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Although most research on cynicism toward change (CTC) has been conceptualized at the individual level, we pro-
pose that CTC is better conceptualized as a multilevel phenomenon, acting as both an employee attitude and an

organizational climate. We conducted a multilevel investigation of CTC in a field sample of 687 correctional officers in
the 14 prisons in a state penal system. Consistent with our hypotheses, both employee CTC and CTC climate uniquely
predicted negative employee attitudes and behaviors directed at the organization. Offering insight into how to address CTC,
we found that transformational leadership negatively relates to employee CTC and CTC climate. Our results highlight the
importance of studying CTC in organizations from a multilevel perspective and suggest that transformational leadership is
significant for supporting both functional employee attitudes and a facilitative climate toward organizational change.
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A lot of times [change] is not really happening right
here 0 0 0 0 We have a supervisor that comes and sits [us]
down, we have a meeting and they tell us “we do this,
we do not do that, we do this, we do not take care of
that,” and so forth. Then we will be waiting, waiting,
waiting, waiting, and nothing happens. Everything comes
right back [to how it always is].

—Correctional officer (name withheld)

Kurt Lewin (1947) first suggested that organizational
change is invariably met with equal and opposing social
forces, creating an inevitable uphill battle for its effective
implementation. Since then, a large body of scholarship
and practitioner efforts has been dedicated to examin-
ing factors that can derail organizational change initia-
tives (see Armenakis and Bedeian 1999 for a review).
Despite this vast amount of research and related prac-
tical approaches aimed at successfully implementing
change, most organizational change efforts fail (Burke
2002, Mourier and Smith 2002). One possible contribut-
ing factor is the development of cynical attitudes among
employees that characterize organizational change efforts
as just the “flavor of the month” (see Herold et al. 2007,
p. 942), rather than legitimate initiatives that will improve
the organization and deserve commitment and attention.
Such employee cynicism toward change (CTC), char-
acterized by extreme pessimism and skepticism about
the organization’s ability to change (Andersson 1996), is

a significant and challenging problem for organizations
implementing change (Armenakis et al. 1993, Piderit
2000). This employee attitude is quite common—the
unfortunate reality for most organizations undergoing
change is that employees are cynical in their attitudes
toward change (Burke 2002, Probst and Raisch 2005).
CTC attitudes can also be quite damaging; research has
demonstrated that CTC can result in employees who, at
best, do not support the change process and, at worst,
even work to sabotage it (Vance et al. 1995).

Given the significance of employee attitudes surround-
ing organizational change efforts, it is no surprise that
researchers are contributing to a growing body of litera-
ture that investigates employee CTC (e.g., Bommer et al.
2005, Reichers et al. 1997, Wanous et al. 2000). This
research has greatly enhanced our knowledge about the
wide-ranging effects that CTC can have, including less
willingness to engage in change efforts; lower job satis-
faction and motivation (Reichers et al. 1997); and greater
absenteeism, grievance filing, and turnover (Wanous et al.
2000). However, despite considerable attention, research
has not yet explained why employee CTC varies so
widely across research sites (e.g., Bommer et al. 2005,
Rubin et al. 2009, Wanous et al. 2000), nor why CTC
appears to be so persistent (Bommer et al. 2005, Wanous
et al. 2000). One potential reason for these unexplained
findings is that existing research has conceptualized and
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examined CTC as an individual-level attitude, although
employees might hold shared perceptions of CTC in an
organization-level attitude or “climate” (see Schneider
and Reichers 1983). Employees make sense of orga-
nizational change by talking with and observing their
coworkers, which influences their interpretation (Weick
et al. 2005) and often leads to similarity among employ-
ees’ perceptions. Therefore, it seems likely that employ-
ees not only communicate with each other about their
organizational change experiences and beliefs but may
come to share similar cynicism regarding their organiza-
tion’s ability to implement change.

It is important to note that research findings from
the individual level cannot readily be generalized to
climate-level constructs (House et al. 1995, Klein et al.
1994, Morgeson and Hofmann 1999). This is because
research demonstrates that employee climate percep-
tions often occur at the organizational level, are distinct
from and more entrenched than individual-level atti-
tudes, and frequently have unique antecedents and out-
comes (e.g., Morrison et al. 2011, Naumann and Bennett
2000, Schneider 1987, Schulte et al. 2006). Therefore, a
full understanding of CTC might actually require a mul-
tilevel conceptualization, including both the individual
attitude and organizational climate levels. Yet, despite
the significant interest in understanding CTC and its
role in organizational change, there has been virtually
no research to provide theoretical guidance or empirical
findings to offer understanding of CTC as a multilevel
phenomenon.

Investigating a multilevel model of CTC allows for
more complex models to explore how this phenomenon
relates to negative outcomes for organizations, which
may provide valuable insight beyond what is already
known. For example, at the individual level, we theo-
rize that employees’ CTC may corrode their bond with
the organization, leading to negative attitudes and behav-
iors directed toward it. However, an employee’s own
CTC takes on a considerably different meaning when
it exists in the company of like-minded peers versus
working in a climate that is more optimistic about orga-
nizational change. Consistent with the organizational cli-
mate literature (e.g., Schneider 1987, 1990; Schneider
and Reichers 1983), we argue that a CTC climate sends
pessimistic cues to employees about the (low) likeli-
hood of improvement in their organization, resulting
in employees who feel less attached to their orga-
nization. Furthermore, when combined with employee
CTC, a CTC climate could even amplify the corrosive
effects of employee CTC, as employees see their neg-
ative viewpoints validated by these cues; this results in
an even more tenuous attachment. In contrast, an indi-
vidual employee who is cynical toward change could
feel more attached to his or her organization if he or
she resides among a group of peers who send cues that

are more encouraging and hopeful about improvement
in their workplace.

In addition, although the traditional approach to the
study of CTC implies that organizations should replace
or otherwise attempt to alter the attitudes of certain “bad
apple” employees to decrease CTC, the existence of
a CTC climate suggests organization-level intervention
may be necessary to overcome multiple levels of CTC.
That is, organizational climates are likely to strengthen
over time and become more entrenched than individual
employee attitudes (Johns 2006, Morgeson and Hofmann
1999, Schneider 1987). This suggests that a CTC climate
may be especially difficult for organizations to surmount.

When considering possible ways for organizations to
conquer CTC, one antidote to the development of a CTC
climate could be through the unique multilevel manner
in which leadership can influence both employees and
climates in organizations—particularly senior leaders of
units or divisions who supervise a collective unit of
employees (Oreg and Berson 2011). More specifically,
these leaders are structurally poised to influence both
individual-level employee perceptions as well as the cli-
mate to be more receptive toward change. As argued in
the climate and leadership literature (e.g., Kozlowski and
Doherty 1989, Zohar and Tenne-Gazit 2008), the most
senior leader within a collective of employees is the most
relevant leader of reference because of his or her prox-
imal influence over unit policies, practice, and proce-
dures. Furthermore, the senior leader is the one who pro-
vides the most universally visible leadership in the unit
and also interacts with individual employees on day-to-
day management issues (Kozlowski and Doherty 1989).
Thus, such leaders are potentially one of the primary
means of shaping employee attitudes at both the indi-
vidual and collective levels. However, these multilevel
mechanisms by which leaders may shape CTC have not
been theoretically developed or empirically tested.

More specifically, prior research suggests that trans-
formational leadership in particular is critical for more
favorable employee attitudes toward change because
transformational leaders are able to intellectually stimu-
late and inspire followers in ways that facilitate recep-
tivity and openness to it (Bass 1985, Bommer et al.
2005, Oreg and Berson 2011). Although this research
has examined how transformational leadership relates
to contextually based concepts such as employee CTC
and openness toward change, it has largely overlooked
how transformational leaders may directly shape the
organizational context itself (e.g., CTC climate). Addi-
tionally, even though a great deal of scholarship exists
on the relationship between transformational leadership
and employee engagement in change efforts (Atwater
and Bass 1994, Bono and Judge 2003, Herold et al.
2008), little work examines precisely how transforma-
tional leaders are able to accomplish this. Therefore, we
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Figure 1 Multilevel Model of CTC, Predictors, and Outcomes
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Notes. Organization-level constructs are in gray boxes, whereas
individual-level constructs are in white boxes. The dotted line signi-
fies the top-down and bottom-up processes in the theorized emer-
gent, compositional model of CTC climate (rather than a tested
hypothesis).

theoretically and empirically examine how senior trans-
formational leaders shape both the CTC climate and
employee CTC.

