Reducing Intentions to Resist Future Change

1

Reducing Intentions to Resist Future Change:
Combined Effects of Commitment-Based HR Practices and Ethical Leadership
Pedro Neves, Patrícia Almeida, and Maria João Velez
Abstract

Change management, and particularly the human side of change, is a central tenet of
the strategy of contemporary organizations. However, there is little evidence concerning how
strategic HR practices influence how individuals anticipate and react to the implementation of
a major change and how direct supervisors influence that process. With a sample of 191
employees from multiple organizations, who completed two surveys with a four-week lag, we
examined the role of commitment-based HR practices on employees’ intentions to resist
future change. We found that commitment-based HR practices contribute to a decrease in
intentions to resist future change, measured four weeks later, via increased affective
commitment to change. Moreover, we found that this relationship is conditional on ethical
leadership, in that it is significant when ethical leadership is high, but not when it is low.
Building on social exchange and uncertainty reduction theories, our findings contribute to the
literature by examining how and under what boundary conditions HR practices are an
effective means for organizations to anticipate and manage change.
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Introduction
In the current macroeconomic scenario, organizational change is becoming more
frequent, inevitable and unanticipated (Shin, Taylor & Seo, 2012; Herscovitch & Meyer,
2002). If firms intend to remain competitive they have to effectively and efficiently manage
organizational change and adapt to the changes in the market. However, failure seems to be
the norm rather than the exception. Estimates suggest that about two thirds of change projects
fail (Choi, 2011; Shin et al, 2012). From the myriad of factors that can contribute to
unsuccessful change processes, including pressures from the business environment and
inadequate organizational infrastructure, resistance to change has been identified as a primary
source of change failure (Reger, Mullane, Gustafson & DeMarie, 1994; Szabla, 2007).
Research examining resistance to change tends to emphasize the role played by the
characteristics of the change process (e.g., Dent & Goldberg, 1999; Oreg, 2006; van Dam,
Oreg & Schyns, 2008) and focuses on what happens during (or immediately prior to) the
implementation (e.g., Coch & French, 1948; Furst & Cable, 2008; Hon, Bloom & Crant,
2014; van Dam et al., 2008). However, researchers have acknowledged that organizational
life (and change events in particular) does not occur in a vacuum and is strongly influenced
not only by the daily context (van Dam, et al., 2008), but also by a longer time span
(Bluehorn & Denhardt, 1988). As Bluehorn and Denhardt (1988) state, “individuals come
and go but the organization lives on” (p. 301). This lack of continuity between change
processes, where managers prepare the organization as if each event is the beginning of a new
cycle, rather than a part of the life cycle of the organization, might help explain such low
success rates. Taking into account time and the organization’s history, values and traditions is
fundamental to understand how institutions and change agents create readiness for change
(Amis & Aissaoui, 2013). This strategy should help us prepare for change by anticipating it

and therefore influence not just resistance to ongoing events, but more importantly, predict
intentions to resist potential change efforts, even before a formal decision to change is made.
Moreover, employees are at the center of the change process, given that in order to
successfully implement changes, organizations have to encourage their employees to enact
new behaviors (Armenakis & Bedeian, 1999). However, and despite increasing evidence,
their role in the change process is still often underestimated (Choi, 2011). The favored
perspective on organizational change research is ‘agent-centric’, in that it assumes that
change agents know what they are doing and are doing it right, while change recipients are
unwilling to cooperate and attempt to slow down, difficult and block the change process
(Ford, Ford & D’Amelio, 2008). This portrayal of resistance to change tends to assume this
array of negative reactions is independent of the interactions and relationships between
change agents and recipients.
As Kotter (1995, 2007) highlighted, executives often underestimate how hard it is to
establish a sense of urgency in their workforce and do not anchor major changes in the
organization’s culture. Even when they try to overcome resistant behaviors, executives often
make the mistake of applying a ‘one-size-fits-all’ strategy, failing for example to realize that
employees do not have the necessary information to contribute to the change effort (Kotter &
Schlesinger, 1979, 2008). Thus, in order to increase the effectiveness of change programs, it
is imperative to challenge these assumptions and ask the question “How do individuals make
sense of the organization’s practices and its history of change?”. Specifically, we need to
examine how change processes influence future changes, while taking into account how
employees’ sensemaking concerning the actions of the organization and its agents helps
determine their assessment of a given change event and influence their intentions to resist
future unforeseen changes.

In the current study, we examine if commitment-based HR practices, by
demonstrating the firm’s long-term investment in its employees (Tsui, Pearce, Porter &
Tripoli, 1997), help reduce employees’ intentions to resist future changes. We propose that
the underlying mechanism in this relationship is an enhancement of the employees’ belief in
the benefits of the latest major change (i.e., affective commitment to change). This enhances
readiness for change by decreasing the sensemaking gap between a familiar situation and
future state (Amis & Aissaoui, 2013), therefore increasing the willingness to reciprocate the
perceived benefits received during the preceding organizational change. Finally, we argue
that the demonstration and promotion of normatively appropriate behavior (i.e., ethical
leadership) by the change agents responsible for its implementation (line managers) is a key
boundary condition for the effectiveness of HR practices, as it reduces uncertainty about the
future intentions of the organization and reinforces the long-term orientation and moral
philosophy of the organization, reflected in his/her daily practices.
We contribute to the literature by challenging several assumptions that have guided
change management research. First, we take a process perspective of organizational change,
(Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas & Van de Ven, 2013) and assume the centrality of time and
continuity in the sensemaking of individuals, and therefore the lives of organizations, rather
than examine change as a discrete event. We build on the hypothesis that events and
experiences are interconnected and that “each event arises out of, and is constituted through,
its relations to other events” (Langley et al., 2013, p. 5) to test a cascade model where an
organization’s strategy is expected to influence the sensemaking process concerning a major
organizational change, which in turn should predict future behavioral intentions toward
change efforts. Second, we build on prior research that demonstrated the importance of HR
practices on long-term firm performance (Huselid, 1995) and survival (DeGeest, Follmer,
Walter & O’Boyle, 2015), and extend this line of research to answer the question “Do HR

