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Abstract

The banking sector faces increasing pressure to balance financial performance with
sustainability goals amid ongoing digital transformation, regulatory reform, and so-
cietal expectations for ethical responsibility. Entrepreneurial leadership has emerged
as a pivotal approach for addressing these challenges; however, the behavioral and
contextual mechanisms through which it shapes sustainability remain insufficiently
understood. Drawing on Social Learning Theory (SLT), this study investigates how and
when entrepreneurial leadership enhances sustainable bank performance through the
mediating role of employee creativity and the moderating influence of an innovation-
oriented climate. A two-wave multi-source survey was conducted among 459 employees
and managers from Turkish banks, and the hypothesized model was tested using struc-
tural equation modeling to ensure robust empirical validation. The results indicate that
entrepreneurial leadership significantly fosters employee creativity, which serves as a
critical behavioral mechanism linking leadership behaviors to sustainability-oriented
outcomes. Moreover, an innovation-oriented climate strengthens both the direct effect
of entrepreneurial leadership on creativity and its indirect effect on sustainable bank
performance, emphasizing the contextual importance of supportive organizational envi-
ronments. Theoretically, this study extends the leadership and sustainability literature
by illustrating how learning and behavioral modeling processes translate leadership
vision into sustainable performance. Practically, it offers actionable guidance for bank ex-
ecutives to develop innovation-oriented climates, empower employees’ creative engage-
ment, and design incentive systems that align leadership behavior with sustainability
imperatives, thereby enhancing resilience and long-term competitiveness.

Keywords: entrepreneurial leadership; sustainable bank performance; social learning
theory; employee creativity; innovation-oriented climate; Turkey

1. Introduction

The banking industry is essential to the global economy, as it facilitates financial
intermediation, drives economic growth, and maintains financial stability. However, banks
are increasingly confronted with challenges related to changing customer expectations,
technological innovation, globalization, and intensifying competition [1,2]. In addition
to these pressures, sustainability has emerged as a central concern due to global climate
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risks, environmental degradation, and stakeholder demands for responsible governance [3].
Aligning with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has become
imperative for banks worldwide, not only to ensure compliance, but also to safeguard long-
term resilience [4]. These global dynamics underscore the importance of leadership styles
that can balance financial performance with sustainability imperatives. In this regard, lead-
ership has become a crucial factor in sustaining organizational success, with entrepreneurial
leadership gaining recognition as an effective approach to managing uncertainty, driving
innovation, and maintaining competitive advantage [5]. Although entrepreneurial lead-
ership has been widely examined in small-to-medium enterprises and start-ups [6-8], its
relevance and application within the banking industry remain largely understudied. More-
over, existing banking studies have mainly emphasized traditional leadership styles such
as transformational leadership [9-11], contributing to the lack of understanding around
how entrepreneurial leadership can shape sustainable performance outcomes.

Turkey offers a particularly compelling context for this investigation. The Turkish
banking sector accounts for over 80% of the country’s financial system assets and remains
the backbone of national financial stability [4]. As of 2023, Turkey had 51 banks, including
35 deposit banks and 16 development and investment banks, with nearly 9500 branches
serving a population of over 85 million [12]. Commercial banks alone hold more than 90%
of financial sector assets, highlighting their systemic importance. In addition, Turkey is
classified as an emerging market with rapid digitalization, regulatory reforms, and sustain-
ability pressures that mirror those faced by many developing economies. Positioned at the
crossroads of Europe and Asia, the country’s financial system reflects a hybrid of Western
regulatory structures and Middle Eastern cultural dynamics [13]. These unique conditions
make Turkey an important case study for exploring leadership and sustainability in bank-
ing, while also providing insights relevant to other emerging economies and contrasts with
developed systems [14].

In the creativity literature, antecedents of employee creativity have often been at-
tributed to individual determinants such as personality traits [15,16], emotional intel-
ligence [17,18], and creative self-efficacy [19]. However, stimulating creativity extends
beyond individual traits and depends heavily on managerial support [20]. Empirical stud-
ies confirm that managers and leaders can either promote or hinder employees’ creative
behavior [21,22]. Therefore, it is essential to investigate the role of different leadership
styles in enhancing employee creativity [20,23]. As organizational environments evolve,
traditional leadership approaches are increasingly supplemented by emerging ones [24].
Entrepreneurial leadership stands out as a unique approach to addressing dynamic chal-
lenges, emphasizing the pursuit of opportunities and innovation [25]. Yet, most research in
banking continues to privilege transformational or transactional leadership [26,27], leaving
questions about whether entrepreneurial leadership can drive both creativity and sustain-
ability in highly regulated service industries. Entrepreneurial leadership, defined as a
style that motivates subordinates to identify and exploit opportunities while engaging in
innovative and creative actions [20,28], has received limited attention in the banking sector,
especially regarding its role in fostering sustainable bank performance.

Although emerging evidence suggests that entrepreneurial leadership influences bank
performance [5], little is known about the mechanisms through which this relationship
unfolds. Specifically, while entrepreneurial leaders provide vision and adaptability, their
effectiveness may hinge on employees’ creativity to transform ideas into actionable solu-
tions that enhance sustainability [23]. Employee creativity, defined as the ability to develop
useful and novel ideas [29], is increasingly recognized as a vital driver of firm success,
particularly in service-oriented industries such as banking [20]. However, existing dis-
cussions on employee creativity have focused largely on antecedents or individual-level
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outcomes [30,31], rather than its mediating role in translating leadership into sustainable
performance. By positioning creativity as a mediating mechanism, this study addresses this
theoretical gap and contributes to a richer understanding of how entrepreneurial leadership
is transformed into sustainable bank outcomes.

Given rapid technological advances, banks increasingly recognize innovation as es-
sential for competitiveness and sustainability [32]. Firms that foster a supportive climate
for innovation are consistently more successful than their peers. An innovation-oriented
climate, defined as an environment that promotes experimentation, nurtures creativity,
and supports the implementation of novel ideas [33], has been closely linked to creativity
and organizational effectiveness [34]. Yet, research on such climates in the banking context
remains scarce. Moreover, the conditions under which entrepreneurial leadership most
effectively contributes to sustainable performance remain unclear. Grounded in Social
Learning Theory (SLT) [35], this study examines how entrepreneurial leadership fosters
sustainable bank performance through employee creativity and whether these relationships
are contingent upon the presence of an innovation-oriented climate.

Accordingly, this study is guided by four research questions: (1) Does entrepreneurial
leadership positively influence sustainable bank performance? (2) Does employee cre-
ativity mediate the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and sustainable bank
performance? (3) Does innovation-oriented climate moderate the relationships between en-
trepreneurial leadership, employee creativity, and sustainable bank performance? (4) Does
the indirect effect of entrepreneurial leadership on sustainable bank performance through
employee creativity vary across levels of innovation-oriented climate?

This research makes three key contributions. First, it develops an integrated model
grounded in SLT that positions entrepreneurial leadership as a critical yet underexplored
driver of sustainable outcomes in banking. Second, it introduces employee creativity as a
mediating mechanism that explains how entrepreneurial leadership is transformed into
sustainable bank performance. Third, it identifies innovation-oriented climate as a contex-
tual condition that shapes the effectiveness of entrepreneurial leadership, thereby clarifying
when and how entrepreneurial leadership contributes most strongly to sustainability. To-
gether, these contributions extend the leadership, sustainability, and banking literature
whilst also offering practical insights for managers seeking to leverage entrepreneurial
leadership to enhance resilience, competitiveness, and long-term value creation.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical
background and hypotheses development; Section 3 outlines the methodology; Section 4
reports the data analysis and results; Section 5 discusses the theoretical and practical
implications; and Section 6 concludes with limitations and future research directions.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Social Learning Theory (SLT)

Bandura [35] proposed SLT as a framework for understanding how individuals acquire
knowledge and develop behaviors by observing others within social contexts. Employees
not only learn from their direct experiences, but also from watching leaders and colleagues,
integrating those observed behaviors into their own practices [25]. At its core, SLT empha-
sizes reciprocal determinism, where cognition, behavior, and environment interact to shape
learning [36]. This perspective highlights that organizational settings act as social systems
in which leaders serve as particularly salient models of acceptable and desirable behaviors.