In sum, our objective is to gain a more compre-
hensive understanding of CTC by investigating a mul-
tilevel model, including how transformational leader-
ship relates to these different conceptualizations of
CTC and how CTC at multiple levels relates to neg-
ative outcomes directed at the organization. Next, we
develop and test this model (pictured in Figure 1), which
allows for the exploration of linkages across employ-
ees and organization-level phenomena (Naumann and
Bennett 2000).

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
Cynicism Toward Change
Cynicism has been studied in a variety of ways (Dean
et al. 1998), including dispositional conceptualizations
(e.g., Cook and Medley 1954) and negative attitudes
regarding unmet expectations of authorities or society
(e.g., Kanter and Mirvis 1989). Regarding organizations,
cynicism has been conceptualized as mistrust and lost
pride in one’s work or occupation (e.g., Niederhoffer
1967), as well as an attitude of frustration and distrust
toward one’s organization (e.g., Andersson and Bateman
1997). Here, we focus on CTC specifically, which schol-
ars generally agree is a state (rather than trait) variable,
distinct from dispositions such as negative affectivity
(Johnson and O’Leary-Kelly 2003), and encompassing a
pessimistic attitude toward one’s organization regarding
its ability to successfully implement change (Bommer
et al. 2005, Reichers et al. 1997, Wanous et al. 2000).

Extant work has conceptualized CTC as an employee
attitude (e.g., Bommer et al. 2005, Wanberg and Banas
2000, Wanous et al. 2000). However, this implies that
employees assess the effectiveness of organizational
change by themselves, whereas employees are likely to
have shared experiences with their organization’s change
efforts and to collectively interpret events to make sense
of them (Daft and Weick 1984, House et al. 1995). There-
fore, we argue that employees—as a collective—are

likely to develop shared meanings (Schneider and Reich-
ers 1983) surrounding cynicism toward change. These
shared meanings, referred to as a “climate,” are a pat-
tern of collective beliefs or attitudes about a specific and
psychologically important aspect of a work environment
(Ashforth 1985, Schneider and Reichers 1983, Schneider
1990), such as a climate for customer service (Schneider
et al. 1980) or organizational justice (Naumann and Ben-
nett 2000). Organizational climates concern the particular
practices, procedures, and behaviors that are expected,
rewarded, or supported in the organization (Schneider
1990, Schneider and Reichers 1983), and they estab-
lish norms and expectations for employee attitudes and
behaviors (Ashforth 1985). It is important to note that
organizational climates often pertain to what is socially
rewarded and expected, rather than only to formal orga-
nizational rewards (Chatman 1991, Louis 1980).

We argue that CTC climates evolve in part from
employees’ attitudes about the organization’s ability to
successfully manage change and emerge into a construct
at the organizational level of analysis (Kozlowski and
Klein 2000, Morgeson and Hofmann 1999). Compo-
sitional, organizational-level constructs are believed to
influence the attitudes and behaviors of employees above
and beyond their own personally held attitudes (Tesluk
et al. 2002). Compositional models represent phenomena
“that are essentially the same as they emerge upward
across levels” (Kozlowski and Klein 2000, p. 16). That
is, they have the same content and meaning across lev-
els aside from qualitative differences. Following this
logic of CTC climate as a collective, emergent property
(Morgeson and Hofmann 1999), we define CTC cli-
mate as a collectively shared perception among employ-
ees that change efforts in their organization will not be
successful.

Following prior research on collective, emergent con-
structs (Morgeson and Hofmann 1999), we see that
an organizational climate such as CTC can develop in
several ways. First, CTC climate is likely to develop
through employees’ shared direct experiences and obser-
vations of their organization’s efforts to manage and
implement change. Second, CTC can evolve through
employees’ interaction and discussion about organiza-
tional change efforts (Reichers et al. 1997, Vance et al.
1995). Employees are likely to engage in collective
sensemaking about events that they experience, which is
likely to foster similarity among their viewpoints (Weick
et al. 2005). Finally, attraction–selection–attrition the-
ory suggests that employees with similar attitudes are
more likely to be attracted to interact and engage with
each other (Schneider 1987). Such employees are more
likely to remain in the organization over time, lead-
ing to the homogenization of employee views that con-
tribute to and reinforce a CTC climate (Schneider and
Reichers 1983).
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Antecedents of Multilevel CTC

Transformational Leadership, Empowerment, and Em-
ployee CTC. Transformational leaders “change the basic
values, beliefs, and attitudes of followers” by pro-
viding employees with intellectual stimulation, vision,
appropriate behaviors to model, goal alignment, high
performance expectations, and individualized support
(Podsakoff et al. 1990, p. 108). We argue that trans-
formational leaders will reduce employee CTC in part
because they are able to provide an inspirational vision
of the future and to encourage followers to challenge
existing approaches by providing intellectual stimula-
tion (Bass and Avolio 1990, Podsakoff et al. 1990,
Shamir 1995). Through these unique abilities, transfor-
mational leaders facilitate an understanding of the ratio-
nale behind change, increase employee motivation for
change, and enhance employee optimism that change is
possible. By providing a clear and inspiring vision that
challenges the status quo, transformational leaders help
employees clearly understand the overarching objective
of change because they are able to convey the purpose
and meaning behind organizational change efforts (Bass
1985, Bommer et al. 2005).

Transformational leaders are able to get employees to
see why change is needed in their organization, increas-
ing their understanding that existing approaches, prac-
tices, and procedures can and should be improved. As
a result, employees are more motivated to engage in
change efforts, more open to exploring new directions
and ideas, and more likely to see changes to their
work as necessary and important rather than as nonsen-
sical burdens. Transformational leaders also help con-
vince employees that an improved organization is not
only necessary, but possible. For example, transforma-
tional leaders may persuasively defend prior changes
that employees had interpreted as failures, reframing
these events in a more positive light. By providing
employees with more believable and persuasive informa-
tion that a “better future” is ahead (Bommer et al. 2005,
p. 739), transformational leaders are able to more effec-
tively communicate optimism to their employees about
the likely success of change efforts. Therefore, we pro-
pose the following.

Hypothesis 1. Transformational leadership will be
negatively related to employee CTC.

Another way in which transformational leaders are
likely to engage their followers is through psycho-
logically empowering them (Kark et al. 2003), which
we expect to negatively relate to employee CTC.
Psychological empowerment is defined1 in terms of
employees’ experienced feelings of meaningfulness,
competence, self-determination, and impact (Spreitzer
1995). Transformational leaders engage employees in
greater consultation about decisions and act in ways
that encourage followers to take responsibility (Dvir

et al. 2002). Therefore, these leaders enhance feelings of
competence, autonomy, and self-determination (Spreitzer
1995) among followers. When transformational leaders
articulate their vision by appealing to higher-order values
(e.g., how change efforts relate to achievement of pub-
licly valued goals), employees come to see their work
as more personally meaningful and important (Bono and
Judge 2003). Employees also come to feel more person-
ally efficacious in their roles and identify with their orga-
nization (Walumbwa et al. 2008). Employees who feel
empowered as a result of transformational leadership will
therefore be more likely to believe that their efforts will
make a difference, increasing the likelihood of engaging
in behaviors that support change. As a result, empow-
ered employees likely place more effort on facilitating
the organizational change and are more invested in see-
ing the change succeed, which results in less cynicism
toward change. Therefore, we propose the following.

Hypothesis 2. Transformational leadership will be
positively related to employee psychological empower-
ment.

