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Organizational Change 
Among Public Middle 
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Abstract
Positive attitudes toward change (PATC) are an important current issue in public 
organizations facing profound financial and managerial reforms. This study aims to 
identify social and organizational antecedents of PATC. The investigated population 
is composed of middle managers working in Swiss public hospitals (N = 720), which 
are currently being confronted by major reforms. Partial mediation effects of 
organizational commitment (OC) in the relationships between independent variables 
and PATC are also controlled. The findings show that perceived social support (work 
relationships with colleagues and supervisors) as well as perceived organizational 
support (employee voice and participation, information and communication, work–life 
balance) are positively and significantly related to PATC. Stress perception is shown 
to have a negative impact on PATC. This article provides valuable contributions with 
respect to antecedents of attitudes toward change in a population of public middle 
managers.
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Introduction

Public organizations have been confronted with multiple reforms since the 1990s. 
More specifically, public hospitals are now contending with several organizational and 
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managerial reforms throughout the world (Fisher, Harris, Kirk, Leopold, & Leverment, 
2004; Kirkpatrick, Jespersen, Dent, & Neogy, 2009; Kuhlmann, Allsop, & Saks, 2009; 
Spirig et al., 2014). The wave of such reforms is clearly connected to the budget and 
fiscal crises about which most Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 
Development (OECD) countries are dealing. Nevertheless, it is evident that the way in 
which public employees deal with organizational reforms is a topic that has been thus 
far neglected. According to a recent article presenting a review of the literature on 
change management in public organizations, there is a lack of research on “the factors 
that influence the change process and determine its success or failure” (Kuipers et al., 
2014, p. 15). Of course, one can identify numerous articles and books regarding orga-
nizational change (Clary, Eberstein, & Harlor, 2000; Heckscher & Donnellon, 1994; 
Jones, 2007) and organizational readiness for change and learning (Argyris & Schön, 
1996; Caldwell, 2011). However, although the extant literature might be concerned 
with antecedents of organizational change, they only marginally address the central 
question related to the antecedents of positive attitudes toward change (PATC) among 
members of organizations confronted with profound financial and managerial trans-
formations. Furthermore, the majority of the publications dedicated to change man-
agement issues have a U.S./Anglo-Saxon origin, which are potentially biased with 
respect to results (Kuipers et al., 2014).

Why is it important to study PATC? First of all, it is because social science literature 
suggests that PATC is related to positive work outcomes such as organizational citi-
zenship behavior (Chih, Yang, & Chang, 2012). Furthermore, recent literature also 
demonstrates that organizational change may create stress because of uncertainty. This 
uncertainty may, in turn, affect the job commitment and job satisfaction of employees 
and therefore affect their performance. “When public sector employees have a nega-
tive perception of organizational changes, massive work stress will arise. If such stress 
cannot be relieved, employees work attitudes and performance will inevitably be 
affected” (Yu, 2009, p. 28). In other words, this article builds on the assumption that 
PATC might contribute positively to work outcomes and organizational performance 
and that it creates a positive atmosphere regarding organizational innovation.

Based on a grounding in social exchange theory, this article identifies several orga-
nizational conditions that could create a positive organizational atmosphere that 
employees might interpret as organizational support for their work. With such a posi-
tive perception of their organizational environment, employees are likely to develop a 
more positive perception of organizational reforms. With that said, one can also 
hypothesize that these organizational conditions could contribute to the creation of a 
positive feeling of organizational commitment (OC), which could in turn mediate the 
relationship between organizational conditions and PATC. The main research ques-
tions of this article are as follows:

Research Question 1: Which organizational antecedents are related to PATC?
Research Question 2: Are the relationships between organizational conditions and 
PATC mediated by OC?
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This study has two main objectives. First, we aim to uncover new insights regard-
ing the organizational antecedents of individual attitudes toward current reforms in 
the public sector. Basing our analysis on the literature on attitudes toward organiza-
tional change and high commitment human resources practices (HCHRP), we try to 
explain how social and organizational support may be related to PATC. In turn, we 
will also identify whether the association between social and organizational anteced-
ents of PATC are mediated by OC. Indeed, one can suppose that several working 
conditions might contribute to favoring OC among employees. Employees reporting 
higher levels of OC will probably also report higher PATC. The mediating effect of 
OC in the relationship between working conditions and PATC will therefore be stud-
ied in this article. Furthermore, the originality of this article also lies in the specific 
population we investigate, as our empirical inquiry concerns middle managers work-
ing in public hospitals in Switzerland. According to the literature, middle managers 
are key actors in reform processes (Harding, Lee, & Ford, 2014). They play a pivotal 
role between executive officers and employees, and have important functions. They 
translate formal and administrative rules into practical working rules, coordinate the 
work of their subordinates, are in charge of work control (quality control and expense 
control), manage conflicts in their team, and pass important information from the 
bottom up. In other words, middle managers are pivotal actors in the processes of 
change and its management. Furthermore, the population investigated works in pub-
lic hospitals situated in the French-speaking Swiss cantons, which are currently under 
immense pressure with budget cuts and a new legal framework that changes the 
financial conditions with which they have to work. In this context, public hospitals 
also began changes regarding management and organizational structures. It is there-
fore of particular interest to study this specific population given the changing condi-
tions of public hospitals.

The first part of this article will be dedicated to a literature review to clarify our 
theoretical framework. Second, we will present the main variables included in our 
analysis. Third, we present the context of our study to outline the reforms regarding 
public hospitals in Switzerland. The fourth section is dedicated to our methodology 
and the presentation of our sample. The fifth section will address the main results of 
our research with a discussion and conclusion, which will include the limitations of the 
present study.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

Before addressing the theoretical linkage between the different variables of our study, 
we will set the general framework of this study, which focuses on exchanges between 
employees and their organization.