The intersection between SLT and entrepreneurial leadership lies in the modeling
role of leaders. Entrepreneurial leaders, by demonstrating opportunity recognition, risk-
taking, and proactive problem-solving, shape employee actions and ideas [37]. Numerous
studies show that such leaders inspire creativity by articulating a vision and signaling
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confidence in uncertain environments [20,25]. Unlike transactional or compliance-oriented
leadership styles, entrepreneurial leadership offers employees visible cues that legitimize
experimentation and empower them to pursue innovation [28]. In risk-averse sectors such
as banking, where strict regulations and accountability can suppress creative behaviors,
this role modeling becomes critical. By observing leaders who demonstrate resilience,
tolerance for failure, and innovative problem-solving, employees feel psychologically safe
to replicate these behaviors in practice [38,39].

SLT has been widely applied to explain how leadership influences employee behavior.
For instance, servant leadership has been shown to promote ethical conduct through
modeling empathy and integrity [40], while transformational leadership has been linked
to innovation and adaptability [41]. More recently, SLT has been employed to explore
how leaders encourage knowledge sharing, creativity, and organizational resilience [42].
However, despite this extensive application, the use of SLT remains limited in the banking
sector. The unique characteristics of banks—highly regulated environments, strong risk
management systems, and pressure to balance profitability with sustainability goals—
make them distinct organizational contexts [43]. Applying SLT to banking highlights
how entrepreneurial leaders’ role-modeling behaviors can overcome structural rigidities,
stimulate creativity, and drive sustainability-oriented outcomes [44,45].

This study therefore advances the literature by demonstrating that SLT offers a novel
theoretical lens for understanding how entrepreneurial leadership operates in a structured,
compliance-driven industry such as banking. By positioning leaders as social role models
whose actions encourage innovation and creativity, this study underscores that employee
behavior is not shaped solely by formal systems but also by the visible cues provided by
leaders. In doing so, SLT enriches our understanding of how entrepreneurial leadership
can be translated into sustainable bank performance.

2.2. Entrepreneurial Leadership

The concept of entrepreneurial leadership emerges from the intersection of en-
trepreneurship and leadership research [28]. It incorporates principles from entrepreneur-
ship [46], management [47], and entrepreneurial orientation [48]. Harrison et al. [49]
identified four key entrepreneurial leadership skills—business/technical, interpersonal,
conceptual, and entrepreneurial—emphasizing that leaders must integrate these to navi-
gate complex and uncertain environments. Entrepreneurial leadership is especially critical
for opportunity discovery, exploitation, vision framing, and risk-taking, dimensions that
distinguish it from more conventional leadership approaches [49]. Unlike transformational
or team-oriented leadership, entrepreneurial leadership has distinct attributes that focus
on innovation, adaptability, and strategic opportunity recognition [50]. However, despite
its growing importance, there remains limited consensus on its defining features, reflecting
both the evolving nature of the concept and its context-specific application [25,51]. This
lack of clarity makes it crucial to examine entrepreneurial leadership in industries where
sustainability and resilience are strategic imperatives.

Gupta et al. [50] emphasized that entrepreneurial leadership establishes visionary
frameworks that mobilize individuals around value creation. Similarly, Kempster and
Cope [52] described it as a social process through which leaders simultaneously nurture
entrepreneurial and leadership capacities. This perspective highlights its people-centered
orientation, where leaders empower, motivate, and enable followers to think entrepreneuri-
ally, encouraging behaviors that promote creativity, adaptability, and resilience [5,38].
Building on this perspective, Renko et al. [28] defined entrepreneurial leadership as the
ability to influence and guide group members toward organizational goals by identifying
and exploiting opportunities. In practice, this style legitimizes experimentation, reduces
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fear of failure, and provides psychological safety—conditions necessary for employees to
pursue innovative initiatives and generate sustainable outcomes [45,53].

Recent research demonstrates that entrepreneurial leadership is particularly valu-
able in volatile, highly regulated, and service-intensive sectors such as banking. Unlike
compliance-driven leadership, entrepreneurial leadership equips managers to absorb uncer-
tainty, embrace adaptability, and stimulate proactive responses in dynamic conditions [54].
By modeling resilience, opportunity recognition, and risk-taking, entrepreneurial leaders
inspire employees to adopt similar behaviors [39]. This is especially important in the
banking sector, where regulatory constraints, sustainability pressures, and digital trans-
formation often limit experimentation [5]. Entrepreneurial leadership thus provides the
cultural and psychological conditions necessary to balance compliance with creativity,
enabling employees to develop innovative solutions that advance both competitiveness
and sustainability.

Accordingly, this study positions entrepreneurial leadership as a critical driver of
sustainable bank performance. Through mechanisms such as visionary framing, uncertainty
absorption, and employee empowerment, entrepreneurial leadership transforms individual
and organizational practices into collective creativity and opportunity exploitation. By
situating entrepreneurial leadership within the banking industry—an underexplored but
strategically vital context—this study extends the theoretical scope of entrepreneurial
leadership and highlights its relevance for achieving long-term resilience, sustainability,
and competitiveness in financial institutions.

2.3. Entrepreneurial Leadership and Sustainable Bank Performance

Organizational performance has long been conceptualized in multiple ways.
Masa’adeh et al. [55] categorized it into revenue-based, cost-based, and global-based
dimensions, while Hirvonen et al. [56] distinguished between financial and non-financial
indicators. In the banking sector, performance typically reflects a set of metrics that
demonstrate an institution’s ability to achieve its objectives and manage resources ef-
fectively [57]. Financial outcomes such as sales growth, profitability, and market share
remain critical benchmarks [58-62]. However, with increasing stakeholder pressure and
global sustainability imperatives, performance is no longer defined solely by financial
measures but also by contributions to environmental and social well-being [63,64]. This
broader approach reframes performance as sustainable bank performance, encompassing
economic viability, ecological stewardship, and social responsibility [65].

Entrepreneurial leadership has emerged as a vital mechanism for achieving this mul-
tidimensional performance. By emphasizing vision setting, risk-taking, and opportunity
recognition, entrepreneurial leaders foster adaptability and proactive innovation that
strengthen organizational resilience [66,67]. Unlike compliance-driven leadership styles,
entrepreneurial leadership provides a forward-looking orientation that enables banks to
anticipate regulatory changes, embrace digital transformation, and pursue sustainabil-
ity targets simultaneously. Empirical evidence consistently shows that firms guided by
entrepreneurial leaders outperform others in growth, innovation, and strategic adaptabil-
ity [6,68]. Yet, most of this evidence comes from SMEs or non-banking industries, leaving
the role of entrepreneurial leadership in driving sustainable bank performance relatively
underexplored.

SLT [35] helps explain how entrepreneurial leadership translates into sustainable
outcomes in the banking context. Entrepreneurial leaders act as role models whose
behaviors—such as resilience, opportunity-seeking, and problem-solving—are observed
and internalized by employees. In highly regulated and risk-averse banking environ-
ments, this role modeling legitimizes creative behavior, reduces fear of failure, and
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fosters psychological safety [38,39]. Through this social learning process, employees
balance compliance with innovative practices, not only enhancing financial performance,
but also long-term sustainability. This application of SLT highlights the novelty of posi-
tioning entrepreneurial leadership as a driver of sustainable performance in structured
service industries like banking.

Accordingly, entrepreneurial leadership is positioned in this study as a strategic capa-
bility that shapes sustainable bank performance by embedding innovation, adaptability,
and stakeholder-oriented practices into organizational routines [5,51]. By bridging financial
imperatives with sustainability objectives, entrepreneurial leaders enable banks to achieve
resilience, competitiveness, and long-term value creation. This underscores the impor-
tance of entrepreneurial leadership not only for profitability, but also for aligning banking
practices with broader social and environmental responsibilities.

H1. Entrepreneurial leadership positively influences sustainable bank performance.

2.4. Entrepreneurial Leadership and Employee Creativity

The research topic of creativity has received sustained attention from both practitioners
and scholars for nearly four decades [69]. Employee creativity refers to the development
of novel and valuable ideas, processes, and products that contribute to organizational
effectiveness [33]. In increasingly dynamic and uncertain environments, creativity is widely
regarded as a strategic resource that supports organizational adaptability, competitiveness,
and long-term sustainability. Within the banking industry, creativity has become particu-
larly important as institutions face growing disruptions from fintech firms, rapidly evolving
customer expectations, and rising sustainability pressures. This makes creativity not only a
desirable outcome, but also a necessity for survival and resilience in the sector [5,70].

Leadership has been consistently identified as a central driver of creativity, though
prior research has primarily concentrated on transactional and transformational leader-
ship [26,27]. These traditional leadership styles have produced mixed findings, with some
studies suggesting they encourage innovation and others indicating they may restrict
risk-taking and novel thinking [71,72]. Such inconsistency highlights the need to examine
entrepreneurial leadership, a style that explicitly emphasizes opportunity recognition,
adaptability, and innovation as core drivers of creativity in highly regulated, risk-averse
environments such as banking.

