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Abstract
Purpose – Through the combination of change process, context and content the purpose of this paper
is to provide a deeper understanding of failure or success of organizational change. This study
considers the effect of organizational climate on affective commitment to change simultaneously with
quality change communication and employee participation during the change process, while
controlling for perceived change impact.
Design/methodology/approach – The findings are based on 134 survey responses gathered
through surveys in two police forces that recently underwent a merger.
Findings – First, quality change communication is the only process variable that directly impacts
affective commitment to change. Second, the results indicate that an involvement-oriented climate
positively affects affective commitment to change, mediated through quality change communication.
Originality/value – First, the general understanding of the impact of climate on organizational
change is very limited. Second, employee participation and quality change communication are
generally studied together. The authors propose that both process variables each have their unique
impact on attitudes toward change.
Keywords Organizational change, Procedural justice, Employee participation, Organizational climate,
Affective commitment to change, Change communication
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Although failure rates of organizational change are estimated to be as high as two-thirds
of all initiatives (Beer and Nohria, 2000; Burnes, 2004), change often remains the only
constant in many organizations (Sorge and van Witteloostuijn, 2004). The low success
rate is frequently judged to be an implementation failure rather than a flaw of the change
itself (Armenakis and Harris, 2009; Klein and Sorra, 1996; Kotter, 1995). While a failure of
planned change may indeed have multiple causes, few are as critical as employees’
attitudes toward change. The central role workers play should not be underestimated
(Choi, 2011; Jones et al., 2005; Meyer et al., 2007) and the active support of individuals isJournal of Organizational Change
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essential, especially during the implementation process (Ford et al., 2003; Self et al., 2007).
Attitudes toward change have become a popular subject of scholarship, and many
similar but distinct concepts have been introduced into the literature. Among these,
a leading construct in the research on individual attitudes toward change is affective
commitment to change (Choi, 2011), which has been associated with improved coping
with change, lower turnover intentions and increased supportive behavior during
organizational change ( Jaros, 2010).

In line with Walker et al.’s (2007) and Jacobs et al. (2013) recommendations, we study
change process, context and content combined, to improve our general understanding
as to why and how organizations change. First, quality change communication and
employee participation are introduced as two separate change process variables.
Previous research primarily studied the combined impact of both variables, as they
are situated within the concept of procedural justice (Caldwell et al., 2004; Korsgaard
et al., 1995). Both variables, however, will require different efforts from organizations
(Cotton et al., 1988). Hence, considering them separately will provide leaders useful
insights into these influential processes (Bordia et al., 2004). Second, it is important to
increase our understanding of how well organizations are suited to cope with
organizational change, as this is becoming a continuous process ( Jones et al., 2005).
Hence, our analysis includes organizational climate, as a context variable. Last, we
consider perceived change impact as a control variable, since the outcome valence will
have a considerable influence in and of itself (Fedor et al., 2006).

Our study offers at least two contributions to the organizational change literature.
First, the general understanding of the impact of climate on organizational change is
very limited ( Jones et al., 2005; Lofquist, 2011). In our study, we include two different
dimensions of climate: formalization and involvement. Both dimensions of climate
have an inward focus, but a formalization climate is presented as an optimal structure
for stable operations, while an involvement-oriented climate is more oriented
toward flexibility (Patterson et al., 2005). Including these two dimensions of
climate will provide a better view on the organizational context suitable for
successful organizational change. Second, although both high-quality change
communication and high employee participation will increase procedural fairness
(Caldwell et al., 2004), both processes require different organizational capabilities.
Hence, insight into the impact of both variables separately on attitudes toward
change will benefit organizational practices.

Below, we first briefly describe affective commitment to change as an individual-level
outcome. Next, hypotheses concerning both change process variables and organizational
climate are developed. Subsequently, we introduce our design, methodology and results.
Last, we conclude with a discussion of our findings for future research and practice.

The relationship between communication, participation and commitment
Commitment is considered to be one of the most important indicators in explaining
employee behavior and desirable work-related outcomes in organizations (Choi, 2011).
The definition of commitment has been generalized by Meyer and Herscovitch (2001),
and is defined as “a force that binds an individual to a course of action of relevance to
one or more targets” (p. 301). This makes the concept applicable to multiple foci,
including organizational change. Previous studies indicate the importance of affective
commitment to change for supportive behavior during organizational change,
higher job satisfaction and lower turnover intentions (Ford et al., 2003; Herscovitch
and Meyer, 2002; Jaros, 2010; Neves and Caetano, 2009; Rafferty and Restubog, 2010).
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In line with previous research, the current study focusses on this dimension (Conway
and Monks, 2008; Herold et al., 2008; Neves and Caetano, 2009).