A Social Exchange Perspective

According to many academics, coordination and cooperation in organizations are pri-
marily a matter of reciprocal exchanges between employees and employers (Blau, 
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1964; Homans, 1961; March & Simon, 1964). Employers offer material and immaterial 
work conditions to employees and, in turn, employees reciprocate organizational efforts 
by working hard. In other words, the employment relationship can be viewed as con-
sisting of social and/or economic exchanges (Eisenberger, Fasolo, & Davis-LaMastro, 
1990; Gould-Williams & Davies, 2005). Anthropologists have demonstrated that rela-
tionships between individuals are also a matter of reciprocal gifts (Caillé, 1997; Mauss, 
1950/2007):

Social exchange theory highlights the importance of understanding employees’ motivation 
and its relation to the achievement of organizational goals. Such approaches to 
organizational behavior incorporate employees’ motive to carry out specific activities 
within the mutual obligations between employees and employers. (Aselage & Eisenberger, 
2003, p. 492)

Of course, different theoretical conceptions of social exchange do exist, as with 
organizational support theory (OST; Eisenberger et al., 1990; Rhoades, Eisenberger, & 
Armeli, 2001; Shore & Coyle-Shapiro, 2003) and psychological contract theory (PCT; 
Rousseau, 1995; Wooldridge, 2001). According to the precepts of OST, employees 
perceive favorable or unfavorable treatment from their organization and develop feel-
ings of obligation or dissatisfaction toward their organization accordingly. They per-
ceive their organization’s treatment of them as an indication of the “extent to which the 
organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being” (Aselage & 
Eisenberger, 2003, p. 493). In other words, favorable work experiences may create a 
feeling of organizational support. Thus, perceived organizational support is built 
according to favorable work experiences that employees may encounter in their orga-
nization.1 We are also aware that perceived organizational support in public organiza-
tions has several origins. For instance, many interested stakeholder groups may have 
important impacts on perceived organizational support (e.g., politicians, clients, inter-
est groups, the media, etc.; Carpenter, 2001; Rourke, 1984). Nevertheless, in the pres-
ent study, we will mainly focus our attention on internal and organizational factors 
affecting perceived organizational support.

PCT, for its part, departs from the idea that employees and organizations have 
mutual expectations concerning resources and work conditions. According to Rousseau 
(1995, 1997), we may define a psychological contract as employees’ perceptions of 
the mutual obligations existing between themselves and their organization. Although 
the two theories have only small differences, both “OST and PCT incorporate the 
exchange of socioemotional resources, promoted by the reciprocity norm, as an impor-
tant aspect of the development of exchange relationships between employees and their 
work organization” (Aselage & Eisenberger, 2003, p. 497).

For our own purposes, it is important to note that favorable organizational treat-
ment may create favorable conditions that build a positive relationship between 
employees and their organization. In other words, perceived organizational support is 
related to positive job outcomes, such as OC, job satisfaction, and intention to remain 
(Rhoades et al., 2001).
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According to such previous theoretical considerations, we depart from the now well 
established theoretical point of view that favorable work conditions will necessarily 
create a positive feeling of perceived organizational support which, in turn, may induce 
PATC and organizational reforms among employees. In other words, employees’ sat-
isfaction toward formal work conditions may be positively related to positive attitudes 
toward organizational reforms precisely because they perceive favorable organiza-
tional support. That said, even if perceived organizational support is related to favor-
able work conditions, employees’ attitudes toward work are also related to the kinds of 
goals they have to reach (Locke & Latham, 2002, 2006). In other words, the properties 
of the goals that are embedded in organizational reforms and changes do matter as 
well. Therefore, goal-setting theory is now a well-known theory stipulating that

 . . . specific, high (hard) goals lead to a higher level of task performance than do easy 
goals or vague, abstract goals such as the exhortation to do one’s best. So long as a person 
is committed to the goal, has the requisite ability to attain it, and does not have conflicting 
goals, there is a positive, linear relationship between goal difficulty and task performance. 
(Locke & Latham, 2006, p. 265)

Furthermore, the social science literature has shown that goal ambiguity may affect 
on individual and organizational performance in public organizations (Jung & Rainey, 
2011; Wright, 2004). The characteristics of goals contained in the changes and reforms 
may then also have an impact on work attitudes and PATC. Nevertheless, this study 
will not investigate this specific dimension despite our awareness of the importance of 
the issue. This specific point might therefore be considered as a limitation to the pres-
ent study.

Attitudes Toward Organizational Change

In the context of our study, it may be useful to define what we mean by “attitudes 
towards change.” According to Vakola and Nikolaou (2005),

attitudes towards change in general consist of a person’s cognitions about change, 
affective reactions to change, and behavioral tendency toward change. . . . Therefore, 
change can be received with excitement and happiness or anger and fear while employees’ 
response to it may range from positive intentions to support the change to negative 
intentions to oppose it. (p. 162)

With respect to social exchange theories, favorable work experiences made by 
employees in their organization may create perceived organizational support. This lat-
ter point may in turn favor the development of PATC.

According to the literature, positive attitudes to change and organizational reforms 
are clearly related to positive work outcomes. For instance, positive attitudes are help-
ful for attaining organizational goals and succeeding in reforms’ processes (Eby, 
Adams, Russell, & Gaby, 2000; Gilmore & Barnett, 1992; Kotter, 1996). Nevertheless, 
most organizational reforms are being met with resistance because actors are not 
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willing to support them, they have to deal with too many reforms in a short period of 
time, or they are dealing with increased pressure and stress due to the never-ending 
reforms processes of their work environment (Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget, & Varone, 
2013b; Rush, Schoel, & Barnard, 1995). Furthermore, actors are more willing to col-
laborate and cooperate in a reform period when they feel that they are well informed 
and supported by their organization (Dupuy, 2004, 2011). As perceived organizational 
support is clearly related to positive work outcomes such as job satisfaction and OC 
(Aselage & Eisenberger, 2003; Eisenberger et al., 1990; Rhoades et al., 2001), as we 
have noted earlier in this study, it is therefore of great interest to identify organiza-
tional antecedents that affect attitudes toward change.