practices influence the long-term ability of the organization to adapt and change?”, an
important component of long-term firm success. Building on social exchange theory (Blau,
1964), we bring attention to the importance of HR practices for change management, namely
its influence on employees’ intentions concerning potential future events.
Third, we build on Ford and Ford’s (2010) argument that resistance is not irrational,
but rather thoughtful and with a functional value, as it can point to inefficacies of the system
and deepen the discussion about change. Change agents’ ethical conduct matters (Babalola,
Stouten & Euwema, 2014) , and as such we address the call put forth by Sharif and Scandura
(2014) to examine the role of ethical leadership in different organizational contexts, in our
case operationalized as different HR strategies. We build on uncertainty reduction theory
(Berger & Calabrese, 1975) and follow the framework put forth by Ford et al. (2008). Ford et
al. (2008) suggest that in order to capture the complexities of the change process, one should
examine both change agents and change recipients’ sensemaking and how they seek to
answer questions such as ‘What is the value of this change?’, ‘How will we accomplish this?’
and ‘What will happen to me?’. We argue that in order to fully understand how HR practices
affect change management, we have to take into account both the HR strategy and the role
played by change agents, not only during the change effort, but also prior to its
implementation.
Commitment-Based HR Practices and Change Management
HR practices set the tone and define the conditions underlying the employee-employer
relationship, influencing how employees behave in the workplace (Paré & Tremblay, 2007).
If the organization’s philosophy is that employees are a disposable asset, they will react
accordingly and put little investment in the success and future of the organization (Tsui et al.,
1997). However, if the organization’s HR practices embody a philosophy that sees employees
as a valuable asset, has a long-term focus and is based on the principles of humanistic values,

organizational support and trust, employees will be more willing to contribute to the
organization’s success. Arthur (1992, 1994) coined the latter perspective as an HR
commitment system (or as Collins & Smith, 2006, describe it, ‘commitment-based HR
practices’) which forges psychological links between organizational and employee goals
(which is different from the transactional perspective of control HR systems, where the goal
is to reduce direct labor costs or improve efficiency via compliance).
While the specific HR practices may vary across companies, they tend to emphasize
the same three dimensions: selection practices that highlight the internal labor market,
compensation practices based on group and organizational performance; and training
opportunities focused on the long-term (Arthur, 1992; Tsui et al., 1997). This approach to
strategic human resources has the aim “to motivate employees to contribute high levels of
discretionary behaviors by aligning their interests with those of the organizations and creating
a mutually reinforcing high-investment employer-employee relationship” (Collins & Smith,
2006, p. 546). This framework has also been related to high-performance work systems and
high-involvement work systems, but differs in its core objective: it aims at the development
of a psychological bond to the organization (Boon & Kalshoven, 2014). These practices help
develop committed employees who can be trusted to use their discretion in enacting
behaviors which are in line with the organization’s goals (Arthur, 1994). Research on
commitment-based HR practices has shown that this bundle of practices has an important
impact on organizational functioning. It influences not only the social climate of the firm
(Collins & Smith, 2006), but also employee involvement and engagement (Allen, Ericksen &
Collins, 2013; Boon & Kalshoven, 2014), turnover (Allen et al., 2013; Arthur, 1994) and role
behaviors (Uen, Chien & Yen, 2009), as well as firm performance (Arthur, 1994; Collins &
Smith, 2006) and innovation (Ceylan, 2013).

Nonetheless, and despite the growing evidence supporting the importance of
commitment-based HR practices, very little is still known about how these practices
influence organizational change initiatives. A recent review of the literature on employee
attitudes toward change conducted by Choi (2011) mentioned only one study that examined
HR practices (Conway & Monks, 2008). Still, in this study the authors did not focus on HR
practices per se, but rather employees’ satisfaction with those practices. Given the
pervasiveness of change programs in contemporary organizations and their surprisingly low
success rates (Shin et al., 2012), we believe it is imperative to further our knowledge of how
strategic HR practices influence such programs, namely how and under what conditions they
might help manage employees’ intentions to resist future changes.
Given the importance of continuity in organizational life (Langley et al., 2013) and
the emphasis commitment-based HR practices place on the long-term relationship between
the organization and its employees (Arthur, 1992; Tsui, Pearce, Porter & Hite, 1995), we
argue that these practices should have an impact on how individuals anticipate future events
in the organization. Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) provides a possible explanation for
this relationship. Social exchange theory is one of the most influential paradigms in
organizational behavior (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) and states that interactions between
parties evolve through time and are contingent on the actions of the other party (Blau, 1964).
Only social exchanges tend to engender feelings of personal obligation, gratitude, and trust;
purely economic exchanges do not (Blau, 1964). The main principle of social exchanges lies
in the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960), which involves the reciprocation of favorable
treatment and as such serves as a starting mechanism for interpersonal relationships. It holds
a ‘division of labor’ component that states that reciprocation will be made in terms of goods
and services that are of value to the other party and are within the capability of the donor to
give.

