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The Impact of Middle Managers on Employees’ Responses to
a Merger: An LMX and Appraisal Theory Approach
Karen van Dam a, Peter Verboon a and Amanuel Tekleabb

aFaculty of Psychology, Open University of The Netherlands, Heerlen, Netherlands; bMike Ilitch School of
Business, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI, USA

ABSTRACT
This study investigated how middle managers can facilitate change
by affecting subordinates’ affective responses and attitudes towards
a merger. We utilized leader-member exchange theory and
appraisal theory to argue that employees who have a high quality
exchange relationships with their supervising manager would be
provided with more change information and opportunities for
participation in the change, and, in turn, would have more
positive affective perceptions of the change in terms of trust,
cynicism, uncertainty and control, and subsequently be more
open to the change. Multi-group analysis was applied to data of
326 employees of two health insurance companies that were
involved in a merger. The findings largely supported the research
model, suggesting that middle managers can facilitate change by
developing high-quality relationships with their subordinates, and
addressing employees’ affective perceptions of the change
through change information and change participation. Our focus
on the middle managers’ relationship with their employees offers
theoretical and practical insights into the affective and attitudinal
processes that occur during organizational change.

MAD statement: This study aims to Make a Difference by exploring
how employees’ reactions to a planned organizational change can
be influenced by their supervisor. This study emphasizes the
importance of the work (exchange) relationship of middle
managers and their subordinates. Employees who experienced a
qualitatively better relationship felt better about the change
because they were given more change information and
opportunities to participate, and were more open to the change.
So it seems that middle managers can have a vital role in the
effective implementation of planned change.

KEYWORDS
Organizational change; LMX;
change appraisal; change
responses; middle managers

In todays’ dynamic world, change is the only constant (Huang, 2012). Global competition,
technical developments, economic crises, and changed legislation are some of the factors
that have forced organizations to adapt their business processes in the past decade,
although changes can also be initiated for less urgent reasons (By, 2020). As
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organizational change can have a substantial impact on the people working in the organ-
ization, it can evoke strong and affective responses that can be critical for employees’
change attitudes (Kiefer, 2005; Van Dam, 2018).

Owing to their proximity to and day-to-day collaboration with their subordinates,
middle managers are considered key players in organizational change efforts, particularly
for employees’ responses to such changes (Battilana & Casciaro, 2013; Giangreco & Peccei,
2005; Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020). As a link-pin between the strategic and operational level
of the organization, middle managers often serve as important agents in the change
process (Balogun, 2003; Huy, 2002). They are the ones who can involve their subordinates
in the change, for instance by providing them with crucial information and opportunities
for participation, and thus by increasing employees’ acceptance of the change (Allen
et al., 2007; Van Dam et al., 2008).

Despite the crucial position of middle managers in organizational change, only a few
researchers (e.g. Faupel & Süß, 2019; Furst & Cable, 2008; Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020; Huy,
2002; Rafferty et al., 2013) have studied the role of middle managers in affecting employees’
change responses. Most literatures have focused on top managers, and/or the leadership
styles these managers should adopt when guiding their company through change (Faupel
& Süß, 2019; Herold et al., 2008; Kotter, 1996; Oreg & Berson, 2011). Additionally,middleman-
agers’ sensemaking (Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Teulier & Rouleau, 2013) and emotions
(Smollan & Parry, 2011; Vince, 2006) during change have been a topic of research.
However, there is stillmoreweshouldknowabout the role thatmiddlemanagersplay in facil-
itating effective change process. Specifically, what other mechanisms do managers have to
promote and support employees to successfully implement organizational changes? For
example, can middle managers’ relationship with their subordinates shape employees’
change responsesand the implementationoforganizational changes?Answers to this critical
question are important to better understand and guide change processes.

The goal of this study was to investigate how the exchange relationship middle man-
agers have built with their employees relates to employees’ perceptions of the change
implementation process, and consequently to their change responses. This study goes
beyond existing research of change responses in several ways. First, instead of focusing
on general leadership styles, this study takes employees’ perceptions of their daily
relationships and interactions with their supervising middle manager. This is important
because much of employees’ involvement in a change will happen at this dyadic,
leader-subordinate level where the middle manager serves as a manager, coach, and
change agent at the same time (McClellan, 2011). Second, we investigate the mechanisms
that may explain these responses by applying Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory
(Graen & Uhl Bien, 1995) and appraisal theory (Lazarus, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984)
as theoretical frameworks. Third, in line with appraisal theory, four affective change per-
ceptions (trust, cynicism, uncertainty, and control) that convey a specific feeling toward or
worry about the change and its consequences serve as outcomes of change involvement.
These perceptions can be considered affective; while their positive poles trigger positive
arousal and emotions that encourage employees to actively engage in the change
process, the negative poles trigger and intensify negative arousal and emotions. As
such, these perceptions affect how one feels and acts (Bar-Anan et al., 2009). Moreover,
these affective perceptions likely relate to employees’ attitude towards the change. The
research model is presented in Figure 1.
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Theoretical Background and Conceptual Framework