According to empirical evidence, it is possible to classify antecedents affecting atti-
tudes toward change into three different categories. The first concerns the perceived 
social support or work relationships with colleagues and supervisors, as “more specifi-
cally, lack of a socially supportive environment was found to be the strongest predictor 
of negative attitudes towards change . . . ” (Vakola & Nikolaou, 2005, p. 169). In other 
words, work relationships with colleagues and supervisors may greatly affect attitudes to 
organizational change. Positive attitudes toward organizational reforms are clearly a 
matter of work relationships and person–group fit (Giauque, Resenterra, & Siggen, 
2014). According to these above explanations, we may formulate two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Satisfaction in work relationships with colleagues is related to 
PATC.
Hypothesis 2 (H2): Satisfaction in work relationships with supervisors is related to 
PATC.

The second category of antecedents we can identify is related to work overload or 
the perception of stress at work. According to numerous studies related to this specific 
dimension, stress is negatively related to job outcomes such as job satisfaction or OC, 
or even attitudes toward change (Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Noblet & Rodwell, 2008; 
Richardsen, Burke, & Leiter, 1992; Vakola & Nikolaou, 2005). Furthermore, with 
regard to the literature concerning middle managers, we may find that work–life bal-
ance is a central concern for these specific actors (Ford & Collinson, 2011; Ford & 
Harding, 2003; Whittle, 2008). If middle managers perceive that their work provides 
them with good opportunities for reconciling their private and professional lives, they 
will be likely to report more PATC. Therefore, we propose two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Perceived stress at work will negatively affect attitudes toward 
change.
Hypothesis 4 (H4): Work–life balance will be positively related to PATC.

Finally, a third category of antecedents is related to work conditions or the admin-
istration of appropriate human resource (HR) practices. To identify such HR practices, 
it is useful to look at the specialized literature dealing with human resource manage-
ment (HRM).
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High Commitment HRM Practices

HRM practices may be classified by whether the objective is the control of employees 
or control of their commitment to the organization (Walton, 1985; Wood & Menezes, 
1998). The first category of HRM practices (control practices) is designed to increase 
organizational efficiency while reducing employment costs. These practices are based 
on strict rules and working procedures, as well as results-based financial rewards. 
Consequently, rules, procedures, penalties, and rewards, as well as control, are the 
tools for implementing this HRM strategy.

On the contrary, high-performance HRM practices, also called “high commitment” 
HRM practices (Whitener, 2001) or “high-performance” work practices (Gould-
Williams & Davies, 2005; Kalleberg, Marsden, Reynolds, & Knoke, 2006), can be 
described as a set of HRM practices that are intended to have an impact on employees’ 
commitment toward their organization (Taylor, Levy, Boyacigiller, & Beechler, 2008). 
These HRM practices are devised to enhance the performance of employees while 
promoting mutual influence, respect, and responsibility (Huselid, 1995; Lindorff, 
2009). They seek to develop organizational productivity and efficiency through the 
implementation of working conditions that enhance employees’ ability to identify with 
organizational objectives and values. The practices generally associated with this sec-
ond strategy include selective staffing, developmental appraisal, competitive and equi-
table compensation, and training and development activities (MacDuffie, 1995; Snell 
& Dean, 1992; Youndt, Snell, Dean, & Lepak, 1996). Moreover, several surveys sug-
gest that organizations that have adopted this type of HRM system often obtain better 
production and financial results (Delaney & Huselid, 1996) while also enabling the 
development of creativity and innovation within their structures (Andriopoulos, 2001; 
Jimenez-Jimenez & Sanz-Valle, 2005). As underlined particularly by MacDuffie 
(1995), the purpose of high-performance HRM practices is to motivate employees to 
adopt discretionary behaviors that are in line with the goals of the organization.

Although there is no clear list delineating high-performance HRM practices, we 
can nevertheless highlight that “theoretically they should increase involvement, and it 
has been suggested this can best occur through increasing workplace power, informa-
tion on the organization, rewards and training and knowledge of the job” (Lindorff, 
2009, p. 432). Therefore, empirical research has demonstrated that the commitment 
category of HRM practices is more likely to contribute to employee involvement and 
performance than those aspects oriented toward the control of individual behaviors 
(Whitener, 2001). Daley and Vasu, in their study of HRM practices in the public sector, 
identify seven general practices belonging to this category of strategic HRM practices: 
(a) internal career ladders, (b) formal training systems, (c) results-oriented perfor-
mance appraisal, (d) employment security, (e) employee voice and participation, (f) 
broadly defined jobs, and (g) performance-based compensation (Daley & Vasu, 2005; 
Gould-Williams, 2003, 2007). For the purposes of our study and according to the orga-
nizational features and HRM practices of public hospitals in Switzerland, we decided 
to investigate six HR practices that are related to the commitment category of HRM 
practices (opportunities for professional development, training opportunities, 
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employee voice and participation, information and communication, compensation, 
and job security). According to the above theoretical considerations, we have decided 
not to include control practices but to focus instead on HR practices that have been 
proven to be associated with positive work attitudes in the recent social science litera-
ture (Gould-Williams, 2007; Gould-Williams et al., 2013; Messersmith, Patel, Lepak, 
& Gould-Williams, 2011). The choice to neglect control HR practices is therefore 
based on our chosen theoretical background and recent empirical research.

Empirically, the positive relationship between HCHRP and positive work out-
comes, such as job satisfaction and affective commitment, has been examined and 
supported in a number of studies (Boselie, 2010; Gould-Williams et al., 2013; 
Messersmith et al., 2011). However, several studies used an overall measure of 
HCHRP (see, for instance, Gould-Williams et al., 2013). Although this strategy is 
certainly interesting, it is not very useful for precisely identifying which HR practices 
influenced the most attitudes toward change. Therefore, we decided to test the rela-
tionships between HR practices and attitudes toward change individually. In this vein, 
we hypothesize direct positive relationships between HR practices and PATC. 
Therefore, we propose a new hypothesis divided into six subhypotheses:

Hypothesis 5a (H5a): Satisfaction related to professional development opportuni-
ties are related to PATC.
Hypothesis 5b (H5b): Satisfaction in relation to training opportunities are related 
to PATC.
Hypothesis 5c (H5c): Satisfaction with regard to employee voice and participation 
are related to PATC.
Hypothesis 5d (H5d): Satisfaction regarding compensation is related to PATC.
Hypothesis 5e (H5e): Satisfaction with respect to job security is associated with 
PATC.
Hypothesis 5f (H5f): Satisfaction with regard to information policy is related to 
PATC.