HR practices that demonstrate the organization’s support of its workforce, such as
commitment-based HR practices, are expected to foster an environment of reciprocity
(DeGeest et al., 2015). Such a long-term investment should enhance employees’ felt
obligation to help and protect the organization, as the benefits exchanged are indicative of
mutual support and investment in the relationship (Aryee, Budhwar & Chen, 2002).
Interestingly, an important dimension of social exchanges is that they “involve favors that
create diffuse future obligations (Blau, 1964, p. 93). Employees should feel obligated to
reciprocate by exerting higher levels of discretionary behaviors and increasing the
willingness to do more for the organization (Paré & Tremblay, 2007; Mcclean & Collins,
2011; Collins and Smith, 2006), including providing active support for change efforts, rather
than resisting them. We therefore propose that given its emphasis on the long-term
relationship with employees, commitment-based HR practices should reduce their intentions
to resist future changes.
Hypothesis 1: Commitment-based HR practices are negatively related to intentions to
resist future change.
Commitment to Change as a Sensemaking Mechanism
Building on a process perspective of organizational change (Langley et al., 2013), we
argue that a deeper understanding of how individuals anticipate future events has to take into
account the connection between past and future. Individuals make sense of possible courses
of action based on their previous experience within their organization, as their openness to
change is a result of continuous sensemaking processes, which include both cognitive and
affective components (Huy, 1999). Sensemaking is particularly critical in dynamic and
turbulent environments (Weick, 1993), such as change processes, where individuals attempt
to interpret cues from their environment in order to deal with uncertainty and ambiguity
(Maitlis, 2005) and maintain a sense of continuity (Giessner, 2011).

In line with this theoretical reasoning, previous research has shown that the history of
change in an organization is an important determinant of employees’ reactions to change
(Bouckennoghe, 2012). Major change initiatives are emotionally charged (Eriksson, 2004),
and such emotionally arousing events are not only perceived more vividly but also reach
awareness more easily (Markovic, Anderson & Todd, 2014). Subsequent emotional responses
(e.g., how should I react to a new, potential change) are regulated by affect-biased attention
filters (Todd, Cunningham, Anderson & Thompson, 2012), where the individual’s history
plays a central role.
When determining how to react to another potential change, individuals should recall
their interpretation of a recent and affectively salient event, i.e., the latest major change, and
respond accordingly. We propose that commitment to (the latest major) change, as a “mindset that binds an individual to a course of action deemed necessary for the successful
implementation of a change initiative” (Herscovitch & Meyer, 2002, p. 475), plays a key role
in the relationship between HR practices and intentions to resist future change. Herscovitch
and Meyer (2002) extended the three-dimensional model of commitment (Allen & Meyer,
1990; Meyer & Allen, 1991) to organizational change based on the assertion that the model
should be applicable to other forms of commitment. They differentiate three forms of
commitment to change: a desire to provide support for change based on a belief in its inherent
benefits (affective); a recognition of the costs associated with the failure to support the
change (continuance); and a sense of obligation to provide support for the change
(normative).
Of the three dimensions, believing in the benefits of change (i.e., affective
commitment to change) seems to be the main driver in the process of sensemaking and
maintenance of a sense of continuity in the organization. The meta-analysis conducted by
Bouckenooghe, Schwarz and Minbashian (2015) showed that, of the three dimensions,

affective commitment to change is also the strongest predictor of employees’ behavioral
support for change. In their seminal work, Herscovitch and Meyer (2002) argued that many
of the strategies recommended for change management, like participation and empowerment,
foster mainly the affective component of commitment to change.
As previously discussed, commitment-based HR practices should signal the long-term
investment of the organization in its members (Tsui et al., 1995), who would reciprocate by
demonstrating their willingness to go beyond the call of duty, namely by decreasing their
intentions to resist future change efforts. We also propose that individuals’ decisions
concerning how to react to future change events, i.e. their sensemaking process (Weick,
1993), are part of a thoughtful process (Ford & Ford, 2010) that extends across time and
multiple events (Langley et al., 2013) and helps reduce the uncertainty that is inherent to
change. In order to preserve a sense of continuity in their organizational life, individuals
integrate not only HR practices but also multiple events into their sensemaking process.
Specifically, we argue that the employees’ assessment of the latest change process,
particularly their belief about its benefits (affective commitment to change), should serve as a
linking event between the general practices of the organization and their intentions to support
or resist change in the future. Thus, we expect that the impact of commitment-based HR
practices on employees’ intentions to resist future change is mediated by their affective
commitment to the latest major organizational change.
Hypothesis 2: Affective commitment to change mediates the negative
relationship between commitment-based HR practices and intentions to resist future change.
Ethical Leadership as a Boundary Condition
When studying organizational change processes, researchers frequently mention the
impact of the increased levels of uncertainty (Matteson & Ivancevich, 1990; Nelson, Cooper
& Jackson, 1995). According to uncertainty reduction theory (Berger & Calabrese, 1975),

individuals attempt to reduce uncertainty in their interactions with others before they act. This
is a result of individuals’ efforts to ‘make sense’ of the surrounding environment and events
in order to narrow down the range of alternatives about the other party’s probable future
behavior (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Leaders are at the center stage in the reduction of
uncertainty as they provide the needed confidence and vision in times of uncertainty
(Waldman, Ramírez, House & Puranam, 2001), turning insecurity into an opportunity and
potential success (Bass, 1985).
As By (2005) characterized it, “few would dispute that the primary task for
management today is the leadership of organizational change” (p. 370). For leadership to be
effective in managing change, it should be strongly grounded in a clear system of ethics,
showing that leaders will not abuse the faith bestowed upon them (Burnes & By, 2012).
Ethical leadership concerns “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through
personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to
followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (Brown,
Treviño & Harrison, 2005, p. 4).
This is to say that ethical leaders not only talk the talk, but also walk the walk. This
perspective moves away from the normative view, which establishes how leaders ought to
behave, and focuses on what they actually do in practice (Neves, Rego & Cunha, 2014).
Although the transformational and charismatic approaches to leadership already include an
ethical component (Bass & Avolio, 2000), evidence seems to suggest that there is, at best, a
partial overlap between these concepts, as none of these approaches focuses on the proactive
influence of leaders on the ethical conduct of followers (Brown & Treviño, 2006). Thus, and
given the centrality of ethics for organizational long-term success, ethical leadership as an
independent construct deserves further attention.

