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Abstract

Purpose – Organizational change is usually stressful and destabilizing for employees, for whom coping with
the induced stress is primordial to commit to the change. This paper aims to unravel how and when change
recipients can enact different coping strategies and, ultimately, manifest different forms of commitment to
change.
Design/methodology/approach – We propose a theoretical model that identifies challenge appraisal and
hindrance appraisal as two primary appraisals of organizational change that fuel, respectively, proactive and
preventive coping strategies and, indirectly, affective and normative forms of commitment to change.
Moreover, this framework suggests that coping strategies and commitment are influenced by the secondary
appraisal of two vital resources – resilience and POS – allowing individuals to react effectively to primary
change-related appraisals. Finally, the relationship between coping strategies and the components of
commitment to change is proposed to be moderated by employees’ regulatory focus.
Findings – Using appraisal theory and conservation of resources theory as guiding frameworks, our
integrated model describes the antecedents, processes and boundary conditions associated with coping with
the stress of organizational change and how they ultimately influence commitment to it.
Originality/value – This is the first theoretical paper to identify a conditional dual path to disclose the
different reactions that change recipients can manifest in response to the stressful aspects of organizational
change.
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Introduction
Organizational change is a process that causes stress and fatigue among employees (Callan,
1993; De Jong et al., 2016; M€akikangas et al., 2019). Change initiatives disrupt established
routines, identities, interpersonal relationships at work; they induce uncertainty, and call for
adjustment to new work relationships and strategic goals (Dahl, 2011; Pollard, 2001). Thus,
change is often experienced as stressful (Bamberger et al., 2012; Rafferty and Griffin, 2006;
Terry and Jimmieson, 2003). At the same time, change initiatives also provide the possibility
for recipients to improve current work conditions, learn and master new competencies and
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skills and perform their job more effectively (Fugate and Soenen, 2018; Rafferty and
Restubog, 2017). This paradoxmakes it critical to understand how individuals copewith such
demanding events, maintain positive functioning and contribute to the success of change
initiatives. The role of stress coping strategies in the organizational change context is indeed
crucial, since research over the past decades has consistently linked poor stress-coping to
severe impairments of both physical and psychological health (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004;
Vakola and Petrou, 2018a).

While studies have documented the impact of change-related demands (or stressors) on
employee reactions to change (e.g. Chauvin et al., 2014; Day et al., 2017), the dual nature (i.e.
hindrance vs challenge) of such demands has been largely ignored. More importantly, recent
research on job demands suggests that the dual nature of stressful work experiences cannot
be captured by the perceived characteristics of the demands since almost any stressor is
likely to contain challenging and threatening aspects to some extent (Mazzola and
Disselhorst, 2019; Webster et al., 2011). Consequently, scholars have made a call to
understand how individuals cognitively appraise job demands (i.e. as challenging vs
hindering). The role of appraisal in the change process has been integrated in Oreg et al.’s
(2018) affect-based model of change recipients’ responses to organizational change. These
authors proposed that primary appraisals (i.e. the evaluation of the event’s relevance to the
self) and secondary appraisals (i.e. the evaluation of one’s ability to cope with the event)
influence the valence of affective and behavioral responses to change. However, the role of
appraisals with regard to the challenging vs hindering nature of the change process is
omitted in this model. Empirically, a few studies have begun to address this issue. For
example, Kaltiainen et al. (2019) reported evidence for a reciprocal relationship between work
engagement and change-related challenge and hindrance appraisals. Similarly, Fugate and
Soenens (2018) found that challenge and hindrance appraisals were, respectively, positively
and negatively related to change-supportive behaviors (i.e. compliance and championing).

Despite these preliminary insights, to our knowledge there has been no attempt to theorize
and examine how change-related appraisals may affect employee coping responses. The
dearth of such research is at odds with the tenet of stress theory that appraisal processes
drive coping responses (Webster et al., 2011). Thus, current theorizing on change recipients’
coping responses to change remains incomplete, leaving us without a clear understanding of
what people can do to alleviate the demanding aspects of the change process and, thereby,
commit to it. In this paper, we thus attempt to theoretically address the following research
question: How andwhen do change-related appraisals enhance or stifle coping responses and,
ultimately, organizational commitment to change?