According to the HCHRP’s literature and our theoretical framework (social 
exchange theory), favorable organizational conditions may create feelings of obliga-
tion among employees. In other words, if employees perceive that they might benefit 
from positive working conditions, they may increase their commitment toward their 
organization. As a result, perceived organizational support is related to positive job 
outcomes, such as OC (Rhoades et al., 2001). Moreover, we saw that favorable orga-
nizational treatment may create favorable conditions to build a positive relationship 
between employees and their organization. Affective ties may emerge between 
employees and their organization (and people working in it) because of very positive 
and favorable working conditions. Furthermore, literature with respect to OC demon-
strates that OC is related to numerous positive work attitudes and behaviors, such as 
job satisfaction, work motivation, organizational citizenship behavior, and job perfor-
mance (Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001; Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 
2002). Against the backdrop of such empirical results, we depart from the idea that OC 
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may also have positive impacts on PATC because committed employees develop more 
cooperative and positive behavior regarding changes in their work environment. 
People who are committed trust their organization and coworkers, and trust may in 
turn contribute to shaping positive feelings and behaviors toward organizational 
changes and reforms (Gould-Williams & Davies, 2005; Lane & Bachmann, 1998). If 
we take into account this underlying idea, then it is very likely that OC mediates the 
relationship between our independent variables and attitudes toward change. Therefore, 
we will also test this mediation effect by investigating whether or not OC mediates the 
association between the different independent variables under scrutiny in this article 
with attitudes toward change. Thus, the conceptual model of this article may be 
described as given in Figure 1.

Context of the Study: Middle Managers in Swiss Public 
Hospitals

This study has been developed in the specific context of Swiss public hospitals, which 
are currently undergoing multiple reforms. We will briefly define several recent 
changes that have greatly affected public hospital management. First, the hospital 
financial system was reformed and approved in 2007 by the Swiss Parliament. The 
general principles of this reform aimed to clarify the financial accountability of the 
different actors embedded in the Swiss hospital system. Another goal was to invite 
these different actors (especially public hospitals) to better control their expenses by 
implementing new managerial practices as well as to finance the services that were 
actually being delivered. Swiss public hospitals are therefore now obliged to finance 
their activities according to a new system that attributes a precise amount for every 
service delivered. In other words, Swiss public hospitals have to now deal with 
Diagnosis Related Groups (DRG), with the result that every service is related to a 
precise price or rate. These rates are defined according to the average cost of each 
service delivered by Swiss public hospitals. The main objective of this new financial 
system is to harmonize the rates of the different services supplied by public hospitals 
throughout the country so as to bring more transparency and accountability to overall 
hospital costs and to facilitate benchmarking between the different hospitals.

This particular reform, among others, has had some consequences in public hospi-
tals. First of all, they are now in direct competition with one another and hospitals that 
are unable to offer services according to the defined rates are subject to a deficit. The 
new financial system therefore incentivizes managerial actions within hospitals. Also 
adding to this picture is the fact that public hospitals are currently managed through 
contracts. This means that public hospitals, which are steered by the cantonal level of 
governance (Switzerland counts 26 cantons), are financed at the federal and cantonal 
level but their missions are stipulated in a contract they have to negotiate with their 
political supervision authority (at the cantonal level). These contracts prescribe the 
services that hospitals have to supply and they include several indicators that serve to 
assess whether the hospitals have concretely supplied the services for which they are 
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being paid. This system leads to some important internal managerial changes such as 
the development of cost accounting. In other words, the reform of the financial system 
of public hospitals has led to important organizational changes as well as the develop-
ment of new managerial practices.

Relationships
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supervisors

Stress perception

Work-life balance
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development

Training
opportunities

Information/com-
munication

Employee voice
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Path c
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Figure 1.  Conceptual model and relationships between variables.
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In short, the specific context of Swiss public hospitals may be characterized by 
profound accountability and managerial transformations. It is therefore of great inter-
est to investigate attitudes toward change among public hospitals’ middle managers in 
such a context and to test whether organizational antecedents might explain PATC. It 
is extremely useful to study this specific population (middle management) because 
middle managers have clearly been understudied in the social science literature thus 
far: “Middle managers maintain a central position in organizational hierarchies, are 
responsible for implementing senior management strategies, and exercise control over 
junior staff” (Harding et al., 2014, p. 2). Middle managers, therefore, are important 
actors in organizations as their actions are central in periods of reform because organi-
zations cannot be formed or developed without their active engagement. They are also 
critical mediators between the upper echelons and the operational levels at organiza-
tions, which also contributes to the shaping of organizational strategies. Furthermore, 
their actions may contribute to unexpected consequences and outcomes because they 
continually have to interpret and adapt formal rules and strategies to the reality of the 
day-to-day work (Dutton, Ashford, Wierba, O’Neil, & Hayes, 1997; Mintzberg, 1989; 
Nonaka, 1988). Finally, according to a recent study, the identity of middle managers is 
very complex, as are their organizational missions, because they are both the control-
lers and the controlled, the resisters and the resisted. In other words, middle managers 
control junior staff but are at the same time controlled by their supervisors (the upper 
echelons). They resist formal rules and strategies that they consider not applicable, but 
they are confronted by junior staff resistance as well: “Thus, the middle managerial 
identity, in incorporating controller, controlled, resister and resisted, in looking 
upwards to senior managers and downwards to junior staff, constitutes organizational 
hierarchy” (Harding et al., 2014, p. 20). In this sense, it is of great interest for us to 
identify organizational antecedents of PATC among middle managers who are repre-
sentative of a population of workers providing important tasks for organizational 
functioning.