Appraisal Theory and LMX Theory

Planned organizational changes are generally considered sources of stress and uncertain-
ties (Allen et al., 2007; Kiefer, 2005). In order to understand and minimize these negative
consequences, organizational change research has started to focus on the role of employ-
ees’ change appraisals (Biggane et al., 2017; Fugate et al., 2012). According to appraisal
theory, also known as the transactional theory of stress and coping (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984), individuals assess a stressful encounter to determine what it implies
for them. As such, the announcement of a planned organizational change can start a
series of appraisals that will be targeted at the change process as well as the outcome
of the change (Liu & Perrewé, 2005; Rafferty & Restubog, 2017). Change appraisal is con-
sidered a fundamental cognitive process that represents an evaluation of a person-situ-
ation transaction in terms of its meaning for the individual and his/her position at
work, resulting in affective and behavioural responses (Fugate, 2013). Whereas appraisal
theory posits three types of appraisals (threat, harm and challenge), findings of change
appraisal research indicate that individuals generally evaluate organizational change in
a negative way, i.e. as a harm or a threat, which in turn has been related to decreased
well-being and work enjoyment (Pahkin et al., 2014), increased negative affect (Fugate
et al., 2011; Scheck & Kinicki, 2000) and withdrawal behaviour (Biggane et al., 2017;
Fugate et al., 2012). Our study did not directly focus on harm, threat, or challenge apprai-
sals but instead on the change perceptions underlying these appraisals. While trying to
give meaning to the change situation, employees will develop specific affective percep-
tions of the change, such as (dis)trust or cynicism, that can affect how they will respond to
the change. We call them affective perceptions because they entail a cognitive evaluation
as well as an affective tone that can trigger and intensify negative arousal and emotions
(Bar-Anan et al., 2009). Previous research has shown the relevance of affective change per-
ceptions, such as (dis)trust (Oreg, 2006) and cynicism (Barton & Ambrosini, 2013) for
employees’ change responses.

The appraisal process, and its outcomes, may be affected by the LMX relationship that
middle managers hold with their subordinates. LMX theory (Graen & Scandura, 1987)
states that managers develop unique relationships with each of their subordinates
through an ongoing series of interpersonal exchanges. A high-quality LMX relationship

Figure 1. Research model.
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has high levels of mutual support, trust, and loyalty, and behaviours that go beyond the
employment contract. A low-quality LMX relationship is impersonal and transactional,
grounded in contractual exchanges between both parties. Middle managers behave
differently toward employees in high versus low LMX relationships by, for instance,
more readily delegating authority, sharing information, setting challenging goals, and
providing development opportunities to employees in high-quality LMX relationships
(Dulebohn et al., 2012). In turn, and strengthening the exchange relationship, employees
who experience high-quality LMX relationships respond positively; LMX is positively
related to positive outcomes such as achievements, happiness, retention and openness
to change (Gerstner & Day, 1997; Martin et al., 2016; Van Dam et al., 2008).

LMX Relationships, Change Information, and Change Participation

Middle managers may increase effective change implementation through the LMX
relationships they maintain with their subordinates. A characteristic aspect of high-
quality LMX relationships is the mutual sharing and provision of information, which in
turn builds employee loyalty and trust (Graen & Uhl Bien, 1995). Information provision
is particularly important in organizational change, because changes often imply a high
degree of ambiguity and workers are not clear in which ways the change has conse-
quences for themselves and the organization (Biggane et al., 2017; Oreg et al., 2011).
Research findings indicate that change information that is accurate, timely, and useful
can positively impact employees’ responses to the change (Biggane et al., 2017; Bordia
et al., 2004; Oreg, 2006; Wanberg & Banas, 2000). As intermediates between the strategic
and operational level, middle managers are in the position to pass down relevant, accu-
rate and timely information about the change to their subordinates. Given the nature of
the LMX relationship, managers will be more likely to provide such information to
employees in high-LMX relationships than to those in low-LMX relationships (Graen &
Uhl Bien, 1995). A previous study indeed observed that LMX was positively related to
change information (Van Dam et al., 2008).

Hypothesis 1: LMX relates positively to change information.