Despite emerging as an independent construct rather recently, ethical leadership has
already shown its impact on a number of employee outcomes, such as well-being (Avey,
Wernsing, & Palanski, 2012; Kalshoven & Boon, 2012), organizational commitment
(Hansen, Alge, Brown, Jackson & Dunford, 2013; Neubert, Carlson, Kacmar, Roberts &
Chonko, 2009) and optimism about the future (De Hoogh, & Den Hartog, 2008). More
importantly, it contributes to multiple dimensions of performance, including task (Liu, Kwan,
Fu, & Mao, 2013; Piccolo, Greenbaum, Den Hartog & Folger, 2010), extra-role (Kacmar,
Bachrach, Harris & Zinuvska, 2011; Liu et al., 2013) and innovative behavior (Yidong, &
Xinxin, 2013), while decreasing unethical (Mayer, Aquino, Greenbaum & Kuenzi, 2012) and
deviant behavior (Avey, Palanski, & Walumbwa, 2011).
Remarkably, and notwithstanding the recognition of the importance of the leader’s
moral compass in contexts charged with uncertainty, namely in order to help answer the
question ‘What will happen to me?’, this dimension of leadership and the challenges that
come with it, has been mostly ignored in change management research. Two recent
exceptions demonstrate the importance of incorporating ethical leadership in change
management research. Babalola et al. (2014) showed that an increase in the frequency of
change only leads to higher turnover intentions when leaders are seen as not behaving
ethically. When leaders behave in the best interest of their subordinates and avoid harming
them (i.e., they are ethical), employees feel more secure and wish to reciprocate the treatment
received by demonstrating their loyalty to the organization these leaders are agents of. The
authors of the second study indicated that ethical leadership becomes particularly important
for in-role and extra-role performance during change processes, demonstrating the relevance
of ethical behavior become particularly important in times of organizational turmoil (Sharif &
Scandura, 2014).

Given the impact of ethical leaders as role models and agents of the organization
(Brown et al., 2005), and in line with uncertainty reduction theory (Berger & Calabrese,
1975), we argue that such ethical orientation will shape employees’ sensemaking process in
two distinct moments (i.e., moderate both paths of the indirect effect described in hypothesis
2): when they are interpreting their organization’s past strategic HR practices and defining
how that shapes their belief in the benefits of the latest major change; when they are trying to
determine their long-term investment in the firm (reducing their intentions to resist future
change) based on the perceived benefits of the latest major change.
Ethical leaders reinforce the message passed by the strategic commitment-based HR
practices put forth by the organization and reflected in the subordinates’ beliefs about
previous organizational changes, by demonstrating that its philosophy reverberates in the
daily actions and operations of its agents. Such consistency between strategy and action
would reinforce the long-term nature of the employee-organization relationship, thereby
reducing uncertainty concerning the true intentions behind the decision to implement a
change process. It would also show that indeed the organization is trustworthy, reinforcing
employees’ belief that the organization is implementing the necessary changes to remain
competitive in an increasingly turbulent environment but not at the expense of their
subordinates’ interests, thereby reducing intentions to resist future change. On the other hand,
the lack of ethical leadership would demonstrate to employees that there is little congruence
between what is defined at the strategic level and the sanctioned day-to-day behaviors of the
organization’s agents. In such cases, this discrepancy should make HR practices ineffective in
reducing employees’ intentions to resist future change, via increased affective commitment to
change.
Hypothesis 3: Ethical leadership moderates the indirect relationship between
commitment-based HR practices and intentions to resist future change via affective
commitment to change, such that this relationship is stronger when ethical leadership
is high.

-------------------------------Insert Figure 1 about here
-------------------------------Method
Sample and Procedure
Our research team contacted twelve organizations operating in Portugal that had
recently undergone (in the previous two years) major organizational changes. Over half of the
organizations were from the private sector (55.5%) and operated in areas such as financial
and insurance (33.0%) higher education (21.5%), health and pharmaceutical (20.4%),
transportation (11.0%), construction (5.2%), manufacturing (4.7%) and retail (4.2%). The
number of participants per organization varied between 4 and 41 (mean = 15).
To examine our theoretical model, we collected data in two separate points in time,
separated by a four week lag.

In the first survey (Time 1), we measured employees’

perceptions concerning the organization’s commitment-based HR practices and ethical
leadership, as well as their affective commitment to change. With the aim of examining the
attitudes and perceptions concerning the latest major change their organization faced, we
used a retrospective method. Retrospective methods have been commonly used in the study
of organizational change, as these events tend to have a strong emotional charge and
individuals easily access details about how it took place and how they felt about it (e.g.,
Herscovitch & Meyer, 2002; Neves & Caetano, 2009). In order to elicit employees’
memories regarding that event, we asked each of them to briefly describe that specific major
change in writing, including its impact on a number of dimensions (e.g., workload, job,
learning new skills, personal life). The change processes described by our participants
included restructuration of services and functions, change of location, acquisition of new
tools and software, downsizing, among others.