Method

Sample and Procedure

To empirically test the aforementioned hypotheses, this study used a sample from five 
public hospitals in the French-speaking region of Switzerland. To optimize the 
response rate in our survey, we first contacted the HR Department of the hospital, 
whereupon its executive members gave their official approval of our study. The ques-
tionnaire was developed in partnership with the leaders of the HR Department. After a 
test phase, an Internet link to the questionnaire was sent to all middle managers by 
email with a cover letter signed by the hospital officials. The employees were invited 
to fill out the electronic questionnaire within a month (mid-January to mid-February 
of 2012). A reminder was sent at the end of January to check that all employees had 
had the opportunity to complete it. To ensure complete privacy, answers were directly 
saved on a server belonging to our research team. No hospital employees had access 
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to this data and employees were completely and transparently informed about the pro-
cedure. The announcement of these precautions had two purposes: to increase the 
participation rate and to function as a baseline requirement to prevent common method 
bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Jeong-Yeon, & Podsakoff, 2003).

Middle managers were contacted by email and a total of 942 employee surveys 
were returned. Unfortunately, it is impossible to calculate a response rate due to the 
fact that we were unaware of how many employees ultimately received our question-
naire. This difficulty arose because the Internet link was sent directly by the HR 
departments of the investigated hospitals. Because of this missing data, we decided to 
delete incomplete questionnaires, bringing the final number of employee surveys in 
this study to 720.

Sample characteristics are described in the Table 1 below.

Measures

The questionnaire items associated with all the measures of the study are presented in 
the appendix. Most of the items were measured using 5-point Likert-type scales with 
the endpoints strongly disagree (1) and strongly agree (5). Moreover, the instruments 
used in this research rely on self-reports.

Attitudes toward change.  We built an instrument to measure employees’ perception 
with respect to recent organizational transformations and their impact on the day-
to-day work of the population investigated. We have to stress here that the items are 
designed to measure the extent to which respondents consider the recent organiza-
tional transformations as favorable or unfavorable regarding different aspects of 
their job. In other words, this measure captures the perception, be it favorable or 
unfavorable, that respondents have concerning the impacts of recent organizational 
transformations on their working conditions. Therefore, this measure does not indi-
cate PATC in general but rather individuals’ reactions to organizational changes 
that have occurred. Nevertheless, these individuals’ reactions to varied changes 
contribute to building a general feeling against reforms, which is why we called this 
variable PATC. Six items were used in approaching attitudes toward change within 
our test population (see the appendix). The items for this specific measure were 
measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale with the endpoints very unfavorable (1) 
and very favorable (5). The items were ultimately averaged to create a six-item 
overall measure of attitudes toward change (α reliability of the overall scale = 
.909).

OC.  There are several scales for measuring OC. Furthermore, OC is composed of 
three different dimensions (affective, normative, and rational; Meyer & Herscovitch, 
2001; Meyer et al., 2002). For the purposes of this study, we used three items to 
develop OC to measure affective commitment. These three items were measured using 
a 5-point Likert-type scale. The coefficient of reliability for this scale is .815. A sum-
mative index was then created for regression analysis.
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Work relationships.  Two variables are dedicated to social support perception. First, 
relationships with colleagues and, second, relationships with supervisors. To measure 
the perceptions of our respondents in relation to work relationships, we used four 
items to measure satisfaction with work relationships with supervisors and two items 
to measure whether our respondents are satisfied with their relationships with col-
leagues. The coefficient of reliability for the scale with respect to relationships with 

Table 1.  Sample Characteristics.

Variables Sample characteristics

Gender 45% women
  55% men
Age categories 20 years old and younger: 0.1%
  21-30: 1.5%
  31-40: 17.7%
  41-50: 39%
  51-60: 36%
  61 years and older: 5.7%
Function categories Other managers: 32.4%
  Administrative managers: 9.9%
  Nursing managers: 33.7%
  Medical managers: 24%
Professional tenure Less than 1 year: 2.1%
  1-2: 2.9%
  3-5: 6.1%
  6-10: 9.8%
  11-15: 17.6%
  16-24: 32.4%
  25 years and more: 29.2%
Functional tenure Less than 1 year: 3.3%
  1-2: 7.8%
  3-5: 17.9%
  6-10: 20.2%
  11-15: 23.1%
  16-24: 20.6%
  25 years and more: 7.1%
Organizational tenure Less than 1 year: 1.4%
  1-2: 2.1%
  3-5: 5.5%
  6-10: 13.9%
  11-15: 19.2%
  16-24: 31.3%
  25 years and more: 26.5%
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supervisors is .937. The coefficient of reliability for the scale regarding relationships 
with colleagues is .762. Summative indexes were then created for regression.

Stress perception.  For the purposes of our study, we used the measure of perceived 
stress developed by Cohen et al. (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). The great 
advantage of using this measurement scale is that we are able to reference a French 
version that has been used widely and has already been statistically validated (Bruchon-
Schweitzer & Dantzer, 1994). After factor analysis, we selected three items to measure 
this variable. The Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is .772 and summative index was then 
created for regression analysis.

HCHRP.  In accordance with the social science literature dealing with HCHRP, sev-
eral items were selected to measure the importance granted by our respondents to a 
certain number of HRM practices as well as characteristics of their working condi-
tions. Although there is no clear list of such high-performance HRM practices, we 
rely on recent articles to select items with respect to six HR practices (Daley & Vasu, 
2005; Gould-Williams, 2003, 2007). The selected HR practices are (a) formal train-
ing systems (one item), (b) internal career ladders or opportunity for professional 
development (one item), (c) information and communication within the organization 
(two items; Cronbach’s α = .748), (d) employee voice and participation (two items; 
Cronbach’s α = .755), (e) compensation (one item), and (f) employment security 
(one item). Several of these HRM practices are measured with one item. As a gen-
eral rule, constructs formulated from multiple items are preferable, particularly for 
the purposes of validity and reliability. However, because the main objective of this 
study is to assess the effect of several HRM practices on attitudes toward change, it 
was feasible to proceed this way. Nevertheless, the fact that single items were used 
to measure perceptions toward HRM practices can be noted as a limitation of this 
study. It is also important to stress that the measures of HCHRP used in our question-
naire rely on respondents’ perceptions of HCHRP rather than organizational policy 
or practice. Indeed, in this study, we are mainly interested in the HR practices that 
are actually experienced by our respondents rather than those that might be sug-
gested by HR policies formally developed by the organization. This strategy is in 
line with a growing number of other studies with respect to HCHRP (Alfes, Shantz, 
& Truss, 2012; Gould-Williams et al., 2013; Schott & Pronk, 2014).