Entrepreneurial leadership directs and guides employees toward organizational goals
through the recognition and exploitation of entrepreneurial opportunities [28]. From the
lens of SLT [35], entrepreneurial leaders serve as role models whose behaviors—such
as vision articulation, proactive risk-taking, and creative problem-solving—are observed
and internalized by employees [50]. Unlike conventional leadership styles that often
prioritize compliance, entrepreneurial leadership legitimizes experimentation and fosters
psychological safety, thereby signaling that creative efforts are valued and supported [38].
By observing such behaviors, employees are more likely to develop creative confidence
and engage in innovative practices that align with organizational objectives [20].

Empirical research further demonstrates that entrepreneurial leaders encourage cre-
ativity by cultivating environments of trust, knowledge sharing, and innovation sup-
port [73]. In the banking context, this influence can result in the development of innovative
financial products such as green bonds, customer-centric digital solutions, and socially
responsible lending practices [74]. These outcomes show how entrepreneurial leadership
enables employees not only to generate new ideas, but also to channel creativity into
practices that advance both competitiveness and sustainable bank performance.

Accordingly, this study views entrepreneurial leadership as a critical enabler of em-
ployee creativity because it integrates vision, opportunity-seeking, and role-modeling
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into a social learning process that motivates employees to act creatively. By embedding
creativity within this framework, entrepreneurial leaders empower employees to trans-
form creative potential into organizational innovation that addresses both financial and
sustainability imperatives.

H2. Entrepreneurial leadership positively influences employee creativity.

2.5. Employee Creativity and Sustainable Bank Performance

Creativity has long been acknowledged as a central driver of organizational suc-
cess [74,75]. Yet, the relationship between employee creativity and firm-level outcomes
has received limited direct empirical attention, with existing studies often reporting mixed
or inconclusive results [76,77]. Some research assumes a positive link between creativity,
competitiveness, and performance without providing comprehensive evidence [78,79].
This highlights the need for further investigation into how creativity contributes to or-
ganizational outcomes, particularly in structured and risk-averse contexts like banking,
where innovation is both necessary and constrained. Building on prior findings, this study
views employee creativity as the ability to recognize opportunities, propose novel solutions,
and adapt effectively to changing environments, making it essential for banks seeking to
achieve sustainable performance [78].

In the banking sector, employee creativity is not only a source of differentiation, but
also a strategic enabler of sustainability. Creative employees contribute to developing
innovative processes, financial products, and service delivery mechanisms that allow
for banks to remain competitive [80]. Beyond efficiency and service quality, creativity
enables banks to design sustainability-oriented solutions such as green finance products,
socially responsible lending schemes, and digital tools that enhance financial inclusion.
These innovations simultaneously strengthen profitability, meet stakeholder expectations,
and align banks with global sustainability goals, demonstrating that creativity directly
contributes to long-term resilience and legitimacy in the sector [4].

SLT [35] provides a useful explanation of how creativity translates into sustainable
bank performance. Employees observe entrepreneurial leaders who model visionary
thinking, proactive problem-solving, and risk-taking behaviors. By internalizing these
modeled actions, employees gain psychological safety and legitimacy to pursue creative
ideas [38]. In this way, creativity becomes not just an individual trait but a socially reinforced
process that supports both innovation and compliance, making it especially critical in
heavily regulated banking environments.

Accordingly, this study positions employee creativity as a vital mechanism through
which banks balance financial performance with social responsibility and environmental
stewardship. By embedding creativity within a social learning process, employees are en-
couraged to generate solutions that foster both competitiveness and sustainability, ensuring
long-term performance outcomes.

H3. Employee creativity positively influences sustainable bank performance.

2.6. The Mediating Role of Employee Creativity

Entrepreneurial leadership has been widely acknowledged as a driver of organiza-
tional outcomes, including growth, adaptability, and resilience [5,81,82]. However, lead-
ership does not directly guarantee sustainable bank performance; rather, its effects are
realized through employee-level mechanisms. This study identifies employee creativity as
a central mediating pathway through which entrepreneurial leadership translates vision
into sustainability-oriented outcomes.
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According to SLT [35], individuals acquire behaviors by observing and imitating
role models. Entrepreneurial leaders, through their proactive vision, risk-taking, and
problem-solving, serve as salient role models whose actions encourage employees to
embrace creativity as part of their own work practices [28]. By legitimizing experimentation
and rewarding innovative thinking, such leaders create a climate where employees feel
psychologically safe to engage in creative behaviors, thereby strengthening their confidence
in developing and applying novel solutions [20,83]. In this way, entrepreneurial leadership
functions not merely as directive behavior but as an enabling process that stimulates
employees’ creative engagement.

Employee creativity acts as the bridge between leadership and sustainable perfor-
mance by converting leadership influence into innovative outcomes. Creative employees
are more likely to recognize opportunities, explore new methods, and generate solutions
that go beyond immediate financial performance to advance long-term resilience and
responsibility [78]. For banks, this creativity-driven process may result in the design of
new financial products, such as green loans, fintech-enabled services, and socially respon-
sible lending practices, as well as improved internal processes that enhance operational
efficiency and digital inclusion [32]. These innovations not only support profitability, but
also align with broader societal and environmental expectations, strengthening sustainable
bank performance.

Thus, this study proposes that employee creativity mediates the relationship between
entrepreneurial leadership and sustainable bank performance. By situating creativity
within the social learning process, it highlights how employees absorb and model the en-
trepreneurial behaviors of leaders, ultimately channeling them into practices that reinforce
competitiveness, social responsibility, and long-term sustainability in the banking sector.

H4. Employee creativity mediates the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and sustain-
able bank performance.

2.7. The Moderating Role of Innovation-Oriented Climate

Innovation is broadly understood as the successful transformation of creative ideas
into valuable products, services, or processes [84]. In the banking industry, where digital
disruption, regulatory pressure, and sustainability demands converge, innovation has
become indispensable for survival and growth [70]. Firms operating in dynamic environ-
ments must rely not only on employee creativity, but also on organizational conditions that
support experimentation and idea application [85]. An innovation-oriented climate refers
to the shared perceptions among employees that creativity, risk-taking, and knowledge
sharing are supported, resourced, and rewarded within the organization [86,87]. This
climate provides the psychological safety and resources necessary for employees to propose
and test novel ideas, thereby strengthening innovation potential.

From a SLT perspective [35], leaders play a central role in shaping such climates
by modeling behaviors that employees observe and emulate. Entrepreneurial leaders
who demonstrate risk-taking, visionary thinking, and opportunity recognition signal that
innovative behavior is valued and legitimate [50,88]. When these signals are reinforced
by an innovation-oriented climate, employees feel supported in pursuing creative and
unconventional approaches, thereby enhancing both individual and collective innovation.
In contrast, when the climate is weak or risk-averse, employees may hesitate to apply
creative ideas due to fear of failure or lack of organizational backing [89,90].

An innovation-oriented climate amplifies the impact of entrepreneurial leadership by
converting role-modeling behaviors into tangible performance benefits. In banking, such
climates enable employees to design sustainability-oriented financial solutions, including
green loans, digital inclusion services, and socially responsible lending practices [91-93].
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These innovations not only enhance competitiveness and profitability, but also reinforce
the bank’s long-term resilience and social responsibility. Conversely, in the absence of
such a climate, even entrepreneurial leadership may struggle to overcome rigid structures,
compliance-driven processes, and cultural resistance.

Accordingly, this study positions innovation-oriented climate as a boundary condi-
tion that strengthens the pathways through which entrepreneurial leadership influences
employee creativity and sustainable bank performance. By creating an environment that
validates experimentation and supports innovation, such climates ensure that the social
learning process initiated by entrepreneurial leaders translates into broader organiza-
tional outcomes.

HS5. The relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and employee creativity is moderated by an
innovation-oriented climate. That is, the higher the level of innovation-oriented climate, the stronger
the effect of entrepreneurial leadership on employee creativity.

He6. The relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and sustainable bank performance is
moderated by an innovation-oriented climate. That is, at lower levels of an innovation-oriented
climate, the positive effect of entrepreneurial leadership on sustainable bank performance is weaker.

H7. The indirect positive effect of entrepreneurial leadership on sustainable bank performance
through employee creativity is strongest when the innovation-oriented climate is high.