Affective commitment to change develops when individuals recognize the value of
organizational change. The way the organizational change is implemented will strongly
influence affective commitment to change (Yilmaz et al., 2013). Providing high-quality
change communication, typically defined as accurate, timely and complete information
addressing employee concerns (Miller and Monge, 1986; Miller et al., 1994), as well as
offering opportunities for participation in decision making are widely recommended
strategies to increase involvement and value relevance, and as such impact commitment
to change (Armenakis and Bedeian, 1999; Beer and Nohria, 2000; Choi, 2011; Herscovitch
and Meyer, 2002). Although both change processes will enhance perceptions of
procedural justice (Caldwell et al., 2004; Korsgaard et al., 1995), we suggest that they will
increase affective commitment to change in different ways. We argue that high-quality
change communication will reduce uncertainty, and that high employee participation will
increase the opportunity for voice and control over the outcome of the change.

First, organizational change implies great uncertainty and employees will devote
much time to processes of sense making (Weick et al., 2005). The provided information
reduces uncertainty (Bordia et al., 2004) and allows employees to prepare, which will
enhance their positive perceptions about the change. Especially during organizational
changes characterized by high uncertainty such as large transformations aimed at
altering responsibilities, teams or locations, high-quality change communication will
positively impact affective commitment to change (DiFonzo and Bordia, 1998). Previous
findings relate high-quality change communication to greater change acceptance,
openness and support for the change (Allen et al., 2007; Miller et al., 1994; Oreg
et al., 2011; Wanberg and Banas, 2000):

H1a. High-quality change communication will positively relate to affective commitment
to change.

Second, the opportunity for voice, self-discovery and increased influence over the
outcome of the change is facilitated by participation in decision making. This will provide
employees with the inherent motivation to support the change (Armenakis et al., 1993;
Bordia et al., 2004; Caldwell et al., 2004; Gopinath and Becker, 2000; Johnson-Cramer
et al., 2003). Employee participation has been reported to relate to positive outcomes such
as higher readiness and acceptance of change, and overall exhibited support for the
change (Armenakis and Bedeian, 1999; Holt et al., 2007; Oreg et al., 2011; Wanberg and
Banas, 2000). As employee participation and quality change communication influence
attitudes toward change through different mechanisms, we propose that employee
participation will partially contribute to affective commitment to change as well:

H1b. High employee participation will positively relate to affective commitment
to change.

Formalization and involvement climate
Organizational change cannot be separated from the organization in which the change
occurs. Rather, organizational change should be seen as a process that emerges and
evolves in the cultural, historical and political context of the organization (Pettigrew
and Whipp, 1991). Psychological climate represents an individual’s perception of their
work environment ( James et al., 2008). These perceptions allow an employee to
interpret events, predict possible outcomes and evaluate the appropriateness of their
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actions (Parker et al., 2003). In prior work, psychological climate has been found to be
strongly related to affective variables at work, including organizational citizenship
behavior (Ehrhart, 2004), innovation (Anderson and West, 1998) and organizational
commitment (McMurray et al., 2004). Additionally, previous research related an
individual’s perception of the organizational environment to readiness to accept and
engage in organizational change (Armenakis et al., 2007; Holt et al., 2007).

In the current study, we included two dimensions of climate, namely, formalization
and involvement, which are embedded in the broader competing values framework
(Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1983). Each proposed dimension has a specific focus, and the
combination of evaluations on each dimension will be different for each organization.
A formalization climate refers to an organization that is “concerned with formal rules
and procedures” (Patterson et al., 2005, p. 386). We argue that increased formalization
will reduce affective commitment to change, since a formalization climate implies
a focus on consolidation and continuity. In such a climate, employees view change as a
threat and a challenge to the existing organization. This will reduce the perceived value
and success of the change, and decrease affective commitment to change. In support
of this reasoning, Eby et al. (2000) report that flexible policies and procedures are
positively related to employees’ evaluations of whether their organization is ready to
cope with change events:

H2a. A high-formalization climate will negatively relate to affective commitment
to change.