Hypothesis 3. Employee psychological empower-
ment will be negatively related to employee CTC.

Transformational Leadership and CTC Climate.
In addition to influencing employee attitudes toward
change, transformational leaders may inhibit the emer-
gence of a CTC climate. As other scholars have articu-
lated, as a “structuralist” perspective, organizational cli-
mate can be a result of employees’ similar exposure
to policies, procedures, and practices (Kozlowski and
Doherty 1989, Schneider and Reichers 1983). Employ-
ees in the same organization share exposure to lead-
ers’ behaviors and abilities, and therefore they experi-
ence the same policies, practices, and procedures that
leaders initiate. In addition, transformational leaders fre-
quently interact with employees as a collective, such
as through organization-wide communication efforts.
Thus, employees often experience their transformational
leader’s speeches, behaviors, and discussions about orga-
nizational change efforts collectively.

Transformational leaders convey a sense of optimism
about change efforts through organizationally targeted
messages and actions that facilitate change, verbal per-
suasion, and inspirational appeals (Bommer et al. 2005,
Oreg and Berson 2011). Thus, transformational leaders
provide strong optimistic cues about an improved orga-
nization on the horizon (Bommer et al. 2005). Com-
ing from the senior leader, these encouraging cues are
likely to be highly visible, getting employees to focus on
positive information about organizational change. Thus,
transformational leaders will facilitate their organiza-
tion’s climate to be more receptive toward organizational
change.

Transformational leaders directly set the “tone” of
the organization’s climate to be more optimistic about
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change by providing an appropriate model for employ-
ees to follow (Podsakoff et al. 1990) and may set
specific behavioral norms surrounding the expression
of CTC among employees. Transformational leaders
are also likely to establish organizational practices and
approaches that translate their leadership style into a
climate that is supportive of change. For instance,
because transformational leaders actively solicit employ-
ees’ ideas and concerns (Bass 1985, Podsakoff et al.
1990), they are likely to implement employee sug-
gestion programs and other mechanisms to encourage
employee input and engagement, contributing to a cli-
mate supportive of change. Transformational leaders also
develop practices such as staffing, training, and perfor-
mance management practices that foster employee moti-
vation, trust, and flexibility (Zhu et al. 2005), which
contribute to a positive climate toward change. These
types of actions shape the climate as perceived by
employees (Kozlowski and Doherty 1989). In sum,
through this combination of factors, we offer the follow-
ing hypothesis between transformational leadership and
CTC climate.

Hypothesis 4. Transformational leadership will be
negatively related to CTC climate.

Outcomes of Multilevel CTC

CTC Climate and Insubordination. Most work has
evaluated outcomes of employee CTC, but we are also
interested in explaining organization-level outcomes of
CTC climate. We argue that higher CTC climates will be
associated with greater resistance to supervisor requests
and the failure to carry out required job duties; that
is, CTC climate will be associated with greater rates
of insubordination in the organization. We argue that
this occurs for several reasons. First, a CTC climate
may encourage employees to reject performing what
are seen as pointless changes to their jobs. Thus, a
CTC climate may result in increased levels of insubor-
dination (i.e., disobeying direct supervisory commands).
Research in the voice, loyalty, neglect, and exit frame-
work (Hirschman 1970, Farrell and Rusbult 1992) sug-
gests that when employees are dissatisfied, they react in
several ways—such as through voicing their discontent,
exiting the organization, or neglecting aspects of their
jobs. Thus, insubordination behaviors might be classi-
fied as neglectful behavior, which has consistently been
found to be associated with employee dissatisfaction
(Farrell and Rusbult 1992).

In addition, climates strongly shape employees’ per-
ceptions about how others feel and act by sending cues
that focus employees on salient information and norms,
thereby providing expectations about behavior (Pfeffer
and Salancik 1978). An organization with a CTC climate
has norms that disregard the value of change; therefore,
it is likely that employees in such climates perceive that

others are avoiding the implementation of the change
behaviors in their work. As such, it is likely that a CTC
climate works to mobilize employees in the collective
to work against their superiors and the change process.
Wanous et al. (2000) found that employees with higher
CTC had a greater likelihood of filing grievances against
the organization and that as employees become more
cynical toward change, they are more likely to resist
change efforts they see as futile.

This research implies that employee CTC will relate to
employee insubordination. However, the use of anony-
mous questionnaires in the present study prohibits
formal testing of an individual-level hypothesis, and
therefore we focus on the theoretical reasons in pre-
dicting the relationship between a CTC climate and an
aggregated insubordination (organizational insubordina-
tion rate). Insubordination at the collective (organiza-
tional) level of analysis is of interest for scholars because
an organization with a high rate of insubordinate staff
indicates the presence of a negative climate for reactions
to supervisor commands. When employees refuse to
engage in particular aspects of their jobs, their coworkers
may be given extra work as a result. If employees resent
this extra work or see it as unfair that others are not
doing it, they may also begin to refuse to perform crit-
ical functions or tasks. Employees are likely to observe
one another being insubordinate and to learn to refuse
orders from superiors, resulting in grouplike properties
of insubordinate behavior (Naumann and Bennett 2000).
Therefore, we propose the following.

Hypothesis 5. CTC climate will be positively related
to insubordination at the organization level.

Employee CTC and Organizational Commitment.
CTC is likely shaped by prior negative experiences
and disappointment with previously failed change
efforts (Klein and Sorra 1996). Ineffective organiza-
tional change attempts are particularly frustrating for
employees with higher CTC because they tend to see
where and how the organization most needs to improve
(Niederhoffer 1967, Reichers et al. 1997, Vance et al.
1995). Yet, because employees who are highly cynical
of change are convinced that the organization will be
unable to bring about needed improvements through its
continual and ongoing change efforts, they view their
participation in the organization’s attempts at change as
pointless and futile (Reichers et al. 1997). This CTC
likely decreases employees’ feelings of commitment to
their organization because they will see their organiza-
tion as a place that needs improvement, but with little
likelihood of actually ever improving.

Research supports the idea that those who are more
cynical toward organizational change will have lower
organizational commitment. Wanberg and Banas (2000)
showed that employees who were less open to change
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in their organization had stronger intentions of leav-
ing the organization. Similarly, we believe that as an
employee becomes increasingly cynical toward organi-
zational change, he or she will see the organization in an
increasingly negative light, fuelling a gradual psycholog-
ical separation with the organization (Meyer and Allen
1991). Therefore, we predict the following.

Hypothesis 6. Employee CTC will be negatively
related to employee organizational commitment.

Multilevel CTC Relationships and Employees’ Orga-
nizational Commitment. In addition to the CTC employ-
ees individually experience, collectively shared attitudes
toward change create a climate that may shape employ-
ees’ organizational commitment by providing nega-
tive cues. We argue that this happens in two ways.
First, following established theory and empirical find-
ings that demonstrate that the social context influences
how employees interpret and respond to their work envi-
ronment (Johns 2006), we argue that a CTC climate
will demonstrate a direct, negative, cross-level relation-
ship with employees’ organizational commitment. This is
because a CTC climate sends pessimistic cues to employ-
ees about the (low) likelihood of improvement in their
organization, weakening the bond of attachment between
employees and their employer. However, a less cynical
climate sends more optimistic cues about the likelihood
of an improved organization, enhancing the attachment
employees feel to their organization with the hope that
their workplace will soon be better.

Second, a CTC climate may amplify the effects of
employees’ own cynical attitudes toward organizational
change efforts. This is because a CTC climate sends
cues that may influence employees’ own views, thus giv-
ing employees additional information by which to pro-
cess their attachment to their organization. Prior research
on individual and contextual effects of organizational
justice has found that the relationship between individ-
ual justice perceptions and job attitudes (e.g., job satis-
faction) is moderated by justice climate, such that the
relationships are stronger when justice climate is high
(Mayer et al. 2007). Similarly, an employee with high
CTC who is surrounded by pessimistic peers may find
that the CTC climate in the organization legitimizes
his own personal viewpoints. Therefore, employees who
were already feeling doubtful about their organization’s
likelihood of improvement who also perceive that their
peers agree with them receive an additional signal that
they should feel negatively toward their organization.
This is likely to even further decrease employees’ orga-
nizational commitment. In contrast, an employee with
high CTC who is surrounded by less cynical peers
may find herself reassessing some negative views of
the organization. That is, those employees with high
CTC who work among less cynical peers receive a sig-
nal that they should feel more positively toward their

organization, likely weakening the relationship between
employee CTC and organizational commitment.