To assess their perceptions of high

involvement HR practices and ethical leadership, we asked them to think about how their
organization functioned prior to that significant change.
Four weeks later (Time 2) we sent a second survey to participants where we asked
them to assess their intentions to resist a (potential) future organizational change. To measure
their intentions to resist a future change, we asked employees to imagine how they would
react if their organization was about to start a change process, such as a major restructuration,
departmental changes, introduction of new work processes, among other examples. In the
Time 2 survey we made no reference to the change event participants described in Time 1.
We collected 226 surveys at Time 1 and of these participants, 84.5% also answered at
Time 2 (N=191). Almost half of the participants had between 25 and 35 years (46.8%) and
most of them were female (73.7%). Their average tenure in the organization was 6.0 years,
while the average tenure with the supervisor was 4.1 years. Their educational attainment was
as follows: less than high school (8.5%); high school (24.9%); bachelor degree (32.8%); postgraduation / masters (33.8%).
Measures
Commitment-based HR practices (Time 1). To measure commitment-based HR
practices we used the 16-item scale developed by Collins and Smith (2006) which
encompasses three sub-dimensions: selection policies (internal labor markets and selection
based on fit to the company; e.g., “We select employees based on an overall fit to the
company”); incentive policies (group- and organization-based incentives; e.g., “Goals for
incentive plans are based on business unit or company performance”); and training and
development policies (training programs and performance appraisals based on long-term
growth, team building, and development of firm-specific knowledge; “Performance
appraisals are used primarily to set goals for personal development”). Despite having three

sub-dimensions, Collins and Smith (2006) found empirical support for a single global factor.
In our study, the global scale also presented good reliability (α = .92).
Ethical leadership (Time 1). To measure ethical leadership we used the 10-item
ethical leadership scale from Brown et al. (2005). The scale measures the supervisor’s
demonstration of ethical conduct as well as the promotion of such behaviors in followers.
Sample items include “My supervisor disciplines employees who violate ethical standards”
and “My supervisor has the best interests of employees in mind” (α=.92).
Affective commitment to change (Time 1). To measure affective commitment to
change we used the 6-item scale developed by Herscovitch and Meyer (2002). Sample items
include “I believe in the value of this change” and “I think that management is making a
mistake by introducing this change (reverse coded)” (α = .91).
Intentions to resist future change (Time 2). To measure employees’ intentions to
resist future change, we asked participants to think about how they would react to the
potential change and adapted 4 items of the behavioral dimension of Oreg’s (2006) change
attitude scale by changing the wording of the items in order to focus on a potential future
event. Sample items include “I would protest against the change” and “I would present my
objections regarding the change to management” (α = .85).
All the previous scales were measured through Likert-type scales anchored in 1 =
totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. The measures were translated to Portuguese (from the
original scales published in English) following the translation – back-translation procedure
outlined by Brislin (1980).
Control variables. The relationship between demographic variables and employee
behavior, such as deviance (which in the context of change is a form of active resistance),
has been previously documented (Berry, Ones & Sackett, 2007). Moreover, our sample
comprises both private and public organizations, and these organizations may experience

organizational changes in rather diverse forms given the differences in embedded practices,
jurisdiction, and bureaucracy, among others issues (Cinite, Duxbury & Higgins, 2009).
Becker (2005) recommends that researchers should beware of the “’everything but the
kitchen sink’ approach” (p. 285) and include in their analyses only variables correlated with
the outcome variables in order not to reduce statistical power. Therefore, we first tested
whether sector (public vs. private) and employees’ age, gender, educational attainment,
organizational tenure and tenure with the supervisor should be included in our analysis. Only
employees’ gender was significantly related to intentions to resist future change (and none
with affective commitment to change), and thus was included in the second path of our
analytical model. We also controlled for the effect of resistance to the latest major change
(Time 1) on intentions to resist future change (Time 2) in order to show that our conditional
indirect effect was significant over and beyond the effect of resistance to the originally
elicited change in Time 1. By including resistance to the latest change we are controlling for
past behaviors against future intentions to engage in similar behaviors, thereby showing that
our process is not merely a general resistance to change effect that lingers throughout time.
We used the same four items as in our measure of intentions to resist future change (α = .71).
Results
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and zero-order correlations are presented in Table
1. Men presented stronger intentions to resist future changes than women. Despite not
including sector in our analysis for the reasons described in the methods section, it is
interesting to note that employees from the public sector perceived fewer commitment-based
HR practices (r = -.40, p<.01) and ethical leadership (r = -.18, p<.05) compared to the private
sector.
-------------------------------Insert Table 1 about here

-------------------------------In order to test the distinctiveness of our measures, we conducted a series of
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We compared our theoretical, four-factor model, with
three alternative models. First, we compared it with a three-factor model where we
aggregated the two variables that presented the strongest correlation between them:
commitment-based HR practices and ethical leadership. We then compared it with a twofactor model that aggregated all variables measured at Time 1 (commitment-based HR
practices, ethical leadership and affective commitment to change. Finally, we compared it
with a single-factor model that included all the constructs. Since commitment-based HR
practices contains three sub-dimensions (i.e., selection policies, incentive policies, and
training and development practices), we used the procedure suggested by Bagozzi and
Edwards (1998) and aggregated the items within each facet, using the three dimensions as
indicators. Table 2 presents the results of the comparison between models. As we can see, the
theoretical model (i.e., most differentiated) presented the best fit to our data.
-------------------------------Insert Table 2 about here
-------------------------------To test hypothesis 1, we conducted a linear regression, with the control variable in the
first block and commitment-based HR practices in the second block. Commitment –based HR
practices were not significantly related to intentions to resist future change (B = -.09, p >
.05), therefore not supporting hypothesis 1. It is important to note that the direct relationship
between the predictor and outcome is not a precondition to test mediation (Hayes, 2013).
To test hypotheses 2 and 3, we used the bootstrapping method developed by Preacher,
Rucker and Hayes (2007), given its robustness in testing conditional indirect effects
(Mackinnon, Lockwood & Williams, 2004; Preacher et al., 2007). Such type of effects