In a similar vein, middle managers are likely to provide employees in high-quality LMX
relationships with more opportunities to participate in the design and implementation
of the change compared to employees in low-quality LMX relationships. According to
LMX theory, supervisors and subordinates engage in a process of role development,
whereby high-LMX employees become ‘trusted assistants’ by successfully performing
challenging assignments and developing close partnerships with their supervisor
through sharing personal and work-related resources (Graen & Uhl Bien, 1995). In the
context of an organizational change, middle managers are likely to engage their
trusted, high-LMX assistants in the implementation of the change, whereas employees
in low-LMX relationships will have fewer opportunities to participate in the change. Pre-
vious studies (Bezuijen et al., 2010; Graen & Scandura, 1987; Van Dam et al., 2008) found
that employees in high-LMX relationships received more challenging work assignments
and opportunities to participate than those in low-LMX relationships.

Hypothesis 2: LMX relates positively to change participation.

4 K. VAN DAM ET AL.



Change Information, Change Participation, and Affective Change Perceptions

By involving their trusted subordinates in the change, through information and partici-
pation, middle managers can influence employees’ appraisal processes and, as such,
their affective perceptions of the change (Cox et al., 2009; Rafferty et al., 2013 ). The
current study focused on four affective change perceptions, i.e. trust, cynicism, uncer-
tainty, and control. Whereas trust and cynicism involve affective perceptions that relate
to others (i.e. change management), uncertainty and control relate to affective percep-
tions about the self and one’s position at work. These four change perceptions have
shown relevance in previous change research (e.g. Oreg, 2006; Stanley et al., 2005) but
have not been studied in this specific combination. Yet, these change appraisals are
especially crucial because they affect how employees attend to and, subsequently,
respond to the change (Fugate et al., 2011).

Trust refers to employees’ confidence that those responsible for the change are
capable, and can be counted on to do what is best for the organization and its
members (Kotter, 1996; Oreg, 2006). In the context of organizational change, information
and participation are crucial aspects that can increases change related trust in manage-
ment since both involve explanations of the rationale and intended outcome of the
change, clarifications about how the change will proceed, and give employees a say in
change implementation (Armenakis & Harris, 2013; Oreg et al., 2011). For instance,
Oreg (2006) found positive relationships of change information and change participation
with employee trust.

Where trust involves beliefs about management’s abilities, change cynicism refers to a
disbelief in management’s motives for the change (Stanley et al., 2005). Findings indicate
that management can temper or prevent change cynicism by providing sufficient change
information and opportunities for participation (Barton & Ambrosini, 2013; Brown &
Cregan, 2008; Stanley et al., 2005). Conversely, cynicism increases when there is
inadequate information about the change, and change participation is obstructed
(Bommer et al., 2005).

Uncertainty about the future is rather common during organizational change. It is often
difficult to imagine in advance what the future work situation of employees will look like
after the change (Allen et al., 2007). Although uncertainty perceptions in change situ-
ations may be difficult to prevent, they can be reduced through change information
and change participation (Allen et al., 2007; DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998). Organizations can
lower employees’ experienced uncertainty by providing information about the objectives,
process, and intended outcome of the change, including individuals’ job security and pro-
spects, and by offering employees with opportunities for participation in the implemen-
tation of the change (Johnson et al., 1996).

Control, or employees’ perceptions of the influence over their personal work situation
and career opportunities, might also be threatened in change situations (Kiefer, 2005;
Schweiger & Denisi, 1991). Change information and change participation can enhance
perceptions of personal control because it increases knowledge and predictability of
events (Bordia et al., 2004; Johnson et al., 1996). Researchers (e.g. Bordia et al., 2004;
Wanberg & Banas, 2000) observed positive associations of change information and
change participation with control perceptions. Based on this theoretical and empirical evi-
dence, we developed the next hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 3: Change information relates positively to trust (H3a) and control (H3b), and nega-
tively to cynicism (H3c) and uncertainty (H3d).

Hypothesis 4: Change participation relates positively to perceived trust (H4a) and control
(H4b), and negatively to cynicism (H4c) and uncertainty (H4d).

Affective Change Perceptions and Change Attitudes

Employees’ affective perceptions of the change can, in turn, determine whether they are
open to the change or resist it. Trust is widely considered a critical facilitator of organiz-
ational processes (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002), such as change. Employees with little faith in a
change’s management effectiveness may alienate themselves from the change and ulti-
mately resist it (Kotter, 1996). Research indicates that employees with high levels of trust
in management are more open to change, and more willing to cooperate with the
change, whereas employees with distrust resisted the change more (Oreg, 2006;
Stanley et al., 2005).

Similarly, employees’ cynicism has been related to change resistance and low motiv-
ation to support change efforts (Stanley et al., 2005; Wanous et al., 2000). Additionally,
change cynicism can have detrimental consequences for employee work attitudes,
such as job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and work motivation (Wanous
et al., 2000).