2.8. Research Model

Drawing on SLT [35], this study proposes a moderated mediation model explaining
how entrepreneurial leadership (EL) enhances sustainable bank performance (SBP) through
employee creativity (EC), and how these effects are strengthened by an innovation-oriented
climate (IOC). Entrepreneurial leaders act as role models whose visionary behavior, op-
portunity recognition, and risk-taking are observed and internalized by employees [28,50],
inspiring them to engage in creative problem-solving and opportunity exploitation that
contribute to long-term organizational sustainability [5,38]. Employee creativity thus serves
as a mediating mechanism translating leadership into sustainable outcomes by enabling the
generation of innovative services, digital financial products, and green banking solutions
that align profitability with social and environmental responsibility. At the same time, an
innovation-oriented climate amplifies these effects by offering psychological safety, resource
support, and organizational norms that encourage experimentation and learning [84,86].
In banks characterized by such climates, employees are more likely to emulate leaders’
entrepreneurial behaviors and convert creative insights into sustainable performance gains,
whereas in less supportive settings, these mechanisms weaken due to cultural resistance
or limited institutional support [89,94]. Accordingly, Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical
framework integrating EL, EC, IOC, and SBP to visualize the study’s hypothesized relation-
ships (H1-H7) and demonstrate how leadership, creativity, and context interact to drive
sustainability in the banking sector.
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Figure 1. Research model. Source(s): Authors” own work.

3. Methods
3.1. Research Design

To conduct this study, we first contacted managers and employees from several banks
to confirm their willingness to participate. Bank management that agreed to participate
received a questionnaire package that included a survey and a return envelope. Prior to dis-
tribution, managers informed the participants of the study’s objectives to address potential
concerns and clarify the survey process [95]. Following Hunter et al. [96], a multi-source,
two-wave survey design was adopted to reduce the common method bias. In the first wave,
employees completed items related to entrepreneurial leadership, employee creativity, and
an innovation-oriented climate. In the second wave, which was conducted one month
later, bank managers provided assessments of the dependent variable: sustainable bank
performance. Consistent with Landry et al. [97], managers were asked to evaluate their
banks’ overall performance by incorporating the financial, social, and innovation-related di-
mensions of sustainability. In total, 690 questionnaires were distributed, with each manager
supervising approximately ten employees.

Before initiating the main data collection, the survey instrument was initially devel-
oped in English and translated into Turkish using Brislin’s [98] back-translation method
to ensure linguistic and conceptual equivalence. Two bilingual experts—a management
scholar and a senior banking professional—verified the translation accuracy and resolved
discrepancies through iterative discussion [99]. A pilot test was conducted with 35 em-
ployees and five branch managers to evaluate clarity, readability, and scale reliability.
Results demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency (Cronbach’s o > 0.80), and minor
modifications were made to refine item wording for cultural relevance.

Managers were specifically selected to rate sustainable bank performance because of
their comprehensive understanding of both financial and non-financial outcomes at the
branch level [5]. Where multiple managers evaluated the same branch, inter-rater reliability
was assessed to ensure the consistency of evaluations, resulting in an intraclass correlation
coefficient, which confirms a high level of agreement across raters.

3.2. Data Collection and Procedure

Data for the empirical testing of the proposed model were collected from Turkish banks
listed on the Banks Association of Tiirkiye and the Banking Regulation and Supervision
Agency [100]. We obtained a list of public and private banks and their contact details from
the Borsa Istanbul Directory. With the assistance of HR officials in the selected banks, the
survey was administered to non-managerial employees and managers in Istanbul, Ankara,
and Izmir. A simple random sampling method was employed as it provides each member
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of the population with an equal chance of selection and is suitable for minimizing sampling
bias [101,102].

Eleven banks were chosen according to multiple criteria—market capitalization, de-
posit volume, loan portfolio, total assets, and service diversification—to ensure representa-
tiveness of the Turkish banking industry [103,104]. Each selected branch employed at least
ten employees, and each received eleven questionnaires (ten for employees and one for the
branch manager). The two-wave design was implemented one month apart to minimize
temporal bias and reduce common method variance [105,106]. In the first wave, employees
responded to constructs measuring entrepreneurial leadership, employee creativity, and
innovation-oriented climate, while in the second wave, managers assessed sustainable
bank performance, covering financial, social, and environmental indicators.

A total of 690 questionnaires were distributed between February and March 2024.
After a single reminder call, 472 valid responses were returned, and 13 incomplete cases
were excluded, yielding a final response rate of 66.52%. The use of multi-source and multi-
wave data significantly minimized the risk of common method bias and strengthened the
study’s internal validity [96,97,105].

Ethical approval for this research was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the
University of Mediterranean Karpasia. All participants were adults, participation was
voluntary, and written informed consent was obtained [3]. Participants were informed
about confidentiality, anonymity, and their right to withdraw at any stage. No vulnerable
groups or minors were involved in the study, ensuring full compliance with ethical research
standards [107].

Table 1 summarizes respondents” demographic characteristics. Among respondents,
278 (60.57%) were male and 181 (39.43%) female. In terms of education, 307 (66.89%)
held a bachelor’s degree, 101 (22.00%) a master’s degree, and 51 (11.11%) held other
qualifications. Regarding work experience, 201 respondents (40.12%) reported six or more
years of experience, indicating a mature workforce well-positioned to evaluate leadership
behaviors and creative practices within the banking context.

Table 1. Participants’ characteristics.

Demographic Profiles Categories Frequency Proportion (%)
Gender Male 278 60.57
Female 181 39.43
Education Bachelor degree 307 66.89
Master degree 101 22.00
Others 51 11.11
Experience Less than 3 69 13.77
Between 3 and 5 162 32.34
More than 6 years 201 40.12
Total 459 100%

Source(s): Authors’ elaboration based on survey data.

3.3. Measurement Items

To ensure cross-linguistic validity, the questionnaire was initially developed in English
and translated into Turkish using Brislin’s [98] back-translation method. Two bilingual
experts—one academic specializing in management and one professional from the bank-
ing sector—evaluated both versions for conceptual and linguistic accuracy. A pilot test
involving 35 bank employees and five managers confirmed the clarity and reliability
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of all items (Cronbach’s « values ranging from 0.82 to 0.89). All constructs were mea-
sured using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), with
higher scores indicating stronger perceptions of entrepreneurial leadership, employee
creativity, innovation-oriented climate, and sustainability-oriented performance. For full
transparency, the complete list of measurement items, scales, and citations is provided in
Appendix A Table A1.

Entrepreneurial leadership (EL) was assessed using eight items adapted from Renko
et al. [28]. The items capture leaders’ visionary and opportunity-oriented behaviors that
stimulate employees’ creative and proactive engagement. Sample statements include “My
manager often comes up with ideas for completely new products or services we could
sell” and “My manager challenges and pushes me to act in a more innovative way.” This
scale reflects key behavioral indicators such as risk-taking, passion, vision articulation,
and creative problem-solving, consistent with the entrepreneurial leadership construct.
Reliability analysis yielded a Cronbach’s « of 0.89, indicating strong internal consistency.

Employee creativity (EC) was measured using four items from Tierney and
Farmer [108], which assess employees’ self-perceptions of generating and applying
novel and useful ideas. To reflect the self-report nature of this study, the items were
slightly reworded into first-person form. Example items include “I generate novel but
operable work-related ideas,” “I seek new ideas and ways to solve problems,” “I identify
opportunities for new ways of dealing with work,” and “I demonstrate originality in my
work.” These items conceptualize creativity as an individual cognitive-behavioral pro-
cess that contributes to organizational innovation and adaptability [33]. The reliability
coefficient for this construct was 0.84, confirming acceptable internal consistency.

The innovation-oriented climate (IOC) was assessed through four items adapted
from Oke et al. [109], reflecting an organizational environment that encourages innova-
tion and experimentation. Sample items include “The bank provides time and resources
for employees to generate, share, and experiment with innovative ideas/solutions” and
“Employees are recognized and rewarded for their creativity and innovative ideas.” This
measure captures the collective perception of organizational support, open communication,
and recognition mechanisms that foster innovation [84,86]. The internal reliability of this
construct was high (Cronbach’s o = 0.82).

Sustainable bank performance (SBP) was measured using 12 items derived from
Khan and Quaddus [110], encompassing economic, social, and environmental dimensions,
aligned with the triple bottom line framework [111]. The economic performance (four
items) included indicators such as “Sales growth”, “Income stability”, and “Return on
investment”. The social performance (four items) reflected community engagement and
employee well-being through items such as “Enhances our social recognition in society”
and “Provides freedom and control”. The environmental performance (four items) assessed
ecological responsibility, including “Uses utilities in an environment-friendly manner”
and “Produces few wastes and emissions”. Reliability analyses confirmed satisfactory
internal consistency for each dimension (x = 0.89 for economic, 0.87 for social, and 0.85 for
environmental performance).