include both mediated moderation (when there is moderation of the predictor) and
moderated mediation effects (when the magnitude of the effect of the predictor does not
depend on the moderator, but rather the potency of the mediating effect on the outcome;
Muller, Judd & Yzerbyt, 2005), as is the case of the present study. We tested our models
with the PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2013) with 1.000 bootstrap samples. Hayes
(2013) identified several process model templates that can be tested with this macro, each of
which depicted as a path diagram and assigned with a specific model number (our conceptual
model is illustrated in Figure 1). First, we conducted a bootstrapping model (Model 4; Hayes,
2013) to test hypothesis 2, which states that commitment-based HR practices influences
intentions to resist future change (Time 2) via increased affective commitment to change.
We then conducted a second bootstrapping model (Model 59; Hayes, 2013) to test the
moderating effect of ethical leadership in each of the three paths of the mediation model:
between the predictor and mediator (X→Mi), the mediator and outcome (Mi→Y), and the
direct path between the predictor and the outcome (X→Y). We centered the predictor
variables and again included gender as a control variable. The results of the test of the
complete conditional indirect effects model (Model 59) are presented in Table 3.
-------------------------------Insert Table 3 about here
-------------------------------In accordance with our prediction, we found that that commitment-based HR practices
were significantly related to affective commitment to change (B = .31; LLCI .13, ULCI .48).
That is, as commitment-based HR practices increased (prior to the change), so did
employees’ affective commitment to the following major organizational change. Moreover,
affective commitment to change was significantly related to intentions to resist future change
(B = -.37; LLCI -.56, ULCI -.18), measured four weeks later. Given the fact that the predictor

variable is related to the mediator, which in turn impacts the outcome variable (MacKinnon,
Krull & Lockwood, 2000), coupled with a significant indirect effect via heightened affective
commitment to change (B = -.11; LLCI -.20, ULCI -.05), these results support hypotheses 2.
Specifically, commitment-based HR practices help reduce intentions to resist future change
four weeks later, via an increase in employees’ belief in the benefits of the latest change (i.e.,
affective commitment to change).
As a first step in assessing the conditional indirect effects of commitment-based HR
practices on our outcome variables (via affective commitment to change and dependent on
the levels of ethical leadership), we first examined the interaction effects. We found a
significant interaction effect between commitment-based HR practices and ethical leadership
on affective commitment to change (B = .20, LLCI .02, ULCI .38). Figure 2 presents a
depiction of the interaction effect. When ethical leadership is high, commitment-based HR
practices are associated with higher levels of affective commitment to change (t = 3.30, p <
.05). However, when ethical leadership is low, this relationship becomes non-significant (t =
.69, p > .05; difference between slopes: t = 2.20, p < .05). We did not find a significant
interaction effect for the second part of the model, i.e. the relationship between affective
commitment to change and intentions to resist future change (B = -.11; LLCI -.07, ULCI .29),
nor for the direct effect of commitment-based HR practices on intentions to resist future
change (B = -.09; LLCI -.25, ULCI .06).
-------------------------------Insert Figure 2 about here
-------------------------------As a second step, we analyzed the conditional indirect effects model. When ethical
leadership was high, commitment-based HR practices significantly reduced intentions to
resist future change (B = -.21; LLCI -.38, ULCI -.08) via affective commitment to change.

However, when ethical leadership was low, the beneficial indirect effect of commitmentbased HR practices on the reduction of intentions to resist future change (B = -.03; LLCI -.12,
ULCI .06) disappeared. These results support hypothesis 3. Two additional notes are worth
mentioning. First, the direct relationship between ethical leadership and commitment to
change when controlling for commitment-based HR practices was non-significant (B = .20;
LLCI -.00, ULCI .39). Second, commitment-based HR practices did not present a significant
direct relationship with intentions to resist future change (B = -.01; LLCI -.20, ULCI .19),
suggesting a full mediated moderation effect.
Our model explained 10% of the variance in affective commitment to change (of
which 4.0% was due to the interaction effect) and 28% of the variance in intentions to resist
future change.
Discussion
Change management research still favors the viewpoint that individuals in general
have strong intentions to resist change efforts, and usually does not consider the possibility
that “change agents contribute to what they call ‘resistant behaviors and communications’
through their own actions and inactions, owing to their own ignorance, incompetence, or
mismanagement” (Ford et al., 2008, p. 362). Moreover, it normally examines change efforts
as isolated events rather than as a part of the organization’s life cycle where time, history and
traditions all influence the system’s ability to change (Amis & Aissaoui, 2013). In this study
we aimed at challenging these assumptions, by examining how change agents’ decisions and
actions at the strategic and operational level interact and predict how employees prepare for,
and anticipate their reactions to, forthcoming major organizational changes. We adopted the
perspective that intentions to resist future change, just like resistance to change, is the result
of a sensemaking process in which individuals seek information and ascribe meaning to the
actions of relevant agents (Thomas, Clark & Gioia, 1993).

Aligned with this perspective, our results show that commitment-based HR practices
contribute to reduce employees’ intentions to resist future change (measured four weeks after
we asked participants to recall a major change event) via an increase in employees’ affective
commitment to the recalled change event, but only when ethical leadership is high. This
means that the beneficial effects of commitment-based HR practices are conditional on the
actions of immediate supervisors, namely their ethical guidance, and in its absence
commitment-based HR practices lose their ability to reduce intentions to resist future change.
When the organization demonstrates in its strategic HR decisions concerning
selection, incentives and training and development (Collins & Smith, 2006) that it values
employees, coupled with high levels of ethical leadership, it triggers a sensemaking process.
On the one hand, these practices demonstrate the long-term investment and commitment to
employees, which helps forge trust that the organization will not purposely engage in actions
that might harm its workforce. On the other hand, it also demonstrates the importance of
immediate supervisors for the smooth implementation of change, as they play a critical role
as agents of the organization (Liden, Bauer & Erdogan, 2004) and are employees’ most
proximal organizational foci (Lewin, 1943). Ethical leaders not only provide the necessary
guidance in contexts charged with uncertainty (Waldman et al., 2001), but as key agents of
the organization, influence employees’ sensemaking process concerning the organization’s
intentions behind their HR strategy.
When there is alignment between HR practices and supervisor behavior, the
employee-employer relationship is strengthened and the belief in the goodwill of the
organization and willingness to reciprocate is reinforced. As a result, employees will be more
inclined to believe that the major changes proposed by the organization are beneficial and
will not be achieved at the expense of the ‘disposable’ workforce, i.e., higher levels of
affective commitment to change (Herscovitch & Meyer, 2002), thus reciprocating with fewer