Uncertainty is generally considered an aversive state because it disables individuals to
prepare for future actions (DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998). Employees appear to resist a change
when perceived uncertainty is high (Allen et al., 2007; DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998; Schweiger
& Denisi, 1991). Additionally, uncertainty during organizational change is associated with
more stress, anxiety, and turnover intention and less job satisfaction, and organizational
commitment (Allen et al., 2007).

Finally, control perceptions matter. Employees are likely to reject a change that threa-
tens their personal control over their work situation and career opportunities, whereas
they will be more open to a change that maintains their control. Wanberg and Banas
(2000) found that control perceptions were positively related to employees’ change
acceptance. Control also relates negatively with employees’ symptoms of stress during
a large-scale change (Bordia et al., 2004). Based on this theoretical and empirical evidence,
we hypothesed the following:

Hypothesis 5: Trust (H5a) and control (H5b) relate negatively to resistance to change; cynicism
(H5c) and uncertainty (H5d) relate positively to resistance to change.

Methods

Change Context, Procedure, and Participants

Participants were employed by two Dutch health insurance companies during an ongoing
merger. New national legislation had made it easier for customers of insurance companies
to end their contract with their insurer and switch to another insurer. For the two compa-
nies in this study, this might imply that they would loose customers and market share, and
in the end might have to downsize and turnover employees. To prevent such a situation
and strengthen their economic position, the two companies had decided to merge and
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enhance operational and financial efficiency. A new foundation was established, that
would prepare and implement the merger, with the two directors as Board of Directors.
Middle managers of both organizations were regularly invited to meetings to discuss the
progress and implementation of the change, which was intended to be completed within
a two-year period.

At the time of the study, the implementation of the merger had just begun and
employees were facing changes in work procedures and management practices. Still,
there were many insecurities. For example, it was not clear whether the new company
would provide a uniform health insurance product, or whether the locations would
remain the same. While the change would ultimately affect the job system, it was still
too early to talk about the consequences for individual employees. Although all employ-
ees initially remained employed in the new, merged organization, the merger could
potentially involve job losses further along, once the consequences of the merger and
the new legislation would become apparent.

The two companies differed in size; company A employed about 2000 workers and
company B employed about 560 workers. In company A, a random sample was drawn
by the HR department, consisting of 20 percent (N = 396) of the employees by selecting
every fifth employee of the list with employees; in company B, all 560 employees were
asked to participate in the study. Employees received a questionnaire and a return envel-
ope, which were sent to their home address. A cover letter explained the study objectives,
and its anonymous and voluntary character. After two weeks, a reminder was sent to the
potential participants of company A. Unfortunately, company B preferred that we do not
send a reminder.

Three hundred and twenty-six questionnaires were returned, 163 (41.2% response rate)
from company A and another 163 (29.1% response rate) from company B. Mean age was
40.6 years (SD = 9.0); mean organizational tenure was 12.3 years (SD = 8.8); 63 percent
were female and 37 percent were male. Education included vocational training at
middle level (58.9%), vocational training at higher level (31.3%), and university (9.8%).

Measures

A five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was
used for all scales, such that higher scores reflected higher values on the variable. McDo-
nalds’ Omega (ω) was calculated as an indication of the internal consistency of the scales.

Leader-member exchange as perceived by the employee was assessed with Graen and
Uhl Bien’s (1995) seven-item LMX7 scale (ω = .94). An example item was ‘My working
relationship with my leader is good’.

Change information was assessed with six items asking about the perceived timeliness,
accuracy, and usefulness of the information about the merger (e.g. ‘The information I have
received has adequately answered my questions about the change’; ω = .90) (Bordia et al.,
2004; Oreg, 2006; Wanberg & Banas, 2000).

Change participation was assessed with a five-item scale (e.g. ‘I had the opportunity to
participate in discussions about the change’; ω = .87) developed by Oreg (2006), based on
Wanberg and Banas (2000).

Affective change perceptions were assessed as follows. Trust was measured with a five-
item scale developed by Oreg (2006) (e.g. ‘Overall, I have the feeling that the people who
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are leading this change can be trusted’; ω = .87). Cynicism was measured with five items
(e.g. ‘I question management’s motives for this change’; ω = .84) of Stanley et al.’s (2005)
change-related cynicism scale. Employees’ perception of uncertaintywas assessed with six
items of Bordia et al.’s (2004) uncertainty scale (e.g. ‘I am uncertain whether I will “fit” into
the culture of the new organization’; ω = .81). To measure employees’ perceptions of
control over their work situation, the three-item scale of Bordia et al. (2004) (e.g. ‘I have
the feeling that I have no control over my work situation’; ω = .87) was extended with
two control items of Judge et al.’s (2003) scale for core self-evaluations, which were
adjusted to apply to a change situation.

