about the effect of team 
flexibility on individual-level change-specific behavior and 
attitude. Our study is beneficial to address this gap in the 
literature. The analysis in this paper shows that the theory 
of team flexibility applies to the context of an organiza-
tional change.

Lastly, the results of this study explicate the mediator, 
team flexibility, connecting change leadership and BD to 
organizational change outcomes. Although extant research 
has recognized that change leadership and BD are impor-
tant predictors for organizational change 
outcomes,17,22,34,43,60,73 scholars have not considered how 
team flexibility can explain the change leadership- and 
BD-organizational change outcome links. In fact, flexibil-
ity is ubiquitous as a rationale during the process of 
organizational change.9 This rationale implies that team 
flexibility is a core capability of and central to organiza-
tional change; and flexibility can convey powerful dis-
course and resilience to members within an 
organization.9 Our paper supports empirically this conno-
tation that flexibility is a rationale for organizational 
change by considering team flexibility as a mediator of 
the association from change leadership and BD to organi-
zational change outcomes. Among these indirect effects, 
we find that only the indirect effect of change leadership 
on change fairness via team flexibility is not statistically 
supported. This finding indicates that the indirect effect of 
change leadership on change fairness is not through team 
flexibility, but probably through other psychological 
mechanisms and mediations. More likely, employees’ per-
ception of change fairness is contingent on more opportu-
nities and information provided by their leaders rather than 
team’s capability to adapt to environment. This result 
provides a different view to understand the link between 
change leadership and change fairness in the literature.

Practical Implication
Our research has several practical implications. First, we 
highlight the importance of team flexibility in the process 
of organizational change. It may be that organizations tend 
to build a flexible team for the purpose of improving 
employees’ positive action and attitude to organizational 
change. In doing so, employees are likely to take steps to 
be adaptive and proactive in organizational change and 
consider the change to be fair. An important takeaway is 
that organizations should promote flexibility in work team 
through introducing flexible human resource practices, 
such as team training. Second, our findings underlie the 

need for organizations to develop the capacity to balance 
exploitation and exploration. BD is not only beneficial for 
the emergence of team flexibility but also useful to pro-
mote employees’ change-specific adaptive behavior, 
proactive behavior, and change fairness. The takeaway 
for ambidexterity is that organizations should be cautious 
about not overdrawing their resources in the change pro-
cess, and they should balance new and old resources and 
competencies. Finally, change leadership should be con-
sidered carefully in the development of team flexibility. 
Our results indicate that change leadership enhances the 
benefits of organizational change and motivates the emer-
gence of team flexibility. Therefore, organizations should 
take steps to develop change leadership. For example, 
human resource department may build change-oriented 
training program to develop change-specific leadership 
skills and competencies.

Limitation and Future Research
Our study is not without limitation. First, our theoretical 
relation testing is mainly limited to the specific situation of 
organizational change, which may be an advantage or 
a limitation. Our results reveal that hypotheses about the 
antecedents and consequences of team flexibility were sup-
ported in the change context. However, we know little about 
whether our results are generalizable to other organizational 
situations. Second, we used a multi-source survey method to 
collect data across three levels and this method is helpful to 
reduce the potential bias of common method. However, this 
method is also essentially a cross-sectional study design. Due 
to the lack of longitudinal sampling design, the causal infer-
ence for our results is limited to a certain extent. Therefore, 
future research should use a longitudinal or intensive sam-
pling design to explore the temporal dynamics of team flex-
ibility during the process of organizational change. Finally, 
we conducted this research on Chinese enterprises and 
employees. Due to the cultural differences between China 
and the West, our result may face a problem of cross-culture 
generalizability. We are not sure if our result can be general-
ized to the Western culture. Therefore, future research should 
consider cross-cultural comparative analysis for team flex-
ibility. In different cultural contexts, team flexibility may 
have completely different antecedents and consequences.

Conclusion
Research on team flexibility has captured scholars’ attention 
in recent years. Despite this, we still completely understand 
the theoretical relationships of team flexibility, especially in 
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organizational change context. The current study mainly 
contributes to the existing literature by investigating how 
team flexibility is established and how important this team 
flexibility is to improve organizational change outcomes. 
Importantly, it also makes an important contribution to the 
literature by highlighting the fact that team flexibility pro-
vides a better understanding of why ambidexterity and 
change leadership are able to get employees to perceive 
a high level of change fairness and behave adaptively and 
proactively within a process of change.
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