intentions to resist future change. On the other hand, the inconsistency revealed by an
organization whose HR practices focuses on the long-term but whose agents, in this case
immediate supervisors, fail to demonstrate a clear moral compass should signal to employees
that the organization cannot be trusted to always have the best interests of its workforce in
mind. In such case, there is an impairment of the beneficial effects of commitment-based HR
practices, rendering them ineffective for change management. These results highlight the
importance of: a) the previous history of change for the sensemaking process
(Bouckennoghe, 2012) and, b) of ethics for an effective management of change (Burnes &
By, 2012); and suggest that commitment-based HR practices, coupled with high levels of
ethical leadership, clearly set the tone for the employee-organization relationship. When the
organization demonstrates through its strategic HR practices its long-term investment in the
relationship with its employees (Tsui et al., 1997) and is able to reduce uncertainty through
the behavior of its agents (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) they become more willing to go beyond
the call of duty and embrace events charged with uncertainty.
Theoretical and Managerial Implications
Our findings carry implications for both theory and practice. Our main theoretical
contribution is related to our process perspective of organizational change (Langley et al.,
2013). When researchers highlight the dynamic nature of the relationship between
organizational members, the reasoning is that it “can vary over the duration of a change”
(Ford et al., 2008, p. 373). Our results show how important it is to take into account the
notion of time and continuity in organizational life, in that the way an organization manages a
change process influences not only employees’ reactions to that specific event, but also
carries implications for how individuals anticipate (and plan to react to) future events.
A second contribution is related to our extension of previous research on the longterm impact of HR practices (DeGeest et al., 2015) and application of social exchange theory

(Blau, 1964) in the empirical test of one of the main pillars of commitment-based HR
practices: the importance of establishing a long-term exchange relationship between the
organization and its members (Arthur, 1992; Tsui et al., 1995). Our results show that such
relationship is critical for the long-term survival of the firm (DeGeest et al., 2015) and that
change does not happen in a vacuum (van Dam et al., 2008). Thus, researchers and
practitioners should focus not only on what happens immediately prior to, during, and right
after the change process occurs (e.g., Furst & Cable, 2008; Hon et al., 2014), but take into
consideration the long-term consequences of HR practices for employees’ sensemaking
concerning change efforts.
A third contribution concerns our application of uncertainty reduction theory (Berger
& Calabrese, 1975) to test Ford and Ford’s (2010) argument that resistance to change (and
intentions to resist future change) is not an irrational process, but instead has a purpose. We
did so by examining the role of ethical leaders in the context of change management
(Babalola et al., 2014) and providing evidence for the need to couple strategic commitmentbased HR practices with effective direct supervision, particularly ethical guidance. When that
is not the case, HR practices become ineffective. Thus, we also contribute to the discussion
on the sensemaking process employees engage in when they are faced with uncertainty and
attempt to answer the question ‘What will happen to me?’: employees seem to have stronger
intentions to resist future change when there are discrepancies between what the organization
stands for and what its agents in fact do (Ford et al., 2008).
These findings are also useful for HR managers. Change scholars and consultants are
usually called upon when the change is already starting, or at least when it is already
determined by top management. We argue that it is beneficial to look at the HR strategy as a
change enactor, and for managers to consider the long-term consequences of the practices
they adopt. An organization that fails to nurture talent in time of stability will have a hard

time convincing it workforce that retaining talent (versus reducing operational costs by any
means necessary) is a priority in times of turbulence. Or what is even worse, when they in
fact need to retain and build on talent in order to increase efficiency and reduce costs, that
talent is focused on resisting change efforts as those employees do not trust the message
being conveyed by organizational representatives.
This also means HR managers should pay as much attention to the behavior of those
that have managerial functions, including line managers, as they do to the development of a
consistent, humanistic and long-term oriented HR strategy. If they fail to do so, their strategic
efforts will most likely not present the expected results. This is in line with what Brown
(2007) highlights as one of the main misconceptions about ethical leadership: that employees
do not look for or need ethical guidance from leaders. As he stated, “ethical leadership must
be modeled, taught, expected, measured, and rewarded ” (Brown, 2007, p. 147).
Limitations and Future Research
One limitation concerns the design of the study. Although we argue that HR practices
impact change management in the long run, we used a retrospective method to assess how
employees’ perceptions concerning the organization’s HR practices influence how they
interpreted a major change event. Such retrospective methods have been commonly used in
the study of organizations (i.e., narratives), and specifically in change management research,
precisely due to the inherent difficulties of studying organizations as they prepare/go through
such a sensitive period (Herscovitch & Meyer, 2002; Neves & Caetano, 2009). However, one
should also bear in mind that the retrieval of specific moments from the past (episodic
memory) may be subjected to biases as time passes by due to the lack of experiential cues,
and thus provide inaccurate estimations of the experience being recalled (Robinson & Clore,
2002). So, to a certain extent, different sources of information (experiential, memory or
belief) may provide the same individual with different answers concerning their appraisal of a