3.4. Non-Response Bias

To assess the possibility of non-response bias, the extrapolation method was ap-
plied, which assumes that late respondents can serve as proxies for non-respondents [112].
Independent-sample t-tests compared early and late respondents across all constructs—
entrepreneurial leadership, employee creativity, innovation-oriented climate, and sustain-
able bank performance—to test for systematic differences in mean responses [113]. The
results revealed no statistically significant differences (p > 0.05) between the two groups,
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suggesting that non-response bias is unlikely to affect the findings and that the sample can
be considered representative of the broader banking population.

3.5. Common Method Bias

Because this study relied on survey-based data, both procedural and statistical strate-
gies were implemented to control for common method bias (CMB) [105]. Procedurally,
respondents were informed that participation was voluntary and anonymous, that there
were no right or wrong answers, and that their responses would be used solely for aca-
demic research purposes. Items for different constructs were placed in separate sections of
the questionnaire, and midpoint-labeled Likert scales were used to discourage patterned
responses [107]. Furthermore, a two-wave, multi-source design—where employees and
managers completed surveys at different points in time—helped further minimize common
source variance [96].

For statistical checks, Harman'’s single-factor test was conducted by loading all mea-
surement items into an exploratory factor analysis. The first unrotated factor accounted for
only 21.8% of the total variance, which is well below the 50% threshold, indicating that no
single factor dominated the covariance structure [114]. In addition, the marker variable
technique [115] was employed using a theoretically unrelated construct included in the
questionnaire. The correlations between the marker variable and the principal constructs
were below 0.01, providing additional evidence against the presence of CMB. Together,
these results confirm that common method bias does not pose a serious threat to the validity
of this study’s findings.

3.6. Analytical Methods

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS 27 and AMOS 26. Preliminary analyses
confirmed data normality, absence of multicollinearity (VIF < 3), and appropriate reliability
levels, supporting the use of parametric techniques. Pearson’s correlation analysis was
conducted to examine bivariate relationships among the study variables. Confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 26 was then applied to verify construct reliability,
convergent validity, and discriminant validity, ensuring the robustness of the measurement
model [116].

To test the hypothesized relationships, Hayes’ [117] PROCESS macro was employed.
Model 4 tested the direct effect of entrepreneurial leadership on sustainable bank perfor-
mance and the indirect mediating effect of employee creativity. Model 59 was subsequently
used to assess the moderated mediation model, in which entrepreneurial leadership served
as the independent variable, employee creativity as the mediator, innovation-oriented
climate as the moderator, and sustainable bank performance as the dependent variable.
Control variables such as employee experience and education were incorporated to account
for potential confounding effects.

The significance threshold was set at p < 0.05. A bootstrapping procedure with
5000 bias-corrected resamples was used to compute 95% confidence intervals for indirect
and conditional effects [118]. Mediation and moderation effects were considered signif-
icant if the confidence interval did not include zero. To interpret the interaction terms,
simple slope analyses were performed to graphically represent the nature and direction of
significant moderating effects.

4. Analysis and Results
4.1. Measurement Model Assessment

Before testing the proposed hypotheses, a series of reliability and validity analyses
were performed to ensure the robustness of the measurement model. Reliability was first
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examined using Cronbach’s alpha (CA), with all constructs exceeding the threshold value
of 0.70 [119], confirming internal consistency (see Table 2). Confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) was then conducted using AMOS 26 to assess unidimensionality, convergent validity,
and discriminant validity [116,120]. All standardized factor loadings were significant
(p < 0.001) and exceeded 0.60 (ranging from 0.624 to 0.938), demonstrating acceptable
indicator reliability [121].

Table 2. Measurement model.

Constructs  Indicators SFL CA CR AVE
Entrepreneurial Leadership 0.886 0.890 0.553

EL1 0.711

EL2 0.744

EL3 0.693

EL4 0.699

EL5 0.754

EL6 0.708

EL7 0.624

ELS 0.732
Employee Creativity 0.835 0.821 0.537

EC1 0.787

EC2 0.699

EC2 0.638

EC4 0.794
Innovation-Oriented Climate 0.821 0.823 0.538

I0C1 0.757

10C2 0.722

10C3 0.729

10C4 0.727
Sustainable Bank Performance 0.935 0.938 0.791

EP 0.938

SO 0.905

EN 0.914

Note: SFL = standard factor loading; CA = Cronbach’s alpha; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average
variance extracted; EL = entrepreneurial leadership; EC = employee creativity; IOC = innovation-oriented climate;
EP = economic performance; SO = social performance; EN = environmental performance. Source(s): Authors’
elaboration based on survey data.

Composite reliability (CR) values ranged from 0.821 to 0.938, surpassing the recom-
mended cut-off of 0.70, while average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged between
0.537 and 0.791, exceeding the minimum threshold of 0.50 [122]. These results indicate that
each construct captured sufficient variance from its indicators, thus confirming convergent
validity [123]. Furthermore, the Cronbach’s alpha and CR values were closely aligned,
showing consistency across reliability estimations.

Descriptive statistics and discriminant validity results are presented in Table 3. Dis-
criminant validity was assessed using the Fornell-Larcker criterion [122], which requires
that the square root of each construct’s AVE be greater than its correlations with other
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constructs. As shown in Table 3, all constructs satisfied this condition, confirming empirical
distinctiveness and reducing the risk of conceptual overlap.

Table 3. Pearson correlation and discriminant validity.

Construct Mean Std EL EC 10C SBP Edu Ex
EL 5.133 0.530 (0.503)
EC 5.573 0.501 0.497 ** (0.732)
I10C 4.856 0.572 0.517 ** 0.465 ** (0.734)
SBP 5.552 0.664 0.674 ** 0.704 ** 0.515 ** (0.889)
Edu - - 0.074 0.074 0.031 0.065 na
Ex - - 0.037 0.036 0.006 0.039 0.040 na

Note: Std = standard deviation; EL = entrepreneurial leadership; EC = employee creativity; IOC = innovation-
oriented climate; SBP = sustainable bank performance; ** = p < 0.01; na = not applicable; edu = education;
Ex = experience. Source(s): Authors’ elaboration based on survey data.

Model fit indices were evaluated following Bagozzi and Yi [124], confirming that
the measurement model provided an acceptable representation of the data. All model
fit indices presented in Table 4 met or exceeded recommended thresholds: x2/df = 2.195,
CFI = 0.956, TLI = 0.946, NFI = 0.923, RFI = 0.905, and RMSEA = 0.061, indicating a good
overall fit.

Table 4. Model fitness summary.

Fit Indicators Cut-Off Range Results

CMIN/df <3 2.195
TLI >0.9 0.946

NFI >0.9 0.923

RFI >0.9 0.905
RMSEA <0.9 0.061
CFI <0.9 0.956

GFI >0.9 0.903

Source(s): Authors’ elaboration based on survey data.

Finally, to rule out potential multicollinearity issues, variance inflation factor (VIF)
values were examined and found to be below 2.5 across all variables, confirming that
multicollinearity was not a concern. Overall, these findings collectively demonstrate that
the measurement model is both statistically sound and theoretically valid, providing a
robust foundation for subsequent hypothesis testing.

4.2. Hypotheses Testing: Direct and Indirect Effects

Following Hayes [117], PROCESS Macro Model 4 was employed to examine the direct
and indirect relationships between EL, EC, and SBP. The analysis results summarized
in Table 5 and illustrated in Figure 2 provide strong empirical support for the proposed
mediation model. Entrepreneurial leadership exhibited a significant and positive effect on
SBP (B =0.371, t = 6.823, p < 0.001), confirming H1. Similarly, EL significantly influenced EC
(B =0.539, t =14.996, p < 0.001), supporting H2, while EC strongly predicted SBP (3 = 0.664,
t=10.269, p < 0.001), validating H3.
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Table 5. Mediation model.
Relationships B S.E. t-Values p-Values 95% CI
Intercept 2.910 0.179 16.286 <0.001 [2.559, 3.262]
H1: EL — SBP 0.371 0.054 6.823 <0.001 [0.264, 0.487]
H2: EL — EC 0.539 0.036 14.996 <0.001 [0.468, 0.610]
H3: EC — SBP 0.664 0.065 10.269 <0.001 [0.573, 0.791]
H4: EL — EC — SBP  0.357 0.043 - <0.001 [0.277, 0.444]

Note: EL = entrepreneurial leadership; EC = employee creativity; SBP = sustainable bank performance; S.E. = stan-
dard error. Source(s): Authors’ elaboration based on survey data.