In contrast, we expect that a high involvement-oriented climate will increase affective
commitment to change. An involvement-oriented climate refers to an organization
where “employees have considerable influence over decision-making” and which is
characterized by “the free sharing of information throughout the organization”
(Patterson et al., 2005, p. 386). Hence, we propose that change initiatives will take into
account and respect individuals’ views, and stimulate affective commitment to change.
Previous research indicates that a climate of involvement will positively influence
attitudes toward change (Brown and Cregan, 2008; Eby et al., 2000; Jones et al., 2005;
Schneider et al., 1996):

H2b. A high involvement-oriented climate will positively relate to affective
commitment to change.

Quality change communication and employee participation as mediators
We argue that both quality change communication and employee participation during
a change process are useful mediating constructs to understand how organizational
climate influences affective commitment to change. Psychological climate impacts the
perceptions of supported and rewarded behaviors and practices. As such, this will
direct and motivate employee efforts (Schneider et al., 1996). First, an organizational
climate high in formalization focusses on rules and procedures as primary modus
operandi. The focus on formal rules and procedures aims to optimize communication,
but does not foster participative decision making ( Jones et al., 2005). In a high-formalization
climate, we expect that there will be few opportunities for employee participation.
In addition, employees will try to limit their involvement as this is not reinforced within
the organization:

H3a. The negative effect of a high-formalization climate on affective commitment to
change is fully mediated by employee participation.
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In an organizational climate characterized by involvement, information is more
broadly shared, and individual employees have more opportunities to participate
(Miller et al., 1994). This organizational capability can fruitfully be applied during
change initiatives, ensuring that correct and timely information is provided to
individual employees, and that structures for participation are put in place.
High-quality change communication and employee participation will be called for, as
these practices are supported in the organization. This will increase the focus on these
processes during organizational change initiatives. Previously, Eby et al. (2000) found
that employees who perceive their environment as highly participative will be more
likely to anticipate being involved in decisions during change initiatives:

H3b. The positive effect of a high involvement-oriented climate on affective
commitment to change is fully mediated by quality change communication
and employee participation.

Methodology
This study tests the hypotheses associated with our theoretical model by collecting data
through an employee survey in two different police organizations. To reduce common-
method variance, a number of ex-ante steps were taken in de design of the study, as
suggested by Chang et al. (2010). For multi-item Likert-scales, multiple endpoints were used
(ranging from four to seven), as well as different formats in the form of reversed items, as
proposed by Podsakoff et al. (2003). Additionally, the order of the items was randomized
between constructs. In addition, an ex-post Harman’s one-factor test was conducted
(Podsakoff and Organ, 1986), without detecting evidence of common-method variance.

Sample
The first organization is a local Belgian police force, with 158 employees. Their focus is
on neighborhood policing, reception, intervention, aid to victims, local investigations,
maintaining public order and traffic control. The organization was created nine months
before the study by merging two adjacent police forces with the same responsibilities
and tasks, but covering different geographical areas. The second organization is
a support unit of a Belgian police force, with 20 employees. Their focus is primarily on
providing technical, administrative and operational support to local police forces, and
on coordinating national police operations. The support unit was created seven months
before the study in a merger of two separate entities with the same responsibilities and
tasks, but in adjacent regions. In total, 178 surveys were distributed – 158 in the local
police force and 20 in the support unit – of which 134 completed surveys were returned:
116 in the local police force and 18 in the support unit. This resulted in an overall
response rate of 75.3 percent. Those who returned the survey were representative of
the organization at large (n¼ 178) with regards to gender (68 percent male) and age
(57.9 percent younger than 45 years).

Measures
To ensure adequate measurement of each variable, previously established multi-item
scales are used. Questionnaires were administered in the respondents’ native language
(Dutch). In line with Brislin’s (1980) recommendations, questionnaires were first
translated in Dutch by one of the publishing authors, followed by the back-translation by
an independent researcher. The means, standard deviations and reliability estimates
(Cronbach, 1951) for all of the study variables are reported in Table I.
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Affective commitment to change
Affective commitment to change was measured using the six-item affective
commitment to change scale of Herscovitch and Meyer (2002).

Quality change communication
Quality change communication and employee participation were included as focal
aspects of the organizational change processes. Quality change communication
was assessed with the scale originally developed by Miller et al. (1994) and previously
adapted by Wanberg and Banas (2000). The scale consists of four items.