Hypothesis 7. CTC climate will be negatively related
to employee organizational commitment (after control-
ling for employee CTC).

Hypothesis 8. The relationship between employee
CTC and employee organizational commitment (Hypoth-
esis 6) will be stronger for those in organizations with
higher CTC climates.

Methods
Setting
For an initial test of our model, we sought a reasonably
comparable set of organizations in an appropriate field
setting. We collected data from 687 correctional officers
from all adult prisons in a mid-Atlantic state (N = 14),
excluding “supermax” and prerelease facilities, during
December 2003 and January 2004. There are several rea-
sons that prisons are a particularly well-suited context
in which to investigate our research questions about the
effects of multiple levels of CTC. First, state prisons are
arranged and controlled in a way that allows for max-
imal organizational unit-level comparison of leadership
and climate while holding constant other organization-
level factors, such as industry, location, job duties, struc-
ture, and training. Second, the initial work on cynicism
in organizations (Niederhoffer 1967, Regoli et al. 1990)
was especially concerned with employees’ development
of cynical attitudes toward change in the law enforce-
ment context.

Theoretically, law enforcement organizations are
mechanistic structures, characterized by rigid struc-
tures that emphasize order, strict control and hierar-
chy, centralized power, and formalized rules and proce-
dures (Burns and Stalker 1961, Lawrence and Lorsch
1967). This may make such organizations especially
likely to develop CTC because mechanistic structures
make the implementation of change particularly difficult
for employees to embrace (House 1991). Mechanistic
structures make change burdensome for employees to
implement because rules and restrictions are placed on
employees’ access to information, and there are fewer
opportunities for employee voice, discretion, questions,
and information exchange (Ambrose and Schminke
2003, House 1991, Schminke et al. 2000). Consequently,
employees are likely to have limited understanding of
the reasons behind changes and little sense of influence
and control over their shifting jobs. This can lead to
attitudes that are critical of and resistant to organiza-
tional change (Regoli et al. 1990), making mechanistic
organizations especially relevant for evaluating an initial
multilevel model of CTC.

It is important to note that we argue that prison, as a
mechanistic organizational structure, is especially rather
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than uniquely likely to demonstrate CTC. That is, our
empirical context is bounded by the assumption of a
mechanistic context. However, our theory and model
(see Figure 1) are broadly generalizable to many types
of organizations (as we address in the Discussion). Thus,
we argue that mechanistic organizations (here, a set of
state prisons) are appropriate for investigating CTC pre-
cisely because they might be more likely to illustrate this
common organizational phenomenon in a uniquely illu-
minating way. That is, although they are common across
many organizations beyond mechanistic ones, these con-
structs might otherwise be much more difficult to assess
(Eisenhardt 1989, Pettigrew 1990).

Sample and Procedure
We were given personnel rosters from 10 of the 14 pris-
ons in advance of the survey and therefore were able
to randomly select approximately 50% of all employ-
ees. In the remaining four prisons that did not provide
personnel rosters in time for us to randomly preselect
employees to take the survey, all participants were purely
voluntary.2 As part of a larger data collection effort to
assess organizational attributes of correctional systems,
data were collected on employees’ attitudinal measures.
Our sample was on average 39.3 years old (SD = 808)
and had an average of 8.0 years of tenure in their orga-
nization (SD = 603), and 60.3% were male. The sample
was 53.2% black, 43.4% white, 1.2% Native American,
0.6% Hispanic, and 1.6% other/unidentified. In addition
to correctional officers, data were also collected from
each prison’s warden on all incidents of insubordination
in the prison, which they are required to track.

The prisons in our data set were largely compara-
ble with one another in terms of types of offenses for
which inmates had been incarcerated, resources, struc-
ture, rate at which staff openings were filled, and the
availability of rehabilitation programs. However, prisons
varied in terms of size of staff, location (urban/rural),
and type of facility (i.e., mixed nature of the incarcer-
ated population from medium through maximum secu-
rity). Therefore, we ran a correlation matrix including
all prison-level study variables—prison staff size, loca-
tion, security level, and number of inmates—to evaluate
the possibility of spurious relationships between con-
structs of interest and prison-level characteristics. The
only significant correlation between control variables
and those of interest to the study was a positive relation-
ship between organization size (number of staff mem-
bers) and insubordination (p < 0005); therefore, this was
controlled for in all organization-level analyses.

Measures

Insubordination. All prisons reported comprehensive
lists of all disciplinary data on correctional officers for
the year 2004, including a brief description of the inci-
dent. Therefore, a vast majority of these data that were

collected occurred after our initial data collection of the
independent variables. We then used these offenses to
create insubordination occurrences for each prison. We
did this by first eliminating repeat offenses by single
correctional officers within each facility.3

It is important to note that although there may be
some variation in supervisory determinations about what
infractions were written up, there are standardized, writ-
ten employee rules, and behavior regulations that are
enforced consistently across prisons by the personnel
office of the state department of corrections. Moreover,
incidents of insubordination were all categorized as a
level one offense on a four-point system, where one
is the lowest level of a written employee offense (e.g.,
failure to maintain position at one’s post or the use of
foul language) and four is the highest (e.g., incidents of
excessive force leading to inmate injury or death, which
would warrant immediate termination). Our hypothesis
involving insubordination was also tested using an inci-
dence rate weighted by seriousness level, created by
multiplying each event by its seriousness score (one–
four), summing the number of weighted incidents per
institution, and dividing this number by the number of
staff in each prison.

Finally, because active insubordination incidents are
low base-rate phenomena, investigating the relationship
between CTC and insubordination is also methodolog-
ically most appropriate at the aggregate (organization)
level of analysis (Hofmann and Mark 2006, Zohar 2000).

Empowerment. Because of restrictions on survey
length, empowerment was measured using two of the
highest loading items from each of Spreitzer’s (1995)
four subscales of empowerment (meaning, competence,
self-determination, and impact). This resulted in an
eight-item scale, including items such as “The work I do
is very important to me” and “I have significant freedom
in determining how I do my job,” where respondents
indicated their level of agreement with each item (1 =

strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Following Spre-
itzer (1995), we averaged scores across the subscales to
form a single empowerment score. Reliability was cal-
culated at 0.76.

Employee CTC. CTC was measured using selected
items from the organizational cynicism and improv-
ability scale of Tesluk et al. (1995). More specifically,
we selected three items from the six-item organizational
cynicism subscale that most strongly tapped employees’
pessimistic beliefs about organizational improvements
(rather than assessments of their own actions toward
change). Respondents indicated their level of agreement
with three items (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree), which included the following: “Efforts to make
improvements in this facility usually fail,” “When we try
to change things here they just seem to go from bad to
worse,” and “It is hard to be hopeful about the future
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because people have such bad attitudes.” Reliability was
calculated at 0.83.

Organizational Commitment. We measured organiza-
tional commitment with four items from the organi-
zational commitment scale adapted for public sector
employees by Balfour and Wechsler (1996). We selected
items that tapped the two dimensions of commitment
most closely related to the generally accepted construct
of affective commitment (Allen and Meyer 1990, Meyer
and Allen 1997) in the organizational literature. Allen
and Meyer’s (1990) measure of affective commitment
is composed of an employee’s emotional attachment to
an organization (affect) as well as an affective-cognitive
component of attachment (identification) (see Solinger
et al. 2008). Therefore, we selected the two highest load-
ing items from the scale of identification commitment
and the two highest loading measuring affiliation com-
mitment. Respondents rated their agreement with these
four statements on a five-point scale (1 = strongly dis-
agree to 5 = strongly agree): “I am quite proud to be
able to say to people that I work for this organiza-
tion,” “What this organization stands for is important
to me,” “I feel a strong sense of belonging to this orga-
nization,” and “I feel like ‘part of the family’ at this
organization.” Reliability was calculated at 0.87.