Innovation-Oriented B=0.179
Climate p<0.050
[
B=0.107
p>0.050
B=0.108
p <0.050 .
. .. Sustainable Bank
Entrepreneurial | p=0.539 _,| Employee Creativity | B=0.664 Performance
i <0.001 R=0.410 p <0.001
Leadership P R? = 0.560
B=0.371
p <0.001

Figure 2. Structural model. Source(s): Authors” own work.

Effect size calculations revealed that the path EL — EC (f2 = 0.70) represented a
large effect, EC — SBP (f2=034)a large-to-moderate effect, and EL — SBP (?=027)a
moderate-to-large effect [125]. These values demonstrate that entrepreneurial leadership
not only exerts statistically significant relationships, but also produces meaningful practical
impacts on creativity and sustainability performance in banking organizations. This aligns
with prior findings suggesting that entrepreneurial leaders foster innovative thinking,
adaptability, and long-term value creation.

To assess mediation, a bootstrapping analysis with 5000 bias-corrected resamples
was conducted [126]. The results indicated a significant indirect effect of EL on SBP
through EC (BootEffect = 0.357, BootSE = 0.043, 95% CI [0.277, 0.444]), while the direct
effect of EL on SBP remained significant. This indicates partial mediation, thereby sup-
porting H4. This finding underscores that entrepreneurial leadership contributes to sus-
tainability outcomes both directly—through vision articulation and strategic guidance—
and indirectly by cultivating employee creativity as a vital internal resource. In line with
SLT [35], employees emulate leaders’ proactive and opportunity-oriented behaviors,
which enhances their creative output and supports sustainable innovations such as
green banking solutions, digitalization of services, and community-focused financial
initiatives. These outcomes highlight that entrepreneurial leaders play a pivotal role in
embedding creativity within the organizational fabric, translating individual innovation
into tangible sustainability results.
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4.3. Hypotheses Testing: Moderating and Conditional Indirect Effects

To test the moderating role of innovation-oriented climate (IOC) and the conditional in-
direct effects, PROCESS Model 59 was applied [117]. The results presented in Table 6 demon-
strate that IOC significantly moderates the relationship between EL and EC (3 = 0.108,
t=2.262, p < 0.05), providing support for H5. A simple slope analysis [127] revealed that
the positive influence of EL on EC was stronger under high IOC (3 = 0.549, p < 0.001)
compared to low IOC (3 = 0.423, p < 0.001), as shown in Figure 3. These results suggest
that an innovation-oriented climate strengthens the extent to which employees internalize
and replicate their leaders’ creative behaviors by offering psychological safety, recognition,
and resources for experimentation [84,86]. In such climates, employees are encouraged
to challenge routines, take calculated risks, and generate new ideas—behaviors that en-
trepreneurial leaders actively reinforce.

Table 6. Moderated mediation model.

Paths B S.E. t-Values p-Values 95% CI
Model 1: Employee Creativity

Intercept 0.097 0.031 2.816 <0.001 [0.048, 0.128]
Gender 0.039 0.060  0.188 >0.05 [—0.073, 0.210]
Education 0.018 0.072  0.105 >0.05 [0.049, 0.103]

EL 0483 0.042 11.516 <0.001 [0.400, 0.566]

I0C 0.190 0.041  4.539 <0.001 [0.108, 0.272]

H5: EL x IOC — EC 0.108 0.048  2.262 <0.05 [0.014, 0.202]

R? = 0.451
The conditional direct effect of EL on EC at different levels of IOC

I0OC (—-1SD) 0423 0.043  9.613 <0.001 [0.436, 0.661]
IOC (Mean) 0486 0042  9.774 <0.001 [0.337, 0.508]

IOC (+1SD) 0.549 0.057  11.197 <0.001 [0.402, 0.569]

Model 2: Sustainable Bank performance

Constant 5.558 0.026 214.587 <0.001 [5.507, 5.609]
Gender 0.028 0.077  0.119 >0.05 [-0.061, 0.99]
Education 0.010 0.104  0.036 >0.05 [—0.027, 0.084]

EL 0.310 0.059  5.298 <0.001 [0.195, 0.320]

EC 0.596 0.065  9.218 <0.001 [0.468, 0.723]

10C 0.212  0.050 4207 <0.000 [0.113, 0.311]
Hé: EL x I0C — SBP 0.107 0.093  1.160 >0.05 [—0.075, 0.290]
Interaction: EC x IOC —+SBP 0.179 0.071  2.559 <0.05 [0.062, 0.302]
H7: The conditional indirect effect of EL on SBP through EC at different levels of IOC
I0C (—1SD) 0.270  0.057 [0.160, 0.380]
IOC (Mean) 0.289  0.039 [0.214, 0.368]

IOC (+1SD) 0.295 0.052 [0.194, 0.402]

Note: EL = entrepreneurial leadership; EC = employee creativity; IOC = innovation-oriented climate SBP = sus-
tainable bank performance. Source(s): Authors’ elaboration based on survey data.
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Figure 3. Moderating effect of innovation-oriented climate on the direct relationship between
entrepreneurial leadership and employee creativity. Source(s): Authors’ elaboration based on sur-
vey data.

However, the interaction between EL and IOC on SBP was not statistically significant
(B =0.107, t =1.160, p > 0.05), indicating that H6 was not supported. This non-significant
finding provides valuable theoretical insight. It suggests that while innovation-oriented cli-
mates are critical for stimulating creativity, they may not directly enhance the link between
leadership and performance outcomes unless creativity mediates this relationship. In other
words, organizational climate functions as an enabling condition, amplifying creativity as
the mechanism that transforms leadership behaviors into measurable sustainability results.
This interpretation aligns with previous research showing that supportive climates foster
creative engagement but do not independently drive performance without the mediation
of innovative behavior [94].

Finally, the results provided evidence for moderated mediation (H7). As indicated in
Table 6 and Figure 4, the indirect effect of EL on SBP via EC was stronger in banks with
a high IOC (95% CI [0.194, 0.402]) than in those with a low I0C (95% CI [0.160, 0.380]).
This finding confirms that an innovation-oriented climate magnifies the positive influence
of entrepreneurial leadership on sustainability outcomes by strengthening employees’
creative capacity. When banks cultivate environments that promote experimentation, open
communication, and recognition for innovation, employees’ creative contributions become
the driving force behind sustainable economic, social, and environmental performance.
These results reinforce the interactive nature of leadership and contextual factors, where
leadership effectiveness is contingent upon the presence of supportive organizational
climates that channel creativity into sustainable innovation [20,35].
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Figure 4. Moderating effect of innovation-oriented climate on the indirect relationship between
entrepreneurial leadership and sustainable bank performance through employee creativity. Source(s):
Authors’ elaboration based on survey data.

5. Discussion

Grounded in SLT [35], this study developed and empirically tested an integrated model
examining the direct effect of entrepreneurial leadership on sustainable bank performance,
the mediating role of employee creativity, and the moderating role of an innovation-oriented
climate. The findings provide robust evidence for SLT by demonstrating that employees
internalize and emulate their leaders” innovative and proactive behaviors, transforming
them into creativity-driven actions that ultimately enhance sustainability performance.
These results reaffirm that learning through observation and imitation is not merely cog-
nitive but deeply behavioral, as employees mirror leaders’ problem-solving approaches,
opportunity recognition, and adaptability. This highlights that entrepreneurial leadership,
when reinforced by a supportive innovation-oriented climate, cultivates employee creativ-
ity as a strategic behavioral capability essential for translating sustainability-oriented goals
into measurable performance outcomes. Collectively, the findings affirm that leadership,
creativity, and organizational climate function as complementary mechanisms that enable
banks to build long-term resilience and competitiveness in dynamic environments.

Consistent with prior research, entrepreneurial leadership exerts a significant positive
impact on organizational performance [128-130]. This study extends those insights by
demonstrating that entrepreneurial leadership not only stimulates financial and operational
outcomes, but also embeds sustainability within core banking strategies. In the context of
an increasingly complex regulatory landscape, entrepreneurial leaders play a pivotal role
in navigating institutional challenges, managing digital transformation, and embedding
environmental and social responsibility into business models [7,32]. Through their vision,
risk-taking, and proactive orientation, entrepreneurial leaders act as catalysts for change,
empowering employees to integrate sustainability-driven innovations across financial
services and processes [5]. By promoting continuous learning and experimentation, such
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leaders foster a culture that values both innovation and accountability, ensuring that
sustainability becomes a lived organizational practice rather than a peripheral initiative.