Employee participation
Employee participation was measured with a three-item adapted scale, originally
developed by Wanberg and Banas (2000).

Psychological climate
Two dimensions of climate were measured using the organizational climate measure,
developed by Patterson et al. (2005). Five statements measured the level of formalization
and six statements the level of involvement in their work unit. Whereas change
communication and the opportunity for employee participation will be dependent on
the change agent leading the change initiative, the work unit climate will be defined by
the work unit leader.

Control variables
Previous research indicates the importance of the perceived impact of the changes on
change commitment (Fedor et al., 2006). Hence, perceived change impact for the affected
work unit was included as a control variable in our analysis. This was measured using
a four-item consequence of change scale of Caldwell et al. (2004). Additionally, four
demographic control variables were included: age, management position,
organizational tenure and gender.

Results
Table I reports variable descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) and
zero-order correlations. Six hierarchical linear multiple regression analyses are conducted
to test the direct and mediation effects of quality change communication, employee
participation and psychological climate on affective commitment to change. The results
are reported in Table II.

The results indicate that quality change communication contributes significantly
and partially to affective commitment to change ( β¼ 0.26, po0.01), implying that H1a

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Perceived change impact 3.24 1.46 (0.80)
2. Quality change communication 4.05 1.60 0.35** (0.89)
3. Employee participation 2.96 1.59 0.30** 0.40** (0.82)
4. Formalization climate 2.86 0.52 0.03 0.07 0.05*** (0.65)
5. Involvement-oriented climate 2.31 0.75 0.63** 0.49** 0.34** 0.1 (0.87)
6. Affective commitment to change 3.36 1.74 0.56** 0.44** 0.43** −0.09 0.46** (0.92)
Notes: α-coefficients are presented on the diagonal in parentheses. *po0.05; **po0.01; ***po0.10

Table I.
Means, standard

deviations,
reliabilities and
intercorrelations
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is supported. There is no significant contribution of employee participation to affective
commitment to change, however. Hence, H1b is not supported. Model 2, testing H2a
and H2b, reveals that an involvement-oriented climate is significantly positively
associated with affective commitment to change ( β¼ 0.20, po0.05). Hence,H2b is fully
supported. Individuals who perceive a high involvement work climate report high
affective commitment to change. No support is found for the relationship between
formalization climate (H2a) and affective commitment to change.

In Models 3, 3a and 3b, we apply the criteria defined by Baron and Kenny (1986) to
analyze if quality change communication and employee participation mediate
the relationship between psychological climate and affective commitment to
change. To test the overall significance of the mediation we use bootstrapping as
recommended by Fritz and MacKinnon (2007). This procedure has been suggested for
testing the significance of indirect effects, especially with smaller sample sizes,
because it comes without assumptions regarding underlying sampling distributions
(Shrout and Bolger, 2002). In support of H3b, we find that quality change
communication fully mediates the relationship between an involvement-oriented
climate and affective commitment to change, as detailed in Figure 1. The indirect
effect ( β¼ 0.11, po0.05) can be attributed entirely to quality change communication.
The indirect effect through employee participation is not significant, implying that
our results do not support H3a.

Affective commitment to change
Quality change
communication

Employee
participation

Variable Mod. 1 Mod. 2 Mod. 3 Mod. 4 Mod. 3a Mod. 3b

Step 1
Organization 0.24** 0.16* 0.22** 0.21** −0.30** 0.18
Gender −0.13*** −0.13*** −0.13*** −0.12 0.03 −0.04
Age 0.10 −0.03 −0.09 −0.11 0.16 0.17***
Organizational
tenure −0.17* −0.25** −0.18* −0.18* −0.20* −0.17***
Management
function 0.14*** 0.26** 0.14*** 0.14*** 0.27** 0.40**
Change impact 0.35** 0.35** 0.31** 0.32** 0.11 0.06