CTC Climate. Following previous authors (e.g., Chen
et al. 2004, Marrone et al. 2007), we conceptualized
climate as the average level of the construct of inter-
est (here, CTC) in a given organization. That is, we
expected that employees would have CTC attitudes they
would act on and express to their coworkers, which
would lead to the formation of a collective attitude at the
organizational level. Using the employee CTC measure
as described above, we followed the logic that a CTC
climate was best represented by an emergent, composi-
tional model (Chan 1998, Kozlowski and Klein 2000).
This conceptualization closely follows Morgeson and
Hofmann’s (1999) description of collective constructs
as developing through a bottom-up, emergent process
based on individuals’ interactions that form a collec-
tive construct that, in turn, shapes and influences sub-
sequent attitudes and behaviors at the individual and
collective levels.

An alternative approach to measuring climate might
include asking employees to rate their peers’ CTC. How-
ever, we relied on aggregating employees’ assessments
of their own cynicism because (a) doing so is con-
sistent with the compositional model we have argued
for CTC climate, (b) it is not clear how accurately
employees may be able to assess CTC in others, and
(c) we assessed for the justifiability of aggregating the
employee self-assessments by testing for significant and
reliable between-organization variance in the aggregated
data (see below).

Transformational Leadership. Following previous
researchers (Kirkman et al. 2009, MacKenzie et al.
2001), we measured transformational leadership with
a shortened version of the Podsakoff et al. (1990)
measure of transformational leadership by selecting
items from each dimension of transformational lead-
ership. We selected six items by choosing the highest
loading item from each of the six first-order transfor-
mational leadership behaviors (articulation of vision,
providing appropriate behavior to model, fostering
acceptance of goals, communicating higher perfor-
mance expectations, individual support, and intellectual
stimulation). We asked respondents how strongly they
agreed (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree)
with the following statements: “My warden 0 0 0 (1) is
able to get others to be committed to his/her vision for
this prison; (2) leads by ‘doing’ rather than simply by
‘telling’; (3) gets people to work together for the same
goal; (4) insists on only the best performance; (5) takes
the time to carefully listen to and discuss people’s
concerns; and (6) suggests new ways of looking at how
we do our jobs.” Reliability was calculated at 0.92.

Leadership behaviors are directed toward and influ-
ence groups of followers who are under the authority
of the leader, in addition to each individual follower
(Kark et al. 2003). Therefore, we follow previous schol-
ars who have conceptualized transformational leadership
at the level within the organizational hierarchy at which
the leader resides (e.g., Bono and Judge 2003, Kark
et al. 2003). In this case, because the warden is the unit
leader, the most senior and visible manager in the prison,
and is the one who most directly provides leadership
for the prison, we treat correctional officers’ ratings of
their warden’s transformational leadership at the organi-
zational (i.e., leader) level of analysis.

Construct Validity
We assessed construct validity for employee CTC and
other variables that were collected but not used in this
investigation.4 That is, we expected that CTC would
be strongly positively related to accepted measures of
burnout (Pines and Aronson 1988) and job frustra-
tion (Peters et al. 1980) and negatively predictive of
employee performance. Results indicated that our mea-
sure of employee CTC was both positively related to
burnout and frustration (r = 0041, p < 00001; and r =

0035, p < 00001, respectively) and negatively predictive
of employee performance (� = −0016, p < 0005), con-
trolling for respondent age, sex, and tenure.

We also ran a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
to ensure that the measured constructs of employee
CTC, organizational commitment, and empowerment,
although related, are empirically distinct. Results of this
CFA indicated that the theorized model, �2 (df = 81,
N = 867) = 3810601 p < 00001 (comparative fit index
(CFI) = 0094, root mean square error of approxima-
tion (RMSEA) = 00075, provided a fair fit to the
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data (Browne and Cudeck 1993, Hu and Bentler
1999). Moreover, each item loaded significantly with
its intended construct (p < 00001). Because we believed
that the relationship between employee empowerment
and CTC was most at risk for same-source bias in the
model, we then performed an additional CFA including
the same three constructs, where we merged employee
CTC and empowerment by setting the covariance of
these constructs to 1 and checked the relative fit of this
model (Podsakoff et al. 2003). This model fit the data
significantly worse than the theorized model (ã�2, 1
= 112090, p < 00001, CFI = 0091, RMSEA = 0009).
Therefore, we were confident that the relationships that
we found in our data were due largely to theoretical
relationships rather than methodological relationships.

Data Aggregation
We generated transformational leadership and CTC cli-
mate values by aggregating employee data to the organi-
zational level. First, we assessed the degree of employee
agreement regarding these constructs by calculating the
rwg4j5 statistic (George and James 1993). This statistic
is used to assess interrater agreement. The mean rwg4j5
statistic for transformational leadership was 0.83 and
0.72 for CTC climate. Although debate exists regard-
ing the proper cutoff value for rwg4j5 (Lance et al.
2006), the values were largely greater than the generally
accepted 0.70. We also calculated intraclass correlations
(ICCs) to determine the reliability of transformational
leadership and CTC climate (Bliese 2000). The ICC(1)
helps examine the degree of variability in responses at
the individual level attributed to being an employee of
the organization, and the ICC(2) helps to examine the
reliability of organization means. For transformational
leadership, the ICC(1) was 0.06, p < 00001, and the
ICC(2) was 0.65, p < 00001. Regarding CTC climate,
the ICC(1) was 0.04, p < 00001, and the ICC(2) was
0.64, p < 00001. Although these ICC(1) values indi-
cate relatively small effects (Bliese 1998), they still
demonstrate significant variance in each of the constructs
because of organizational membership, and they are very
similar in magnitude to the generally accepted ICC(1)
values considered high enough to justify aggregation
(0.05; see Bliese 2000).

Although no cutoff values exist for accepted val-
ues of ICC(2), higher values are considered to be bet-
ter, with published results for ICC(2) generally ranging
from 0.5 and upward, demonstrating acceptable reliabil-
ity. However, although the ICC(1) values may appear
low given the range that ICC(1) values can have in
the organizational literature, they were not surprising
because of the context in which we were testing our
hypotheses—that is, a highly structured state prison sys-
tem has consistent procedures, and this context reduces
between-organization variance. Moreover, within pris-
ons, officers do not work in teams but largely as indi-
viduals or pairs of officers in shifts and different areas

of the prison, with little overlap with one another and
relatively limited socialization, leading to greater within-
organization variance than might be expected. Despite
these issues, we still find reliable means and consistent
effects, indicating that the organization-level variance
is, in fact, important in explaining our phenomena of
interest. If anything, the lower organizational-level reli-
abilities (ICC(2) values) work against our ability to find
support for our hypotheses (Bliese 1998, 2000), reducing
the ability to find relationships involving organizational-
level variables. Other studies examining similar types of
cross-level relationships to individual-level relationships
have had similar ICC(1) and ICC(2) value combinations
(e.g., Chen and Bliese 2002). In sum, we concluded that
we had sufficient justification to examine CTC climate
at the prison level.

Analyses and Controls
We tested the organization-level model with ordinary
least squares (OLS) regression, including the control
variable of organizational size measured by the num-
ber of employees. Individual- and cross-level hypothe-
ses were tested using the hierarchical linear modeling
(HLM) method (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992), including
the control variables of employee sex, age, and tenure,
described in depth below.

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlation matrices appear in
Table 1. First, given that our model was restricted in our
number of level 2 observations because of the number
of state prisons in the system, we conducted a multilevel
power analysis using Optimal Design software (Liu et al.
2005). Assuming a moderate effect size (d = 0040; see
Cohen 1988), moderate effect size variability (Rauden-
bush and Liu 2000), coefficient alpha of 0.05, and an
average of 49 employees per organization, the statistical
power for the multilevel portion of this study exceeded
0.70 (Liu et al. 2005).