Controls.  Previous research has shown that employees’ age, gender, and organizational 
tenure are related to many work outcomes such as OC (Meyer & Allen, 1997; Meyer 
et al., 2002). Therefore, these variables were included in our analyses to exclude alter-
native explanations from our findings.

Statisical Analysis

Prior to assessing the reliability of our different variables, two other indicators were 
used for testing the condition of the data set. The data were reviewed to ensure that the 



84	 Public Personnel Management 44(1)

assumptions of normality were upheld. Finally, the data set was examined to deter-
mine if multicollinearity was an issue (Hayduk, 1987). The tolerance and variance 
inflation factor (VIF) scores of our data also fell within the acceptable range for all the 
variables. On the basis of such evidence, we can conclude that the data set was in good 
condition.

To test our different hypotheses, we performed ordinary least square (OLS) regres-
sion analysis using SPSS 21. The mediating effect of OC is assessed by applying a 
hierarchical regression analysis according to the rules developed by Baron and Kenny 
(1986):

These rules state that mediation is shown when: a) there are significant correlations 
between the independent variable and the presumed mediator (path a); b) the presumed 
mediator affects the dependent variable (path b); c) differences in the independent 
variable are significantly related to differences in the dependent variable (path c); and 
finally, when path a and path b are controlled, the previously significant relationship 
between independent and dependent variable (path c) vanishes. (Schott & Pronk, 2014, 
p. 14)

As complete mediation is unlikely to be noted in this kind of research (see, for 
instance, Vandenabeele, 2009), we pay particular attention to the partial mediation 
effect. The “Sobel test” is a statistical procedure that may be used to test such a partial 
mediation effect (Preacher & Leonardelli, 2001), resulting in a Z score (a Z score > 
1.95 can be considered as the cutoff criteria for partial mediation).

Results

Table 2 summarizes Pearson’s correlation coefficients between all variables of this 
study. First, we can report strong correlations between PATC and all our indepen-
dent variables and most of them also correlate with OC, indicating that we cannot 
reject the hypothesis of mediation. Second, correlations between the predictor vari-
ables are weak, indicating that multicollinearity is not a concern in the present 
study.

Tables 3 and 4 report the results of the different regression analyses to test relation-
ships between independent variables and the mediator (Path a) and between indepen-
dent variables and the dependent variable (Path c). According to Table 2, we already 
know that the mediator (OC) is strongly correlated (r = .393; p < .000) to attitudes 
toward change (Path b). Finally, a final regression is performed in which the mediator 
variable is integrated into the analysis of the relationship between independent vari-
ables and the dependent variable to test for mediation effects. With respect to the first 
regression analysis (Path a), it is possible to note that several variables are signifi-
cantly correlated to OC. Age, organizational tenure, and gender are significantly 
related to OC, confirming previous research demonstrating that older employees, as 
well as employees benefiting from a longer organizational tenure, are more likely to 
develop a stronger commitment to their organization. In this study, men also declare a 
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stronger OC compared with their female counterparts. Turning to the independent 
variables, we can see that four of them are related to OC: information and communica-
tion (r = .159; p < .000), employee voice and participation (r = .132; p < .005), work 
relationships with colleagues (r = .073; p < .05), and work relationships with superiors 
(r = .207; p < .000). All the other independent variables included in the equation are 
not significantly related to OC (formal training system, internal career ladders or 
opportunity for professional development, compensation, employment security, work–
life balance, and perceived stress). Therefore, those latter variables will not be inte-
grated into our mediation analyses. Furthermore, the analysis shows that 24.1% 
(adjusted R2 = .241) of the variation of OC can be explained by the variation in the 
independent variables.

If we turn now to the results with respect to antecedents of attitudes toward change 
(Path c, Table 4), we can note, first, that older employees reported more PATC com-
pared with their younger counterparts (r = .065; p < .05). Gender and organizational 
tenure are not significantly related to attitudes toward change. Moreover, 6 out of 10 

Table 3.  Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting OC (Path a).

Model 1 Model 2

  B (SE) B (SE)

Step 1: Control variables
  Gender .069 (.070) .081* (.063)
  Age .110** (.045) .118** (.042)
  Organizational tenure .106* (.029) .085* (.026)
Step 2: Independent variables
  Training –.008 (.038)
  Professional development .031 (.037)
  Information .159*** (.047)
  Participation .132** (.048)
  Remuneration –.004 (.035)
  Job security .012 (.042)
  Work–life balance .049 (.035)
  Relationships with colleagues .073* (.046)
  Relationships with supervisors .207*** (.040)
  Stress .057 (.058)
R2 .042 .254
R2 change .042 .212
F change 10.938*** 21.080***
Adjusted R2 .038 .241
F statistic 10.938*** 19.414***

Note. OC = organizational commitment.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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of our independent variables are significantly associated with PATC: information and 
communication (r = .207; p < .000), employee voice and participation (r = .157; p < 
.000), work relationships with supervisors (r = .125; p < 005), work relationships with 
colleagues (r = .117; p < .000), work–life balance (r = .115; p < .005). Finally, stress 
perception, as expected, is significantly but negatively related to PATC (r = −.122; p < 
.000). All the independent variables explain 44.8% (adjusted R2 = .448) of the varia-
tion of our dependent variable.

As recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986), a new regression analysis 
should be developed integrating the mediator variable into the analysis of the 
relationship between the independent and the dependent variable to test for pos-
sible mediation effects. Therefore, only the variables that are significantly related 
to PATC and OC according to previous analyses have been included in this sup-
plementary regression analysis (see Table 5; information and communication, 
employee voice and participation, work relationships with colleagues, and work 
relationships with supervisors).