Change resistance was assessed with Oreg’s (2006) 15-item scale (e.g. ‘I express my
objections regarding the change to management’; ω = .89).

Several demographic characteristics were assessed, i.e. age, gender, tenure, and
education.

Data Analysis

A two-step procedure was used in data-analysis. As a first step, confirmatory factor analy-
sis was applied to investigate the measurement model. Using the full sample, we started
with the 8-factor model that represented the separate variables in our research model,
and then systematically merged variables into combined factors. The correlations
between the variables were used to decide which constructs to merge. In each step,
we tested the new model against the 8-factor model that included all research variables.
As Table 1 shows, the 8-factor model represented the correlational structure of the data
best (χ2 = 834 (df = 377); CFI = .93; TLI = .92; RMSEA = .061), indicating that the scales were
distinct measures of the model variables.

In the next step, structural equation modelling (SEM) with maximum likelihood esti-
mation on the manifest variables was used to examine the fit of the research model
and test the hypotheses. As this study collected data in both organizations that were
involved in the merger, it was decided to conduct a multi-group analysis. A multi-
group analysis provides a more stringent test of the research model, investigating
whether the proposed relationships hold in both data sets. We first tested the full
model, which simultaneously included all of our hypotheses, using the full sample (see
Figure 1). We then conducted a multi-group analysis. To test the measurement invariance

Table 1. Results model comparisons with CFA to test measurement model.
Models CFI TLI RMSEA χ2 df Δχ2 Δdf p

Model 1. 8 factors (baseline model) .932 .922 0.061 834 377
Model 2. 7 factors .914 .902 0.068 967 384 133 7 .000
Model 3. 6 factors .880 .866 0.080 1200 390 366 13 .000
Model 4. 5 factors .854 .839 0.088 1384 395 549 18 .000
Model 5. 4 factors .829 .813 0.094 1556 399 721 22 .000
Model 6. 1 factor .533 .498 0.155 3561 405 2727 28 .000

Note. All models are tested against baseline model.
Model 2: trust and cynicism (r = .67) as one factor.
Model 3: trust, cynicism and information (respectively r = −.64 and r = .65) as one factor.
Model 4: as model 3 with resistance and uncertainty (r = .62) as one factor.
Model 5: as model 4 with control and participation (r = . 52) added as one factor.
Model 6: one factor model.
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between the two groups, and following the procedure proposed by Van de Schoot et al.
(2012), five hierarchical models were investigated: Model 1, the unconstrained model that
tested configural invariance; Model 2, in which regression weights were constrained to be
equal across the two groups; Model 3, in which regression weights and intercepts were
constrained, testing for scalar invariance; Model 4, in which the covariances between
the variables constrained in addition to the constraints of model 3; and Model 5, a fully
constrained model in which, in addition to the other constraints, the residuals were
also constrained to be equal across groups.

All SEM analyses were performed in R (R core Team, 2016), using the package Lavaan
(Rosseel, 2012). Several fit indices were used to evaluate model fit: the Comparative-Fit
Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) 0; and the Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) (Kline, 2005).

Results

Table 2 presents the statistical characteristics of the study variables.

Model Fit

When testing the model with all participants as one group, the model fitted the data well
(χ2 = 27.20 (df = 7); CFI = .98; TLI = .93; RMSEA = .094). Using a multi-group analysis, we
then tested the robustness of our model (see Table 3). The fully constrained model
(Model 5) fitted the data in both organizations well (χ2 = 122.68 (df = 51); CFI = .94; TLI
= .93; RMSEA = .093), indicating that the model is robust across both organizations. The
significant difference between Models 1, 2 and 3, however, suggests that there were
nevertheless a few differences in regression weights and intercepts across the two
groups. Whereas most regression weights were equal across groups, two regression

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, intercorrelations, and reliability estimates (Cronbach’s alpha).
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 LMX 3.52 .90 (.94)
2 Information 2.87 .82 .36 (.90)
3 Participation 2.23 .87 .31 .57 (.87)
4 Trust 3.47 .68 .32 .66 .35 (.87)
5 Cynicism 2.57 .70 −.30 −.64 −.40 −.67 (.84)
6 Uncertainty 2.55 .82 −.22 −.38 −.24 −.43 .47 (.81)
7 Control 3.00 .82 .41 .46 .52 .41 −.45 −.45 (.82)
8 Resistance to change 2.40 .65 −.26 −.50 −.29 −.63 .61 .62 −.46 (.89)

Note: N = 326; for all correlations p < .001

Table 3. Outcomes multi-group analysis.
Model constraints CFI TLI RMSEA χ2 df Δχ2 Δdf p