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Variable Mean SD

Level 1a

1. Empowerment 3066 0063
2. Employee CTC 3026 0092 −0030∗∗

3. Organizational commitment 3006 0083 0049∗∗ −0061∗∗

Level 2
1. Transformational leadership 3002 0029
2. CTC climate 3005 0058 −0062∗∗

3. Insubordination 0005 0004 −0076∗∗ 0086∗∗

Note. Level 1 (employee-level) variables were averaged over all
organizations; thus, the correlations reported do not accurately esti-
mate the true level 1 relationships among level 1 variables.

aLevel 1 (employees) n = 667–687 because of missing data;
level 2 (organizations) N = 14.

∗p < 0005; ∗∗p < 0001.
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Given the multilevel nature of the model, the cross-
level nature of several of the hypotheses, and the fact
that individual employees are also “nested” within orga-
nizations, we used hierarchical linear modeling HLM
method (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992) and tested the
model in several steps. First, we estimated a null model
that had no predictors at either level 1 (individual)
or level 2 (organization) to partition each dependent
variance into within- and between-organization com-
ponents. Second, in a level 1 analysis, within each
organization, individual-level dependent variables were
regressed on group-mean centered individual-level pre-
dictors and control variables (Hofmann and Gavin 1998),
where a regression line was estimated for each of
the 14 organizations, except to test for unique cross-
level effects of transformational leadership and CTC cli-
mate. In these level 2 analyses, we used the intercept
estimates obtained from level 1 as outcome variables,
and we regressed these on the grand-mean centered
organization-level predictors and grand-mean centered
level 1 predictors. Results for level 1 and cross-level
hypotheses tests are presented in Table 2.

Null Model
Our hypotheses predict that individual- and organization-
level variables will be related to individual-level

Table 2 Results of HLM Analyses

Parameter p-Value
Variables in modela ∼R2b estimates SE t ratio (two-tailed)

Dependent variable: Empowerment
Level 1 model

Intercept — 3066 0004 94039 0000
Level 2 model

Transformational leadership 0006 0042 0012 3050 0000

Dependent variable: Employee CTC
Level 1 model

Intercept 3027 0006 52073 0000
Empowerment 0006 −0038 0006 −6055 0000

Level 2 model
Transformational leadership 0.06 (0.02) −0031 4−00485 0.21 (0.22) −1044 4−20205 0.18 (0.04)
(before controlling for
empowermentc)

Dependent variable: Organizational commitment
Level 1 model

Intercept 3014 0005 46044 0000
Employee CTC 0024 −0049 0003 −14020 0000

Level 2 modelc

CTC climate 0029 −0041 0019 −2045 0003
CTC climate ×Employee CTC 0030 −0030 0016 −2024 0003

Notes. Level 1 n = 667–687 because of missing data; level 2 N = 14. Entries are estimates of the
fixed effects coefficients. Level 1 reports the slopes and level 2 (cross-level effects) reports the
intercepts as unstandardized coefficients.

aAfter the null model, all models include control variables for level 1 of respondent age, tenure,
and sex.

bPseudo R2 reported according to the Singer (1998) estimate of variance accounted for based on
estimates of the proportional reduction of error for predicting an individual outcome.

cWith level 1 variable grand-mean centered following Hofmann and Gavin (1998).

empowerment, CTC, and organizational commitment.
To demonstrate support for these hypotheses, there
should be significant between-organization variance on
each of these dependent variables. Therefore, using
HLM, we estimated a null model in which no predictors
were specified for either level in order to test the signifi-
cance of the level 2 residual variance of the intercept of
each dependent variable. The results indicated a signifi-
cant level 2 residual variance of the intercept for empow-
erment (� = 0001, p < 0001), CTC (� = 0003, p < 00001),
and organizational commitment (� = 0004, p < 00001).

Hypothesis Tests
The first set of hypotheses focused on predicting
employee CTC. In Hypothesis 1, we predicted that trans-
formational leadership would be negatively associated
with employee CTC. To test this hypothesis, we estimated
an HLM model in which we regressed the intercept coef-
ficients obtained from level 1 on the measures of warden
transformational leadership at level 2. Results indicated
that transformational leadership was significantly related
to employee CTC (� = −0048, p < 0005), providing sup-
port for Hypothesis 1. In Hypothesis 2, we predicted a
positive relationship between transformational leadership
and employee psychological empowerment. Results indi-
cated that transformational leadership was significantly
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positively related to employee empowerment (� = 0�42,
p < 0�01), thereby supporting this hypothesis. Hypothe-
sis 3 predicted a negative relationship between psycho-
logical empowerment and employee CTC. Results also
supported this hypothesis, finding that empowerment had
a significantly negative relationship with employee CTC
(� =−0�38, p < 0�001).

In Hypothesis 4, we predicted that transformational
leadership would be negatively related to CTC climate.
To test this hypothesis, we first randomly assigned half
of the employee sample within each organization to
the measurement of transformational leadership and the
other half to the measurement of CTC climate. This was
done to reduce same-source variance concerns, result-
ing in more independent organizational measures for
these two constructs. We then conducted ordinary least
squares regression (Baron and Kenny 1986, James and
Singh 1978), controlling for organization size (num-
ber of employees). Results indicated a significant main
effect for transformational leadership on CTC climate
(B=−2�75, p < 0�01), in support of Hypothesis 4.

In Hypothesis 5 we predicted that CTC climate would
be positively related to insubordination at the organiza-
tion level. To test this hypothesis, we conducted ordi-
nary least squares regression (Baron and Kenny 1986,
James and Singh 1978). It is important to note that we
controlled for organization size by including the number
of correctional officers on staff in this regression. Next,
we took the natural log of the number of unique insub-
ordination events in the organization to transform the
shape of the distribution of the count data to an appro-
priate distribution for OLS regression (Cameron and
Trivedi 1998). Regressing organizational insubordination
on CTC climate indicated a significant, positive relation-
ship (B= 2�9, p < 0�05), in support of Hypothesis 5.
We also tested this hypothesis using an incidence rate
weighted by the seriousness level of each disciplinary
offense. This weighted measure of disciplinary actions
was positively correlated with the insubordination mea-
sure at 0.60 (p < 0�05). However, this weighted dis-
ciplinary incidence rate was not significantly associ-
ated with CTC climate or transformational leadership.
We believe this is likely because more serious offenses
may be heavily influenced by factors largely extrane-
ous to our theory of transformational leadership and
CTC, such as inmate aggression, collusion, or employee
substance abuse. Furthermore, it is possible that this
measure simply captures too much error from the var-
ious administrators who assigned values to incidents.
Therefore, we are confident that our theory on how
CTC climate relates to insubordination behaviors holds
merit, but it may not extend to more severe disciplinary
infractions.

In Hypothesis 6, we predicted that employee CTC
would be associated with employee organizational
commitment. Using standard procedure to account
for organizational nesting of employees while testing

individual-level hypotheses (Hofmann and Gavin 1998),
we estimated a level 1 model with commitment as the
dependent variable and employee CTC group-mean cen-
tered as the predictor, with no level 2 predictors. Results
indicated that employee CTC had a significantly negative
relationship with commitment (� = −0�49, p < 0�001),
providing support for this hypothesis.

In Hypothesis 7, we predicted a cross-level relation-
ship in which a CTC climate would be negatively related
to employees’ levels of commitment. To test this hypoth-
esis and demonstrate the unique effects of CTC climate
(level 2) on employees’ organizational commitment over
above employee CTC (level 1), we used HLM to test the
cross-level effect. Following recommendations in testing
cross-level direct effect relationships such as this (Enders
and Tofighi 2007), we grand-mean centered employee
CTC. Results indicated significant intercepts, meaning
that CTC climate was significantly negatively related
to employee commitment (� = −0�41, p < 0�05) when
controlling for employee CTC, supporting this hypothe-
sis. These results also appear in Table 2.