Table 4.  Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting PATC (Path c).

Model 1 Model 2

  B (SE) B (SE)

Step 1: Control variables
  Gender .027 (.052) .039 (.039)
  Age .093 (.034) .065* (.026)
  Organizational tenure –.015 (.022) –.022 (.017)
Step 2: Independent variables
  Training .011 (.024)
  Professional development .065 (.023)
  Information .207*** (.029)
  Participation .157*** (.030)
  Remuneration .054 (.022)
  Job security .020 (.026)
  Work–life balance .115** (.022)
  Relationships with colleagues .117*** (.029)
  Relationships with supervisors .125** (.025)
  Stress –.122*** (.036)
R2 .009 .458
R2 change .009 .449
F change 2.181 61.350***
Adjusted R2 .005 .448
F statistic 2.181 48.099***

Note. PATC = positive attitudes toward change.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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With respect to this new regression analysis, it may be noted that after including 
OC, the strong effects of the four independent variables on PATC have been reduced. 
To verify whether this reduction in the betas is due to partial mediation effects, we 
have to perform a Sobel test (see Table 6; Vandenabeele, 2009). As regards the results 
obtained via the Sobel test, we may note that OC partially mediates the relationship 
between the following variables and PATC: information and communication (Z = 3.31; 
p < .000), employee voice and participation (Z = 2.71; p < .05), and work relationship 
with supervisors (Z = 4.93; p < .000). On the contrary, no mediation effect can be 
detected with respect to work relationships with colleagues (Z = 1.57; p > .10).

Based on these results we can now summarize our findings:

Table 5.  Mediation Model: Regression Statistics for Independent Variables and PATC While 
the Mediator Is Fixed.

Model 1 Model 2

  B (SE) B (SE)

Step 1: Independent variables
  Information .266*** (.028) .242*** (.029)
  Participation .217*** (.028) .202*** (.028)
  Relationships with colleagues .170*** (.027) .160*** (.027)
  Relationships with supervisors .179*** (.023) .157*** (.023)
Step 2: OC  
  OC .121*** (.022)
R2 .412 .424
R2 change .412 .011
F change 140.901*** 15.815***
Adjusted R2 .409 .420
F statistic 140.901*** 117.964***

Note. PATC = positive attitudes toward change; OC = organizational commitment.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 6.  Testing Partial Mediation Effects of OC (Sobel Test).

βa βb SEa SEb Z

Information .159*** .393*** .047 .024 3.31***
Participation .132** .393*** .048 .024 2.71***
Relationships with colleagues .073* .393*** .046 .024 1.57, ns
Relationships with 

supervisors
.207*** .393*** .040 .024 4.93***

Note. OC = organizational commitment.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Discussion

The findings show that PATC within a population of public middle managers is 
directly influenced by several distinctive antecedents. First, social support is very 
important in creating a work atmosphere that can generate PATC. Indeed, satisfac-
tion in relationships with colleagues (H1) and supervisors (H2) is significantly and 
positively related to PATC. Furthermore, we also found that stress perception (H3) 
is negatively and significantly associated with PATC. This specific finding is of 
particular importance because it indicates that attitudes toward change are also a 
question of personal and organizational resources. In a nutshell, when job demands 
exceed job resources, employees will report higher levels of stress. The latter will be 
negatively associated with PATC and are therefore likely to limit the commitment of 
middle managers in change management. Managing under stress is therefore not 
favorable to organizational change and reforms. (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; 
Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001; Noblet, Rodwell, & McWilliams, 
2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, & Lens, 
2008). Work–life balance (H4) is also associated with PATC in this present study, 
underlining the importance of a healthy balance between work and private life in the 
development of a positive attitude toward organizational changes and reforms. This 
finding is in line with previous research demonstrating that middle managers may 
suffer from the colonization of all areas of their lives by professional issues (Thomas 
& Linstead, 2002).

Hypotheses 
supported by our data 
(antecedents of PATC)

Hypotheses not supported 
by our data (antecedents 

not related to PATC)
Partial mediations 

supported by our data

H1: Work relationships 
with colleagues

H5a: Professional 
development

Work relationships with 
supervisors

H2: Work relationships 
with supervisors

opportunities Employee voice and 
participation

H3: Stress perception 
(negatively)

H5b: Training 
opportunities

Information/
communication

H4: Work–life balance H5d: Compensation The associations 
between the above 
variables with PATC 
are partially mediated 
by organizational 
commitment

H5c: Employee voice 
and participation

H5e: Job security  

H5f: Information/
communication

 

Note. PATC = positive attitudes toward change.
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We also found that two HR practices are positively related to PATC (H5c and H5f). 
Information and communication, as well as employee voice and participation, are 
directly related to PATC. We can also note that these results underline the centrality of 
social exchange mechanisms in organizations. The more middle managers feel that 
they benefit from supportive organizational and social mechanisms, the more they will 
report PATC. This finding also holds true for OC. Indeed, our findings show that work 
relationships with colleagues and supervisors, as well as employee voice and partici-
pation, and information/communication, might be considered as antecedents of OC. 
Organizational and social support facilitate the development of affective ties between 
middle managers and their organization. In this sense, middle managers are more will-
ing to be committed to their organization if they perceive that they are working in a 
supportive environment. It is also worth noting that the association between three out 
of four variables (work relationships with supervisors, employee voice and participa-
tion, and information/communication) with PATC is partially mediated by OC. All 
these results provide strong theoretical support for social exchange theory and more 
specifically for OST.

Finally, it is also interesting to note that variables that are positively related to 
PATC may be considered as nonmonetary organizational incentives (work relation-
ships, employee voice and participation, information/communication, and work–life 
balance). Furthermore, almost all of these variables promote intrinsic rather than 
extrinsic work incentives (except for work–life balance). These findings are in line 
with previous research showing that public employees tend to prefer intrinsic nonmon-
etary work opportunities over monetary and extrinsic ones (Bright, 2009; Giauque, 
Anderfuhren-Biget, & Varone, 2013a). In this sense, we can suggest that PATC is more 
of a qualitative and subjective question than a quantitative and objective one. In other 
words, PATC depends more on perceived organizational support than material and 
extrinsic rewards. This last remark, however, deserves further investigation.