Model 1. Unconstrained .978 .912 .105 39.01 14
Model 2. Constrained regression weights .965 .931 .093 67.35 28 28.34 14 .013
Model 3. Model 2 plus constrained intercepts .938 .903 .110 106.72 36 39.37 8 .000
Model 4. Model 3 plus constrained covariances .939 .920 .100 112.79 43 6.07 7 .532
Model 5. Model 4 plus constrained residuals .937 .931 .093 122.68 51 9.89 8 .273

Note. Models were tested hierarchically: each model was tested against the less restricted one placed one row above it.
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paths, i.e. from information to control and uncertainty, were highly significant in one
group (company B), but only marginally significant (p < .10) in the other group
(company A). Overall, our findings suggest that the research model is robust over organ-
izations, implying a cross-validation of the conceptual model. Consequently, we report
the structural weights estimates (standardized coefficients) of the total-group analysis
(see Table 4).

Hypothesis Testing

Both Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 were supported; LMX related positively to change
information (β = .32, p < .001) and change participation (β = .28, p < .001).

Hypothesis 3 was largely supported. Within the full sample data, change information
related significantly to trust (β = .56, p < .001), cynicism (β =−.52, p < .001), uncertainty
(β =−.36, p < .001), and control (β = .26, p < .01). As noted previously, the multi-group ana-
lyses revealed some differences between companies. Whereas regression weights for the
relationships of information with control and uncertainty were highly significant for
company B (uncertainty: β =−.52, p < .001; control: β = .35, p < .001), they only showed
a trend for company A (uncertainty: β =−.17, p = .058; control: β = .13, p = .095).

Hypothesis 4 was partly supported. While change participation related significantly to
control (β = .34, p < .001), it was unrelated to trust (β =−.03, ns), cynicism (β =−.01, ns),
and uncertainty (β =−.04, ns).

Finally, Hypothesis 5 was fully supported. Resistance to change was predicted by all
four affective perceptions: trust (β =−.29, p < .001), cynicism (β = .20, p < .001), uncertainty
(β = .28, p < .001), and control (β =−.09, p < .05).

The proportion of explained variance in the research variables was 12.8% (change
information), 9.7% (change participation), 43.0% (trust), 31.0% (control), 41.6% (cynicism),
14.2% (uncertainty), and 57.6% (resistance to change).

Post-hoc Analyses for Indirect Effects

Given these outcomes, it was interesting to investigate whether there were indirect
effects. Bootstrapping analysis was used to assess the indirect effects of information
and participation on resistance, through the four affective change perceptions (Preacher

Table 4. Estimated regression coefficients(β) and explained variance for each variable from the
structural model for the full sample.

Dependent variables

Information Participation Trust Cynicism Uncertainty Control Resistance

LMX .32*** .28***
Information .56*** −.52*** −.36***b .26**a

Participation −.03 −.01 −.04 .34***
Trust −.29***
Cynicism .20***
Uncertainty .28***
Control −.09*
R2 .128 .097 .430 .416 .142 .310 .576

Note: N = 326; aCompany A: β = .13, p = .095; Company B: β = .35, p < .001; bCompany A: β =−.17, p = .058; Company B:
β =−.52, p < .001; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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& Hayes, 2008; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). In addition, Hayes’ (2013) Process macro was
applied to run mediation analyses. The outcomes of the bootstrap analysis indicated
that the indirect effects of information on resistance to change via trust, uncertainty
and cynicism are significant. The total indirect effect of information on change resistance
is −.41; 95% Confidence Interval (CI) [−.49, −.33]. Only the indirect effect of information
via control is small (−.03) and not significant; 95% CI [−.08, .00]. The other indirect
effects with the 95% CIs were: −.17 [−.23, −.10] for trust, −.10 [−.17, −.04] for cynicism,
and −.10 [−.15, −.07] for uncertainty. The direct effect of information on resistance
(.01) is not significant; 95% CI [−.07, .10]. Finally, the total indirect effect of LMX on resist-
ance, through information, participation, and the four affective perceptions, is −.20; 95%
CI [−.28, −.13]. These findings are indicative of indirect processes for information but not
for participation.

Discussion

Using LMX and appraisal theories as theoretical frameworks, this study focused on the
role middle managers play for their subordinates’ responses to a substantial, top-down
initiated organizational change. The findings supported our expectation that middle man-
agers can facilitating change through the LMX relationship with their subordinates.
Employees in a high-quality LMX relationship had received more change information
and participation opportunities than those in a low-quality exchange relationship. Pre-
vious LMX research similarly suggests that high-LMX employees are better informed,
more aware of organizational events, such as change, and experience the climate of
the organization as more supportive for change (Graen & Uhl Bien, 1995; Kozlowski &
Doherty, 1989; Van Dam et al., 2008).