In Hypothesis 8, we predicted a cross-level mod-
eration effect, such that CTC climate would moder-
ate (i.e., increase) the negative relationship between
employee CTC and employee organizational commit-
ment. To test this hypothesis, CTC climate was entered
as a level 2 predictor as well as a predictor of the
slopes for employee CTC and commitment. Level 1 pre-
dictors were group-mean centered to avoid confounds
when testing cross-level moderation effects (Enders and
Tofighi 2007, Hofmann and Gavin 1998). Results indi-
cated that CTC climate moderated the effect of employee
CTC on commitment (� =−0�30, p < 0�05). This inter-
action was then graphed according to Bryk and Rauden-
bush (1992) and appears in Figure 2. Consistent with

Figure 2 CTC Climate Magnifies the Negative Relationship
Between Employee CTC and Organizational
Commitment
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our hypothesis, it shows that for employees working in
organizations with higher CTC climates, the negative
relationship between employee CTC and organizational
commitment is stronger than for employees working in
organizations that are lower in CTC climate.

Discussion
We examined a multilevel model of cynical attitudes
toward change in organizations, the negative attitudi-
nal and behavioral outcomes of CTC, as well as the
mitigating role of organizational transformational lead-
ership on multiple levels of CTC. We found support
for all of our hypotheses: employee CTC is related to
lower commitment and CTC climate acts as a nega-
tive context that predicts employees’ commitment over
and above their own CTC attitude. CTC climate also
amplifies the negative relationship between employees’
CTC and their commitment and is also related to insub-
ordination within the organization. These results sug-
gest that CTC can go beyond damaging change efforts
to actually disrupting the fundamental functioning of
organizations. We also found evidence suggesting that
transformational leadership may limit the development
of both employee CTC and CTC climate and is related
to greater employee psychological empowerment. Such
results imply the important role that transformational
leaders have in potentially reducing CTC across multi-
ple levels and improving employee attitudes regarding
change.

Our study makes several contributions to the liter-
ature. One set of contributions stems from extending
existing research on CTC, which has conceptualized
and operationalized this concept at the individual level
of analysis (e.g., Bommer et al. 2005, Wanous et al.
2000) to show that CTC, when viewed as a climate,
can create a strong context that can fuel negative out-
comes. This theory and evidence of CTC climate helps
explain curious past findings that employee CTC can
vary widely across organizations (Bommer et al. 2005,
Wanous et al. 2000). We also identified two ways in
which a CTC climate may negatively relate to employee
attitudes. First, we demonstrated that these influences
can occur in a direct, cross-level fashion and predict
organizational commitment over and above employees’
own CTC. Second, we found that CTC climate can func-
tion as a cross-level moderator by strengthening the rela-
tionship between employees’ own levels of CTC and the
amount of commitment employees experience in their
job. Together, these findings suggest that CTC may func-
tion as a dimension of climate with multiple and perni-
cious effects on employee attitudes.

Additionally, we demonstrated that CTC climate can
have organization-level implications, as shown by its
relationship with insubordination. This type of direct
relationship between CTC climate and an important indi-
cator of organizational functioning shows that by going

beyond the individual level of analysis, organizational
change researchers may develop a more complete per-
spective. We have demonstrated that negative attitudes
toward change, as they manifest themselves at the orga-
nizational level in the form of cynical climates, can have
particularly deleterious effects. In summary, we pre-
sented a multilevel model that extends prior theory and
research on employee attitudes toward change, which
have primarily been studied at a single level of analysis
(Armenakis and Bedeian 1999), and thereby provided
both a more robust and complete picture of how nega-
tive attitudes toward change function and a better under-
standing of why addressing them can be so challenging.

A second set of contributions focuses on devel-
oping a greater understanding of how senior leaders
can effectively manage employees’ reactions to change;
we show that transformational leadership is crucial
because it is related to employees’ cynical attitudes
toward organizational change as well as to CTC cli-
mates. In particular, our findings suggest that when senior
leaders engage in high levels of transformational lead-
ership, they can mitigate a climate of CTC and create
a feeling of empowerment that is associated with lower
employee CTC. Our study therefore contributes to the
literature on employee attitudes toward change by devel-
oping a greater understanding of how leaders can effec-
tively manage employees’ attitudes. It is important to
note that although an abundance of research documents
the relationship between transformational leadership and
greater employee engagement (Atwater and Bass 1994,
Bono and Judge 2003, Herold et al. 2008), little work has
explored how transformational leaders are able to accom-
plish such outcomes. Our research suggests that perhaps
transformational leaders are able to accomplish effective
organizational change because they are able to mitigate
CTC at multiple levels in the organization.

Our work also contributes to the broader literature
on employee attitudinal reactions to change by present-
ing a multilevel model. Herscovitch and Meyer noted a
“paucity of research on employee reactions to change”
(2002, p. 474), and although research has since incor-
porated more employee attitudinal reactions to change
to include employee resistance and their commitment to
change (Ford et al. 2003, 2008), most of this research
remains conceptualized at the individual level of analy-
sis. Instead, we examine the role of the social context in
influencing employee attitudes toward change, as well as
how employee attitudes develop into part of this social
context itself to influence other employee and organiza-
tional outcomes. Moreover, much of the limited amount
of research that does incorporate a multilevel approach
to examining influences on employee attitudes toward
change (e.g., Herold et al. 2007, 2008) examines the
work group as the higher level of interest, rather than the
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organization, and it does not theorize or examine orga-
nizational climates toward change or how organization-
level factors can influence and result from an organi-
zational climate toward change. Our research suggests
that these employee attitudinal reactions to change, such
as resistance (Piderit 2000), openness (Wanberg and
Banas 2000), and commitment to change (Herscovitch
and Meyer 2002), might also be promising to study to
examine how and why they might be related to multiple
levels of CTC and transformational leadership.

Finally, very few studies in applied psychology and
organizational behavior have been conducted in the con-
text of prisons. And yet, in the United States alone,
prisons are estimated to employ almost half a million
people (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2000), not includ-
ing those services that are contracted out or community
based, such as parole and judicial systems, and prisons
and other criminal justice settings consume tremendous
resources. There is a surprising dearth of organizational
field research on such a significant organizational con-
text, and this research makes an important contribution
to the organizational literature by demonstrating how
this context is both applicable to organizational scholars
and a theoretically compelling context.

Practical Implications
Our study also offers several practical implications.
When considering the possible health and safety conse-
quences of understaffed prisons and insubordinate staff
(e.g., staff and inmate assaults, inmate escapes and riots;
see Myers 1999), examining CTC in prisons, and how
it is related to negative outcomes, is especially impor-
tant. Although we cannot make strong causal claims,
our findings point to promising directions for the role of
leadership in addressing some of these potentially dam-
aging employee attitudes and behaviors associated with
cynical attitudes toward change. Specifically, our results
imply that senior leaders can potentially impact CTC at
different levels of analysis, and they suggest that senior
leaders might be selected for and/or coached on demon-
strating transformational leadership as a means to psy-
chologically empower employees and reduce employee
CTC. In turn, less CTC at multiple levels relates to
greater employee commitment to the organization, which
is known to be related to reduced turnover and disen-
gagement (Balfour and Wechsler 1996). In the prison
context, employees face “alarmingly high” commitment
problems, as illustrated by extraordinary high turnover
rates of 50% in the first year of service and 38% overall
(see Schaufeli and Peeters 2000). Thus, even small man-
agement efforts to reduce CTC at multiple levels and to
enhance psychological empowerment could have a large
impact on employee retention.

We have also demonstrated that CTC climate is asso-
ciated with greater levels of insubordination, which
might be considered one indicator of organizational

functioning. In the public sector, there is an absence of
financial indicators of organizational performance, and
in a prison setting, the levels of disruptive employee
behavior is a key gauge of organizational functioning
because it threatens the safety and security of the staff
and facility. Behaviors that can place the health, security,
and safety of the facility at risk are therefore important
indicators for prison administrators to look at in order
to evaluate the current state of organizational function-
ing and the level of employee discontent among a prison
staff. Our research also implies that negative climates
can fuel aggressive employee behavior, which poten-
tially could be associated with even more problematic
employee misconduct, such as excessive force.