Conclusion

Based on the data we have presented, it can be concluded that perceived social support 
(perceived work relationships with colleagues and supervisors) and perceived organi-
zational support (more specifically, employee voice and participation, information/
communication, and work–life balance) play a central role in the development of 
PATC. Nonmonetary intrinsic work opportunities have a greater impact on PATC than 
monetary extrinsic work opportunities. In this study, we have found that compensa-
tion, job security, professional development opportunities, and training opportunities 
are not associated with PATC. For practitioners, these findings indicate that it is most 
likely more efficient to propose intrinsic nonmonetary work opportunities to support 
middle managers facing a context of organizational change and reform.

Furthermore, there appears to be considerable value in viewing PATC through the 
lens of social exchange theory and perceived OST. Middle managers will report higher 
levels of OC and will develop PATC if they perceive that their organization gives them 
supportive work opportunities. Such perceptions will increase middle managers’ 
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commitment to their organization and they will face organizational reforms and 
changes with a more positive attitude.

Finally, our findings also confirm the results of previous research showing that 
stress perception is negatively related to numerous work outcomes. In all cases, our 
findings show that stress perception (the perception that work demands exceed work 
resources in the face of professional changes) is negatively related to PATC. In this 
sense, it is crucial to ensure adequate resources for middle managers so that they can 
tackle organizational reforms and changes. Our results also show that work–life bal-
ance is an important antecedent of PATC for public middle managers in Swiss hospi-
tals. Therefore, it is worth developing such work–life balance opportunities to create 
favorable work conditions for middle managers. This research provides valuable les-
sons regarding antecedents of PATC in public organizations that are confronted with 
numerous financial and organizational reforms. Nevertheless, issues related to change 
perception among public employees, and middle managers more precisely, deserve 
further research to better understand individual and organizational antecedents of 
PATC, as well as the relationships between PATC and work outcomes.

Limitations and Future Research

As with all research, this study encountered several limitations. The first concerns 
common method bias. Because our respondents were asked to report predictors and 
outcome variables in the same online questionnaire, this survey strategy might inflate 
reported effect sizes (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Second, despite the fact that all of our independent variables explain more than 40% 
of the variance of PATC, this study may ignore important variables that would offer 
additional explanations for attitudes toward change among a population of middle man-
agers. For instance, the goals set in the reforms and organizational changes may have 
an impact on PATC as well. In this sense, it could be useful to take into account the 
goal-setting theory to investigate whether characteristics or properties of goals related 
to organizational reforms may have an impact on PATC. New research must therefore 
be undertaken to better identify and assess the predictors of such attitudes.

We also must note that our findings are based on a sample of Swiss middle managers. 
It is likely that the unique characteristics of such public employees may have an impact 
on the results of this research. The organizational features of Swiss hospitals, as well as 
the fact that they are mostly confronted with operational activities (the implementation of 
public policies) rather than strategic ones (the definition of public policies), may also 
affect our findings. For this reason, it would be beneficial in a comparative sense to repli-
cate this study with employees working in different professional settings.

Finally, concerning methodological issues, it would be of great interest to complete 
our statistical survey with a qualitative investigation so as to better understand the 
meaning that middle managers assign to their working experiences, whether they are 
satisfactory or unsatisfactory. Despite these limitations, this article provides topical 
and tangible empirical findings with respect to the antecedents of attitudes toward 
change among a population of middle managers.
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Appendix
Items Used in This Research.

Control variables
  Gender
    Female = 1
    Male = 2
  Age
    Six categories
      20 years old and younger = 1
      21-30 = 2
      31-40 = 3
      41-50 = 4
      51-60 = 5
      61 and older = 6
  Organizational tenure
    Seven categories
      Less than 1 year = 1
      1-2 = 2
      3-5 = 3
      6-10 = 4
      11-15 = 5
      16-24 = 6
      25 and more = 7
Dependent variables
  Positive attitudes toward change
    Six items coded 1-5 (very unfavorable to very favorable)
    According to you, have recent organizational changes had a favorable or unfavorable 

impact on the following aspects of your job?
    1. Coordination of activities between colleagues
    2. Teamwork
    3. Management of uncertainties
    4. Rigor in objectives
    5. Flexibility and adaptability to change
    6. Decision making power
Independent variables
  OC
    Coded 1-5 (strongly disagree to strongly agree)
    1. I feel that I am emotionally attached to my organization
    2. I feel a strong sense of belonging to this organization
    3. I have everything to gain by staying in my hospital in the long term
Human resources practices
  Training opportunities
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?

(continued)
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    1. Continuing education opportunities
  Professional development
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Opportunities for promotion, career
  Information, communication
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Communication inside your hospital
    2. Information management in the hospital
  Employee voice and participation
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Involvement in decision making
    2. Degree of autonomy
  Compensation
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Wage policy
  Job security
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Employment stability
  Relationships with colleagues
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Relationships with your colleagues
    2. Support of your colleagues in your tasks
  Relationships with supervisors
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Relationships with your supervisors
    2. Support of your supervisors in your tasks
    3. Enhancement of the positive aspects of your business by your supervisors
    4. Recognition from your supervisors
  Work–life balance
    Coded 1-5 (very unsatisfactory to very satisfactory): How would you characterize the 

following aspects of your job?
    1. Balance between your work life and your private life
  Stress perception
    Coded 1-5 (never to very often): During your professional activities in the last month . . .
    1. Have you felt that you could not come to grips with everything you had to do?
    2. Have you found yourself thinking about all the work that was left to do?
    3. Have you felt overwhelmed by work difficulties?

Note. OC = organizational commitment.

Appendix (continued)
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Note

1.	 We have to stress here that this study does not measure perceived organizational support 
according to any preexisting well-defined measurement instrument. Rather, arguments 
related to perceived organizational support are used theoretically to make an intellectual 
link between our dependent variable (PATC) and our independent variables (work relation-
ships, stress perception, and HRM practices).
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