The strong and positive relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and em-
ployee creativity is consistent with findings across knowledge-intensive sectors such as
tourism and information technology [20,131]. This study contributes by revealing how
entrepreneurial leaders within the banking sector foster creativity not only through empow-
erment, but also by legitimizing non-conformity, encouraging idea-sharing, and modeling
innovative problem-solving behaviors. These leaders provide psychological cues that
reduce uncertainty and stimulate cognitive flexibility among employees, allowing them to
reframe problems and explore new solutions [73]. In banking, this translates into creative
initiatives such as green financing products, sustainable investment services, and digital
innovation platforms that align profitability with environmental and social goals [132].
Hence, entrepreneurial leadership acts as both a behavioral catalyst and an organizational
facilitator, transforming employees’ creative potential into actions that reinforce innovation-
based sustainability outcomes.

The results also demonstrate that employee creativity significantly enhances sustain-
able bank performance, confirming its role as a vital mechanism linking leadership to
performance [74]. This study advances this understanding by situating creativity as a
dynamic capability that enables banks to respond to external shocks, regulatory reforms,
and environmental pressures through continuous innovation. Unlike product-based indus-
tries, the banking sector relies heavily on process innovation, digital transformation, and
relationship management to sustain competitive advantage [32,132]. Creative employees en-
hance sustainability by developing resource-efficient systems, improving customer-centric
services, and integrating ethical principles into operational decision-making. Moreover,
banks—unlike smaller firms constrained by limited assets [133]—can institutionalize cre-
ative initiatives at scale, ensuring that innovation and sustainability become embedded
within their strategic architecture. Thus, creativity not only functions as an individual
competency, but also as a collective organizational asset that reinforces both adaptability
and social legitimacy.

The mediating role of employee creativity supports the behavioral learning pathway of
SLT. Entrepreneurial leaders model innovative thinking, initiative, and persistence, which
employees observe, internalize, and reproduce through creative work behaviors [6,8,134].
This process highlights that leadership effectiveness is realized through the behavioral
translation of vision into action. Without creativity, the transformative potential of leader-
ship remains conceptual; with it, strategic vision becomes operational reality. Therefore,
employee creativity functions as the behavioral conduit that converts leadership intent into
sustainability-oriented outcomes, underscoring the need for organizations to align leader-
ship development with creativity-enhancing systems such as participatory decision-making,
skill-based training, and cross-functional collaboration [135].

The moderating effect of innovation-oriented climate further underscores the contex-
tual interdependence between leadership and organizational environment. The positive
link between entrepreneurial leadership and employee creativity was found to be stronger
in banks characterized by psychological safety, openness to experimentation, and collective
learning [84,136]. This finding demonstrates that leadership alone is insufficient to drive
creativity; instead, its impact depends on the broader climate that either enables or con-
strains innovative behavior. Supportive climates encourage risk-taking, promote dialogue
across hierarchies, and reward idea generation—factors essential for translating creativity
into sustainable outcomes [89]. Conversely, in rigid or risk-averse cultures, even proactive
leaders may find their influence limited by structural inertia or normative resistance to
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change. Thus, an innovation-oriented climate serves as a contextual amplifier, enhancing
the translation of leadership-driven creativity into sustained organizational performance.

Importantly, this study contextualizes the Turkish banking sector within global leader-
ship and sustainability frameworks. Turkey’s banking system, situated at the intersection
of emerging-market dynamism and institutional maturity, provides a distinctive yet gen-
eralizable setting for examining leadership-driven sustainability. Characterized by rapid
digitalization, regulatory adaptation, and evolving environmental accountability, the sec-
tor mirrors conditions in other transitional economies such as Brazil, India, and South
Africa [137-139]. These parallels suggest that the mechanisms identified—linking en-
trepreneurial leadership, creativity, and innovation-oriented climate—are not culturally
idiosyncratic but broadly relevant across markets where volatility and sustainability imper-
atives coexist. By integrating contextual nuances into a universal behavioral framework,
this study strengthens the external validity of SLT and contributes to the ongoing effort to
de-Westernize leadership research [3,51,140].

Overall, this study advances both theoretical and practical understanding by position-
ing entrepreneurial leadership as a behavioral engine for sustainability-driven innovation.
Theoretically, it refines SLT by illustrating how creativity functions as a mediating behav-
ioral mechanism and how organizational climate moderates these effects. Practically, it
underscores that sustainable competitiveness in banking not only requires policy com-
pliance and financial control, but also dynamic leadership that empowers creativity and
cultivates climates conducive to innovation. By linking human-centered leadership to
environmental and social performance, the study highlights the strategic importance of
fostering learning-oriented cultures that convert individual initiative into systemic transfor-
mation. These insights provide actionable implications for bank managers, policymakers,
and regulators seeking to align financial success with broader sustainability objectives in
both emerging and developed economies.

6. Conclusions
6.1. Theoretical Implications

This study presents several important theoretical implications that enrich our under-
standing of entrepreneurial leadership, employee creativity, and sustainable performance
within service-based and regulated sectors such as banking. First, by providing empirical
evidence that entrepreneurial leadership significantly enhances sustainable bank perfor-
mance, this study deepens the theoretical integration between entrepreneurship, leadership,
and sustainability. It extends prior research that primarily focused on entrepreneurial
leadership in start-ups, SMEs, or manufacturing contexts [6,81] by demonstrating that
entrepreneurial leadership functions as a strategic and behavioral capability even in highly
formalized institutions. This insight reinforces the argument that entrepreneurial leadership
transcends industry boundaries, serving as a dynamic capability that enables opportunity
recognition, adaptability, and innovation-driven sustainability [65,141,142]. By validat-
ing this relationship in the banking sector, the study broadens the theoretical landscape
of entrepreneurial leadership, confirming its relevance for mature organizations facing
environmental and digital transformation pressures.

Second, this study advances leadership and creativity theory by empirically confirm-
ing that entrepreneurial leadership fosters employee creativity in conservative service
contexts. This finding not only responds to Renko et al.’s [28] call to further investigate
how entrepreneurial leadership nurtures creative behavior, but also extends the theory
to non-traditional settings. It highlights that entrepreneurial leaders in banks cultivate a
sense of empowerment, autonomy, and cognitive flexibility among employees—qualities
that are essential for creative problem-solving and proactive innovation [74,143]. This
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reconceptualization challenges the notion that banking institutions are inherently risk-
averse and compliance-bound, instead portraying them as adaptive systems capable of
fostering creative capital. Theoretically, this positions entrepreneurial leadership as an
enabling mechanism that converts organizational rigidity into an opportunity-oriented
culture, enriching both the creativity and sustainability literature [37,144-146].

Third, this study broadens the theoretical understanding of creativity by demonstrat-
ing its influence beyond innovation-oriented industries to include sustainability outcomes
in service-based organizations. While previous research emphasized creativity in R&D and
technical innovation teams [136,147], the current findings reveal that employee creativity
in banking not only contributes to economic efficiency, but also to environmental and social
sustainability. Creative employees help banks design green financial products, digital
eco-services, and inclusive financing mechanisms that align with sustainable develop-
ment goals [4,21]. This conceptual extension reframes creativity as a multidimensional
construct—one that acts as an organizational lever for ethical innovation and compet-
itive differentiation in regulated markets. Accordingly, this study integrates creativity
theory into the broader sustainability discourse, offering a nuanced understanding of how
individual creative behavior fuels systemic, long-term performance advantages.

Fourth, this research contributes to theory by uncovering the mediating role of em-
ployee creativity in the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and sustainable
performance. Consistent with SLT [35], the findings reveal that employees internalize lead-
ers’ entrepreneurial behaviors—such as vision setting, opportunity seeking, and calculated
risk-taking—and emulate these behaviors through creative engagement [51,74,134]. This
process illustrates how learning through observation and imitation serves as a mechanism
by which leadership is translated into concrete innovative outputs that drive sustain-
ability. By positioning creativity as the behavioral link between leadership intent and
sustainability outcomes, this study expands SLT’s explanatory scope, demonstrating that
leadership influence operates not merely through inspiration, but also through cognitive
modeling and behavioral replication that generate sustainable value [3]. This provides a
valuable multi-level theoretical bridge connecting individual learning, team creativity, and
organizational sustainability.