Although theorizing and modeling those potential
cross-level effects is beyond the scope of this research,
it is important to study insubordination in the prison
context because it is a low-level indicator of aggres-
sion among staff, which, when brought to an extreme
level, could possibly have severe consequences. For
example, Folger and Skarlicki (1998) explained that
individual and situational factors interact to affect
workplace aggression, using a “popcorn” metaphor.
That is, workplace contextual factors such as climate
can be analogous to the temperature of the oil when
popping popcorn, and that the hotter the oil becomes,
the greater the likelihood of employee violence (just as
more popping kernels are likely). Hence, senior leaders
need to be highly mindful of the potential development
of a CTC climate in their organization, which may serve
to amplify employees’ own negative attitudes toward
change. Leaders may proactively limit the development
of such cynical climates by engaging in transformational
leadership and making sure that their words are backed
by specific actions, such as establishing mechanisms to
routinely solicit and act on employee feedback and pro-
viding ways for employee participation and engagement
in organizational change efforts.

Limitations and Future Directions
It is important to mention some of the limitations of our
study and ways they can be addressed in future work.
First, we have a relatively small number of organizations
for our second-level analysis, thus limiting our power
and generalizability. However, we note that although the
number itself is small, this largely serves to make our
level 2 hypotheses tests more conservative. Notably, the
data represent a full set of organizations within a state
system. Second, we believe it would have been valu-
able to have broadened the measurement of CTC climate
to include a referent shift compositional model (Chan
1998), or even a global construct, such as employees’
CTC as rated by the organizational leader. It would have
also been valuable to have employees discuss and come
to an agreement about the level of CTC in their orga-
nization and compared it to our construct here: CTC as
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an additive property at the organization level (Hofmann
2002). However, it is important to note that our addi-
tive representation of CTC climate demonstrated reason-
able organizational-level reliability and significant and
independent cross-level and organizational-level rela-
tionships, consistent with our theoretical definition of the
construct (see Klein and Kozlowski 2000).

A third limitation of our research concerns possible
organization-level differences that we did not account
for in our model. There are differences across the pris-
ons that we investigated, such as location, security level,
and size. After looking at these differences in a cor-
relation matrix with our study variables, we do not
see that they appear to be affecting our results, but it
should be noted that other differences at the organization
level might exist that should be accounted for in future
multilevel research. For example, we did not measure
leader tenure, which may be related to employee atti-
tudes toward change. Because of the difficulties inher-
ent in conducting field research with this context, we
were also unable to collect data to fully eliminate same-
source, self-report concerns or to incorporate longitu-
dinal designs. As a result, we concluded that although
our model implies mediation of many relationships in
our theorizing, our data were largely cross-sectional,
and therefore we were limited in our ability to test
for true mediated relationships among variables. Future
research would greatly benefit from longitudinal designs
and additional data sources that would allow for more
rigorous testing of these relationships.

Future research might also benefit from investigating
additional ways that organizations may impact CTC at
multiple levels. We primarily investigated transforma-
tional leadership at the senior leadership level; alterna-
tive leadership styles (e.g., transactional leadership or
leader–member exchange) and other levels of leadership
might also be interesting to explore (e.g., shared lead-
ership or lower levels of leadership). However, when
it comes to climate perceptions, as suggested by other
research linking leaders and climate at the work group,
department, and organizational levels (e.g., Tesluk et al.
1995, 1999; Zohar 2002a, b), we would argue that the
leadership level is less likely to be a potential bound-
ary condition of our theory. Instead, what is likely more
important is whether leaders at the level of interest have
influence over the “levers” that shape climate percep-
tions and can provide visible leadership.

Just as employee CTC has been demonstrated in
many different types of organizations, including law
enforcement, state department employees, for-profit
managers, and manufacturing (Bommer et al. 2005,
Vance et al. 1995, Wanous et al. 2000), we argue that
a CTC climate is likely to exist in a similarly diverse
sample of organizations and to be associated with the-
oretically consistent employee and organizational vari-
ables. For example, it is likely that employees who feel

empowered in their jobs will feel confident in attempt-
ing new ways of performing their jobs, especially dur-
ing change efforts, and thus be less likely to experience
CTC in for-profit and public organizations alike. Sim-
ilarly, organizations with transformational leaders who
can continuously motivate employees by presenting a
long-term vision about the future are both less likely to
have employees with high CTC and less likely to have
higher CTC climates.

Even though we argue that our theoretical model will
hold in a diverse sample of other types of organiza-
tions, there may be some differences that would be
worth further development in our model. For example,
we have argued that mechanistic organizations may be
especially likely, rather than uniquely likely, to demon-
strate CTC. Employees working in hierarchical settings
are under strong pressures to conform to authority, and
they tend to turn to each other to cope with these
pressures (Niederhoffer 1967, Van Maanen 1975). Also,
because employees working within the hierarchy of a
mechanistic context have rather limited opportunities
for voice and participation (Ambrose and Schminke
2003), employees may be more likely to share their
concerns with one another and experience a sense of
strong cohesiveness (Hirschman 1970), promoting rein-
forcement of their views and influence over one another
and enhancing attitudinal similarity. Therefore, future
research should test this model in a nonmechanistic con-
text or perhaps evaluate how a mechanistic context oper-
ates as a moderator to increase the likelihood of these
relationships.

We were interested in outcomes demonstrating neg-
ative employee attitudes and behaviors directed toward
the organization; future research should investigate out-
comes and predictors of CTC more directly related to
change and possible positive outcomes of CTC. Our
choices to include commitment and insubordination as
outcomes were guided by two things. First, our the-
ory centers on CTC sending negative cues to employ-
ees about the possibility for organizational improvement,
thereby weakening employees’ attachment to what they
see as a failing employer and resulting in negative atti-
tudes and behaviors directed toward the organization.
Second, given the major practical problem of insub-
ordination and low commitment in the prison context,
we felt that it was important to examine how CTC was
related to these two dependent variables. However, it
would be useful to incorporate constructs such as com-
mitment to change (Herscovitch and Meyer 2002) and
resistance to change (Piderit 2000) and examine how
these constructs are related to CTC at multiple levels,
given their theoretical relevance. Similarly, whereas our
theory focuses on how CTC erodes the bond between
employees and their organization and results in negative
outcomes, some scholars suggest that there are possi-
ble positive outcomes as a result of resistance to change
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(e.g., Dent and Goldberg 1999, Piderit 2000). Thus, it
would also be interesting to examine when and if CTC
might predict positive outcomes, such as constructive
voice (Morrison and Milliken 2000).

Conclusion
We believe that we have made important steps toward
understanding a more complex and multilevel construct
of CTC and have done so in a rather underresearched
organizational context. These more complicated and con-
textual models of CTC emerge as multilevel in nature,
both in antecedents and outcomes, and have important
theoretical and practical implications for how organi-
zations and senior leaders manage employees’ attitudes
toward change.
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Endnotes
1Although alternative definitions exist that conceptualize
empowerment as managerial actions that create behavioral
autonomy, resulting in less managerial supervision and disci-
pline required (e.g., Fineman 2006), we follow Spreitzer (1995)
and use the more commonly accepted definition of psycholog-
ical empowerment as a motivational psychological state.
2Response rates averaged 44% per prison for those preselected
to take the survey (i.e., approximately 22% of the entire staff)
and 29% of the entire staff for the other prisons. Voluntary
versus preselected respondents were compared on demograph-
ics and study variables, and no significant differences between
samples were found.
3Analyses were completed using all incidents of insubordina-
tion (without eliminating duplicate offenses by single correc-
tional officers) and resulted in the same significant results using
this variable.
4We collected a subsample (N = 170) of officers’ performance
ratings by their supervisors from 2004.
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