In addition, and consistent with LMX theory, LMX was indirectly, through change infor-
mation and change participation, associated with employees’ affective perceptions of the
change. Employees who received more information about the change reported increased
confidence in change managers’ ability to lead the change, were less cynical about the
motives for the change, experienced less uncertainty regarding the future, and felt
more in control of their personal work situation, compared to employees who had
received less information. These outcomes support previous research that has shown
the relevance of change information for change responses in general (Oreg et al., 2011;
Teulier & Rouleau, 2013) and change appraisal in particular (Biggane et al., 2017), indicat-
ing that middle managers can affect change appraisal processes by providing their sub-
ordinates with timely and accurate information. The outcomes of the multi-group analysis
revealed that some of the relationships (i.e. with uncertainty and control) were stronger
for the smaller company than for the larger company. It is possible that the change was
perceived differently in the two organizations with the employees of the smaller company
viewing the reorganization the result of a takeover more than the outcome of a merger. In
preparatory interviews, employees of the smaller company had mentioned that they
expected to have to exchange their customary procedures and practices for those of
the larger company. As such, these employees may have felt more threatened by the
change and therefore needed the information about the change more than the employ-
ees of the larger company who were more likely to persist in their way of working after the
change. As far as we know, there is no research yet that has addressed the impact of
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different types of change on employees’ need for information. Yet, in both the smaller and
the larger company, change information was related to employees’ affective change
perceptions.

The findings only partly supported the expected role of change participation. Employ-
ees who participated in the change reported feeling more in control, which supports
notions in the change literature that change participation processes can install a sense
of ownership and power over the change process (Armenakis & Harris, 2013; Oreg
et al., 2011). Yet, participation did not predict the other affective perceptions. It is possible
that the type of change in this study, a merger, might explain the low associations. As the
low mean for participation in Table 2 indicates, there was not much room for change par-
ticipation, and although participation showed significant, albeit moderate correlations
with the four affective change perceptions, the correlations for change information
were stronger. This pattern of associations suggests that, in this specific merger, infor-
mation may have been more important than participation for employees’ perceptions
of trust, cynicism and uncertainty. Moreover, some other studies similarly failed to find
significant relationships. For instance, Wanberg and Banas (2000) noticed that change
participation at Time 1 was unrelated to change acceptance at Time 2 (two months
later). Similarly, leadership research has observed only modest effects of participation
on outcomes such as motivation, satisfaction, and performance (Lam et al., 2002;
Wagner, 1994). However, it is also possible that change participation has an effect on out-
comes that were not included in this study (see Oreg et al., 2011).

Finally, all four affective change perceptions were related to employees’ attitude
toward the merger. Employees reported more resistance when they had little confidence
in change management’s ability and motives, felt more uncertain about the future, and
experienced little control over their personal situation. By establishing the unique contri-
bution of each affective perception in the prediction of change resistance, our study
extends previous research that focused on only one or two of these perceptions at a
time (Bordia et al., 2004; Schweiger & Denisi, 1991; Stanley et al., 2005). Moreover, the
findings indicated that the four affective perceptions fully mediated the relationships
of information with resistance to change. The mediating role of employees’ affective
change perceptions has been studied by only a few researchers (e.g. Bordia et al., 2004;
Fugate et al., 2011; Stanley et al., 2005). Bordia et al. (2004) for instance found that percep-
tions of control and uncertainty mediated the relationships of information and partici-
pation with symptoms of strain. Stanley et al. (2005) observed that information
predicted cynicism and that cynicism predicted resistance; mediation was not investi-
gated, however.

Limitations and Implications for Research

This study has several limitations. One limitation of our study concerns its concurrent
design, which limits the possibility for causal inferences. Causal interpretation might be
increased by using a longitudinal design with multiple waves, by applying an experimen-
tal design where information and participation are manipulated, or by using a quasi-
experimental design with different companies or departments undergoing a change at
different times. Another limitation concerns the use of only employees as a source of
information, which could affect observed relationships. Future research could take into
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account ratings from peers and supervisors, or collect data in multiple waves (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). Moreover, our data were collected in a specific context, a merger between
two health insurance firms in the Netherlands. As such, the generalizability of the
current findings to other change contexts might be limited. We encourage future research
to reexamine the study findings in other change contexts, branches and countries. Finally,
we have no information about those who did not complete our questionnaire. Therefore,
the outcomes should be interpreted with some caution. Also, the lower response rate for
company B might indicate that the employees of company B were less well represented in
this study, although 29 percent response is still substantial for change research, and the
outcomes for both companies showed great similarity.