specific situation and the emotions it elicits (Robinson & Clore, 2002). Still, these potentially
biased estimations drive individual behavior as Kiewitz et al (2012) report in their set of
studies on the intergenerational transmission of violence. These researchers found a
consistent relationship between the perception of a supervisor’s family undermining during
childhood (assessed using a retrospective method) and their subordinates’ perceptions of
abusive supervision, regardless of who reported the levels of undermining, the supervisor or a
sibling. Nonetheless, and given these concerns, a more thorough understanding of the
described process would require a longitudinal design involving periods of regular
organizational activity punctuated by major change events.
A second concern is related to common method variance, as we relied on a single
source, employees, to provide their accounts concerning HR practices, ethical leadership and
change beliefs and behavioral intentions. However, these concerns were minimized by two
different reasons. First, and although our measures were collected from a single source, we
temporally separated the collection of predictor and criterion variables (four weeks), which is
one of the procedural remedies suggested by Podsakoff and colleagues(Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, Lee & Podsakoff, 2003; Podsakoff, MacKenzie & Podsakoff, 2012). Doing so
allows the previously recalled information to leave short-term memory, reducing the
perceived relevance of the previously recalled information (Podsakoff et al., 2012). This is
particularly important in our case, as we asked participants in Time 1 to recall a significant
past event (i.e., major change), while we did not mention this event in Time 2, as we wanted
participants to focus on future possibilities, rather than anchor their perceptions and attitudes
in the previously recalled event. Second, our concerns were also minimized by the fact that
common method variance does not create artificial interaction effects (Lai, Li & Leung,
2013; Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010), which was one of our main findings. In fact,

common method variance deflates interaction effects, making them harder to detect
(Busemeyer & Jones, 1983).
Nonetheless, this source of bias should be taken into account whenever possible
(Podsakoff, et al., 2012), and as such we also applied statistical remedies, beyond the
procedural remedy described in the previous paragraph. Given that we do not know the
specific source of method bias, we followed the unmeasured latent method factor technique
proposed by Podsakoff and colleagues (2003, 2012). This technique involves adding a firstorder method factor to the CFA whose measures are the indicators of the theoretical
constructs, thus modeling its effect at the measurement level. After adding the method factor,
model fit improved (χ2 (201) =330.31**; CFI =.95; RMSEA =.06; SRMR =.05), which is a
sign that there is some degree of common method bias present in our study, which is
expected given its single source design. However, the variance explained by the common
method factor was 13%, significantly below the 25% threshold described by Williams, Cote
and Buckley (1989).
Future research should also examine other mechanisms by which HR practices
influence employees’ reactions to change, namely whether the group is safe for interpersonal
risk taking, i.e., psychological safety (Edmonson, 1999), and if the individual is willing to be
vulnerable to the actions of another party such as top management , i.e., organizational trust
(Mayer & Davis, 1999). In order to better understand and isolate the impact of ethical
leadership, future research should simultaneously test the role of multiple facets of leadership
for change management, such as transactional and transformational (Bass, 1985), leadermember exchange (Liden, Sparrowe & Wayne, 1997) or perceived supervisor support
(Eisenberger, Stinglhamber, Vandenberghe, Sucharski & Rhoades, 2002).
Conclusion

In sum, our findings shed light on the role of commitment-based HR practices for the
reduction of employees’ intentions to resist future change, which are likely to lead to a
decrease in actual resistance behaviors, and highlight ethical leadership as a key boundary
condition for the effectiveness of HR practices in change management. An effective change
management strategy should start long before the top management team decides that
organizational change is in order. To prepare for change, organizations should develop a
humanistic, long-term oriented HR strategy via selection, incentives and training and
development policies while making sure their line managers behave and enact their influence
with a clear ethical orientation. Only when strategic guidelines and operational behaviors are
aligned, will organizations be able to effectively reduce resistance to change and prepare its
employees for upcoming unforeseen events, thereby reducing the chances of failure.
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Table 1. Correlations, means, standard deviations and reliabilities
Mean

S.D.

1

2

---

---

2. Resistance to change (t1)

2.21

.94

.00

(.71)

3. Commitment-based HR practices (t1)

2.97

.82

-.13

-.04

(.92)

4. Ethical leadership (t1)

3.58

.87

.02

-.15*

.50**

(.92)

5. Affective commitment to change (t1)

3.94

.98

-.07

-.68**

.26**

.21**

(.91)

6. Intention to resist future change (t2)

2.34

1.02

.19*

.41**

-.11

-.05

-.48**

1. Gendera

* p < .05; ** p < .01; N = 193
Notes. N= 193; aGender: 0 = female; 1= male

3

4

5

6

(.85)

Table 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis
χ2

Models

df

Δχ2

CFI

RMSEA

SRMR

.92

.07

.06

4 factors

431.39**

224

3 factors a

629.16**

227

197.77*

.85

.10

.08

2 factors b

1313.60**

229

684.44*

.59

.16

.18

1 factor

1645.98

230

332.38*

.46

.18

.20

* p < .05; ** p < .01
Notes. N = 193; CFI= comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; SRMR =
standardized root mean square residual;.
a

Equating commitment-based HR practices and ethical leadership

b

Equating Time 1 measures

Table 3. Bootstrapping results (Model 59; Hayes, 2013)
Affective commitment to change

Intentions to resist future change

(ACC)
B

t

LLCI

ULCI

B

t

LLCI

ULCI

Gender

.38

2.45*

.07

.69

Resistance to change

.17

1.71

-.03

.36

Control variables

Main effects
HR practices

.26

2.58**

.06

.46

-.01

-.07

-.20

.19

Ethical leadership (EL)

.20

1.96*

-.00

.39

.12

1.30

-.06

.31

.20

2.19*

.02

.38

-.09

-1.19

-.25

.06

.11

1.22

-.07

.29

-.39

-4.04**

-.59

-.20

Interaction effects
HR practices * EL
ACC * EL
Mediator
ACC
* p < .05; ** p < .01

Note. N= 193; Listwise deletion of missing data

Figure 1. Theoretical model

Notes: * measured at Time 2 (4 weeks later); ACC – Affective commitment to change

Figure 2. Plot for the interaction effect