Finally, this study identifies an innovation-oriented climate as a critical boundary con-
dition that determines the extent to which entrepreneurial leadership enhances creativity
and performance. While prior research has recognized an innovation climate as a determi-
nant of creativity [136,148], the current findings demonstrate that such a climate amplifies
the indirect effects of entrepreneurial leadership on sustainability performance. This under-
scores that leadership effectiveness not only depends on individual capabilities, but also on
contextual factors such as openness, experimentation, and psychological safety [73,89,90].
An innovation-oriented climate creates the social and emotional conditions necessary for
employees to take risks and express creative ideas, reinforcing the behavioral modeling
process central to SLT. By integrating contingency and learning perspectives, this study
contributes a more holistic framework illustrating how leadership, creativity, and climate
interact to shape organizational sustainability trajectories. This multi-level theoretical
synthesis advances our understanding of leadership in dynamic and environmentally
conscious organizational systems.

6.2. Practical Implications

The findings of this study offer several strategic and actionable implications for bank-
ing practitioners, policymakers, and sustainability professionals. Entrepreneurial leader-
ship is not merely a desirable managerial attribute, but also a strategic capability essential
for building sustainable competitiveness in today’s volatile financial ecosystem. Banks
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must therefore recognize that developing entrepreneurial leaders is fundamental to bal-
ancing economic goals with social and environmental responsibilities. In an era defined
by accelerating climate risks, digital transformation, and stakeholder scrutiny under ESG
(Environmental, Social, and Governance) frameworks, entrepreneurial leaders serve as cat-
alysts for transforming traditional banking operations into sustainability-oriented systems
of value creation. Such leaders can anticipate regulatory changes, integrate green financing
mechanisms, and align internal processes with global sustainability standards such as
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals and the Principles for Responsible Banking. To
realize this transformation, banks should redesign leadership recruitment and training
programs to emphasize proactive opportunity recognition, innovation, and sustainability-
driven decision-making [149]. This approach not only cultivates adaptive strategic thinking,
but also ensures that leadership competencies align with the broader agenda of responsible
finance and climate-conscious growth.

Beyond leadership development, the results underscore that employees play a pivotal
role in operationalizing sustainability initiatives. As the primary interface with customers
and organizational systems, employees represent the transmission channel through which
entrepreneurial leadership behaviors translate into sustainable outcomes [65]. Managers
must therefore actively model entrepreneurial behaviors that encourage employee auton-
omy, experimentation, and responsible risk-taking. Such behaviors can inspire employees
to identify sustainability opportunities, innovate service delivery models, and design solu-
tions that integrate environmental responsibility into core financial activities. For example,
bank employees can innovate by developing digital microfinance tools for underserved
communities, designing eco-loan products that promote energy efficiency, or embedding
ESG metrics into customer relationship management [4]. By fostering psychological safety
and open communication, entrepreneurial leaders can create an organizational culture that
values creativity as a pathway to sustainable innovation. This participatory and empow-
ering leadership approach strengthens intrinsic motivation, commitment, and collective
ownership of sustainability goals.

Considering the mediating role of employee creativity, banks must establish struc-
tured mechanisms to stimulate, recognize, and reward innovation that contributes to
sustainability. Creativity management should be institutionalized through human resource
systems that link performance incentives to sustainability achievements and innovative
problem-solving. Practical measures may include implementing innovation challenges,
cross-departmental project teams, and intrapreneurship programs that focus on envi-
ronmental efficiency and financial inclusion. Human resource departments can further
integrate creativity-oriented performance indicators and sustainability-based reward sys-
tems to reinforce innovation as an organizational norm. These mechanisms transform
creative potential into measurable organizational outcomes by encouraging employees
to propose initiatives that improve digital resilience, ethical governance, and stakeholder
value creation [135,143]. Ultimately, fostering employee creativity transforms the bank
into a continuously learning organization capable of responding to global sustainability
challenges with agility and foresight.

The moderating role of an innovation-oriented climate also carries important man-
agerial implications. Entrepreneurial leadership thrives in environments that support
experimentation, collaboration, and open dialogue. Banks should therefore assess and
strengthen their internal innovation climates by promoting transparency, team-based prob-
lem solving, and knowledge sharing across departments. Institutional leaders can facilitate
this process by providing resources for pilot projects, establishing innovation hubs, and
embedding sustainability indicators in strategic performance dashboards [32,91]. Further-
more, banks should integrate innovation-oriented climate initiatives into their strategic
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planning processes to bridge the gap between leadership intent and employee action. A
supportive climate reinforces trust and psychological safety, encouraging employees to
transform creative insights into scalable, sustainability-driven innovations [89,90]. This
alignment ensures that entrepreneurial leadership not only influences individual behavior,
but also permeates the organizational culture, leading to enduring systemic transformation.

Taken together, these implications illustrate that entrepreneurial leadership represents
a transformative mechanism for achieving sustainability in the banking sector. By syn-
chronizing leadership behaviors, employee creativity, and innovation-oriented climates,
banks can build adaptive capacity, enhance ESG performance, and secure long-term institu-
tional legitimacy. In doing so, entrepreneurial leadership enables banks to move beyond
compliance-based sustainability toward innovation-led transformation, where financial
growth and environmental stewardship are mutually reinforcing objectives. This integra-
tive perspective positions entrepreneurial leadership as a cornerstone of modern banking
strategy—one that empowers organizations to navigate regulatory complexity, strengthen
stakeholder trust, and contribute meaningfully to Sustainable Development Goals at both
local and global levels.

6.3. Limitations and Direction for Future Research

Although this study enhances our understanding of how entrepreneurial leadership
fosters employee creativity and strengthens sustainable bank performance, several limi-
tations open avenues for future inquiry. First, since this research was conducted among
Turkish banks—representing an emerging economy with distinctive institutional dynamics,
regulatory transitions, and collectivist cultural tendencies—its generalizability may be
limited. Comparative cross-national studies involving developed and emerging markets
could clarify how cultural and institutional variations shape the entrepreneurial leadership—
creativity—sustainability relationship [150]. Second, despite applying procedural controls,
the reliance on self-reported survey data introduces potential bias. Future research could in-
tegrate multi-source data (e.g., supervisor and peer evaluations) or longitudinal approaches
to enhance validity and capture the temporal evolution of leadership and creativity [105].
Third, conceptual refinement is needed, as entrepreneurial leadership was examined as
a unidimensional construct; adopting a multidimensional framework that distinguishes
between vision articulation, opportunity recognition, and strategic risk-taking could reveal
which facets most strongly influence sustainability outcomes [28]. Moreover, future studies
could examine additional mediators—such as intrapreneurship, knowledge sharing, or
organizational citizenship behavior—and moderators like sustainability culture, digital
readiness, and organizational learning to better capture contextual contingencies. Finally,
incorporating sustainability-specific performance metrics, including environmental, social,
and governance (ESG) indicators or green innovation indices, would align future research
with global sustainability frameworks and provide richer insights into how entrepreneurial
leadership drives long-term resilience and transformation in service-oriented industries.
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Appendix A

Table Al. Measurement items.

Construct Measurement Items Source

1. My manager often comes up with radical improvement ideas
for the products/services we are selling.
2. My manager often comes up with ideas for completely new
products/services we could sell.
3. My manager takes risks.

Entrepreneurial 4. My manager has creative solutions to problems.

Leadership (EL) 5. My manager demonstrates a passion for his work.
6. My manager has a vision of the future of our business.
7. My manager challenges and pushes me to act in a more
innovative way.
8. My manager wants me to challenge the current ways we do
business.

Renko et al. [28]

1. I generate novel but operable work-related ideas.
Employee Creativity =~ 2. I seek new ideas and ways to solve problems.
(EC) 3. Iidentify opportunities for new ways of dealing with work.
4. I demonstrate originality in my work.

Tierney & Farmer [108]

1. The bank provides time and resources for employees to

generate, share/exchange, and experiment with innovative

ideas/solutions.

2. The bank works in diversely skilled work groups where there

is free and open communication among the group members. Oke et al. [109]
3. The employees frequently encounter nonroutine and

challenging work that stimulates creativity.

4. The employees are recognized and rewarded for their

creativity and innovative ideas.

Innovation-Oriented

Climate (I0OC)

Economic Performance (EP)

1. Provides employment to us and others.

2. Sales growth.

3. Income stability.

4. Return on investment.

Social Performance (SO)

1. Ensures basic needs for our family.

2. Enhances our social recognition in society. Khan & Quaddus [110]
3. Improves our empowerment in society.

4. Provides freedom and control.

Environmental Performance (EN)

1. Uses utilities in an environment-friendly manner.
2. Produces insignificant waste and emissions.

3. Is concerned about waste management.

4. Is concerned about hygiene factors.

Sustainable Bank
Performance (SBP)
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