Despite these limitations, we believe that our findings have meaningful implications
for research and practice regarding top-down implemented organizational change.
Whereas evidence of the strategic role of the middle manager during change is accumu-
lating, there is still need to further explore the mechanisms explaining how middle man-
agers exert their strategic influence. The present study tried to open this ‘black box’ by
studying the role of middle managers for employees’ change responses, using LMX
and appraisal theory as frameworks for explaining some of these mechanisms. Our
findings indicate that middle managers, through daily interactions, can influence how
employees perceive the change and respond to it. In other words, middle managers
can serve as change agents who facilitate the acceptance of change through the LMX
relationship they have developed with their subordinates. Besides the LMX relationship,
other middle manager characteristics, such as adaptability or strategic position, as well
as different social exchange processes, such as team-member exchange, may affect
employees’ change appraisal and openness to change. New research is needed to inves-
tigate how these factors relate to appraisals, perceptions and responses to organizational
change.

In line with appraisal theory, this study highlights the role of change information for
employees’ affective perceptions of planned change. High-quality information about
the change was strongly related to employees’ confidence in management as indicated
by high trust and low cynicism, and to perceptions of uncertainty and control. These
four affective responses appeared to fully mediate the effect of change information on
employees’ attitudes towards the change. As such, our findings provide an explanation
for the impact of change information on change attitudes that has been observed by
other researchers (e.g. Allen et al., 2007; Oreg, 2006; Schweiger & Denisi, 1991). Appar-
ently, the extent to which change information is provided and dialog opportunities are
created, affect how employees appraise the change, and whether they are open to it.
Organizations tend to cut back on information when management expects the change
to have a negative impact on employees (Richardson & Denton, 1996). Employees
often consider any information (even negative information) as more helpful than no infor-
mation (Johnson et al., 1996), which might be due to the role information plays in the
change appraisal process. Indeed, our findings for the smaller company suggest that
change information is crucial especially when the change might be perceived as a
threat (see also Biggane et al., 2017; Fugate et al., 2011, 2012). To substantiate this sug-
gestion, future research could investigate whether employees’ appraisal of the change
in terms of a threat or a challenge, moderates the influence of change information and
change participation on employees’ responses to a change.
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Together, the findings indicate that planned organizational change can serve as an
affective event that triggers an assessment process and results in different affective per-
ceptions, which affect employees’ attitude towards the change. Overall, it appears that
employees’ responses to change are complex and involve different perceptions and
worries. Researchers are increasingly paying attention to employees’ affective responses
to change, and to the different ways they deal with these responses and adapt to the
change (e.g. Fugate et al., 2011; Rafferty & Restubog, 2017; Van Dam & Meulders, 2020).
Future research could more explicitly study which discrete emotions occur (Kiefer,
2005), and how these emotions relate to change appraisals, and to aspects of the work
situation, such as middle manager characteristics. Moreover, employee characteristics,
such as adaptability, trait affectivity, and experiences with prior changes, might play a
role in the change appraisal process (Van Dam, 2018).

Practical Implications

Relatedly, our study has important practical implications. Our findings emphasize that
middle managers should be aware that they can facilitate planned organizational
change through building supportive and high-quality exchange relationships with their
subordinates, involving employees in the change, and addressing their worries about
the process and outcomes of the change, all of which may affect employees’ change
appraisal. Moreover, middle managers should be aware of their tendency to treat employ-
ees differently, which can affect subordinates’ perceptions of and responses to organiz-
ational change efforts. Additionally, middle managers, HRM professionals and general
management alike need to be aware that high-quality information and participation pro-
grammes are crucial for employees’ change responses (cf Cox et al., 2009). Especially
when a change has important (negative) outcomes, it is important that all parties commu-
nicate extensively about the change in order to affect change appraisals and prevent a
possible decline in employees’ confidence in management. Finally, our findings indicate
that employees’ appraisal of the change can result in a number of affective change per-
ceptions that might be important for their acceptance of the change. Middle managers
should be aware of these perceptions and take them seriously (Kiefer, 2005). Insufficient
attention to employees’ affective responses can undermine the effectiveness of the
change programme (Kotter, 1996) and might additionally affect other organizational out-
comes such as job performance, turnover, well-being, and absenteeism (Wanberg &
Banas, 2000).

Given increased organizational dynamics with rapid changes and innovations, it is of
crucial importance that middle managers are competent for change management. In
addition to being more aware of their crucial role for change effectiveness, middle man-
agers can be trained to further develop their ability to manage change. In the literature,
several recommendations can be found for improving middle managers’ competencies
for providing leadership during changing and dynamic work situations. Zaccaro and
Banks (2004), for instance, describe an extensive training programme consisting of
different HRM programmes for developing change managers abilities. As this pro-
gramme emphasizes. management development should focus on the wider organiz-
ational context and pay attention to the daily reality of continuous organizational
change.
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