Step 2
Quality change
comm. 0.26** 0.24** −0.01
Employee
participation 0.13 0.12 0.86***
Formalization
climate −0.09 −0.09 0.03 −0.00 0.04
Involvement
climate 0.20* 0.09 0.05 0.36** 0.24*
Overall model F 1,578** 13.37** 12.80** 9.40** 8.76** 8.10**
R² 0.54 0.50 0.55 0.57 0.40 0.38
Adjusted R² 0.51 0.47 0.51 0.51 0.36 0.33
R² change 0.07** 0.03*** 0.08** 0.02 0.08** 0.04*
Notes: For organization, 1¼ largest organization and 2¼ smaller organization. For gender, 0¼male
and 1¼ female. For age, 1⩽ 25y, 2¼ 26y-35y, 3¼ 36y-45y, 4¼ 46y-55y and 5⩾ 55y. VIFo2 for all
variables. *po0.05; **po0.01; ***po0.10

Table II.
Results from
hierarchical linear
regression
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Contributions and implications for research and practice
Employee commitment and motivation is a critical factor for the success of change
initiatives (Oreg et al., 2013), and this study focusses on antecedents of affective
commitment to change. We examined the impact of two dimensions of organizational
climate, and studied the interaction with quality change communication and employee
participation. Outcomes from linear multiple regression analyses of a sample of
134 Belgian police officers demonstrate that an involvement-oriented climate enhances
affective commitment to change, and that this effect is fully mediated by quality
change communication. Additionally, we find that employee participation reduces
affective commitment to change in a highly formalized climate. Contrary to our
expectations, formalization climate and employee participation do not directly impact
affective commitment to change. Below, we offer explanations for non-expected results,
and discuss implications for research and practice.

First, the lack of a significant direct effect of employee participation on affective
commitment to change could be dependent on our operationalization of employee
participation. Previous studies reporting positive results of participation did not
single out the effects of improved quality change communication (Amiot et al., 2006;
Bouckenooghe et al., 2009; Holt et al., 2007; Lok et al., 2005). Post-hoc analyses show that
the direct effect of employee participation is fully mediated by quality change
communication. Hence, this suggests that although employee participation offers
the opportunity to influence the outcome of the change, our respondents particularly
value that their questions about the change are better answered thanks to their
participation in the change process.

Second, our results do not confirm our assumption that formalization climate
negatively impacts affective commitment to change. Although theory generally predicts
this negative relationship, some researchers have emphasized the need of a clear purpose
and explicit work procedures, inherent to a highly formalized climate, for a successful
introduction of organizational change (Ettlie et al., 1984; Evan and Black, 1967).
These contradicting mechanisms might explain our lack of significant results.

Overall, these findings have implications both for scholarship and practice.
For researchers, on the one hand, our findings indicate that although employee
participation has been advocated as one of the key factors associated with successful
organizational change, the effect of high-quality change communication during
organizational change might be more important. Future research could include the
different mechanisms through which employee participation impact attitudes toward
change to confirm our findings in different settings.

For practitioners, on the other hand, our findings call for an integrative approach to
organizational transformations. HR professionals can start to create a high involvement

Quality change
communication

Employee
participation

Involvement
climate

0.09ns

Affective
commitment to

change

0.13ns

0.26**0.36**

0.24**

Figure 1.
Path coefficients of
the hypothesized

mediation
(standardized

regression
coefficients),
**po0.01
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climate irrespective of any current changes. Additionally, we propose that HR
practitioners focus first on communication during organizational change, and not on
employee participation. Clear, concise and timely information will increase employee
attitudes toward change, an effect we do not find for employee participation.

Study limitations and suggestions for further research
As any study, this research has strengths as well as limitations, which suggest avenues
for further research. First, our study looks at the same type of organizational change in
two similar professional organizations. Hence, our study has to be replicated in other
organizations and professions. Second, although ex-antemeasures are taken to limit the
risk that common-method variance artificially inflates correlations, independent and
dependent variables are measured from the same single-informant source. As such,
common-method variance cannot completely be ruled out. In future work, it would be
useful to include outcome data from other sources. Third, causality cannot be tested
in the current study, due to the cross-sectional design. However, as the climate of an
organization is very difficult to alter (Schneider et al., 1996), we expect that alterations
in climate, if they occurred, would have been small and would have had a limited
impact on the results.

Fourth, it would be interesting to study the impact of organizational climate in
a multi-level study. Fifth, no significant relationships were found with respect to the
impact of formalization climate, possibly due to the high climate strength in our pair
of police organizations. A broader study including a multitude of organizational
climates might find relationships, confirming or rejecting our hypotheses. Last, only
a limited number of individual characteristics were included in our study. Future
studies may, for example, include individual orientations toward change or
leadership, as these can define individual expectation patterns which influence the
success of organizational change.
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