The goal of the present study is to develop a conceptual framework that (a) explicates the
dual impact of challenge and hindrance change-related appraisals on commitment to
organizational change via coping responses and (b) clarifies the boundary conditions
associated with these effects. Commitment to change, which is a mindset that binds an
individual to the change initiative and the course of actions required for the success of the
change implementation (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002), has been thought to be an important
factor driving the success of change implementation (Ling et al., 2018; Morin et al., 2016).
Indeed, as Conner and Patterson (1982) pointed out, “themost prevalent factor contributing to
failed change project is a lack of commitment by people” (p. 18).

We contend that, as primary appraisals, change-related challenge and hindrance
appraisals influence affective and normative commitment to change by activating different
coping strategies, namely proactive and preventive coping. Moreover, we argue that the
effectiveness of change-related coping depends on the secondary appraisal of two resources
thatmight be available (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989, 2001; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984): psychological
resilience [1] and perceived organizational support (POS). We conceptualize psychological
resilience (hereafter referred to as resilience) as a personal resource that acts as stress
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resistance (Hobfoll, 1989) during organizational change and facilitates employees committing
to it. Although traditionally explained within a social exchange framework, we consider POS
(Eisenberger et al., 1986) as a major resource that has instrumental value in enhancing self-
esteemby showing approval and consideration by the organization, as well as symbolic value
in creating a positive sense of self. Hence, if harnessed in organizational change contexts, POS
may encourage employees to accept and invest in the change implementation.

Our conceptual, dual model of coping with and commitment to change is presented in
Figure 1. This model posits that challenge appraisals of change-related demands lead to
affective commitment to change via proactive coping strategies, and threat appraisals lead to
normative commitment to change via preventive coping strategies. Further, the enactment of
coping strategies is facilitated when individuals make a favorable secondary appraisal of two
vital resources – resilience and POS. Moreover, the relationship between coping strategies
and components of commitment to change is moderated by employees’ regulatory focus,
which determines the amount of coping efforts. Our model integrates the appraisal, coping
and commitment to change literatures and represents an integrative framework of the
antecedents, processes and boundary conditions associatedwith copingwith and committing
to change.

An appraisal and coping perspective to organizational change
The perception that the organizational change process is stressful is far from idiographic as
there is a broad consensus in the literature to its stressful nature (Dahl, 2011; Elrod and
Tippett, 2002; Liu and Perrewe, 2005). Organizational change involves going from known to
unknown and is often accompanied by a sense of precariousness in one’s survival and
meaning of life in the organization. Organizational change leads to the modification of
organizational goals, processes, structure, work tasks and technology all of which are major
hindrance stressors for employees (Iverson, 1996; Rafferty and Griffin, 2006). Thus, not
surprisingly, organizational change has been associated with a variety of negative outcomes,
such as job insecurity, family and work conflicts, threat to psychological well-being, loss of
sleep and illness, among others (Greubel and Kecklund, 2011; Rafferty and Jimmieson, 2017;
Vakola and Petrou, 2018b).

Figure 1.
Conceptual model
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However, change events are not always hindering. The implementation of organizational
changes, while demanding for change recipients, can also provide them with the opportunity
to achieve valued and meaningful outcomes at work. For instance, implementation of a new
technology may require employees to learn new processes, i.e. a resource investment that
adds up to the resources already invested to accomplish regular work duties. However,
employees might perceive such supplementary effort as worthy as it allows them to obtain
valued resources in the future, such as increased work performance, acquiring long-term
competencies or mastering their job tasks. Likewise, the increased work responsibilities that
come along with the change process, may engender anxiety due to the expected increase in
the complexity of work tasks. Yet, at the same time, such responsibilities might offer change
recipients the opportunity to work on a wider variety of tasks, thereby making their job more
enriching. As a result, employees would have greater odds of achieving improvements and
experiencing enjoyment in their job (Marinova et al., 2015).

Taken together, these premises suggest that the demanding nature of change events can
either represent a hindrance or a challenge to employee functioning. To date, the most
advanced theorizing on the distinction between the challenging and hindering aspects of job
demands (i.e. stressors) has been offered by Cavanaugh et al.’s (2000) challenge-hindrance
model. These authors suggest that job demands can be split into two categories, namely:
hindrance stressors, the “negative” demands that are likely to obstruct performance, and
personally valued goals; and challenge stressors, the “positive” demands that provide
opportunities for performance, growth and personal development. The differentiation
between the two types of stressors explains why they exert different effects on work-related
outcomes. In an early meta-analysis (LePine et al., 2005), the hindrance stressors were found
to impair psychological health and undermine performance, while the challenge stressors,
despite negatively affecting health, were found to boost motivation and performance.

However, the challenge-hindrance model of stress has not always been supported by
empirical evidence (e.g. Liu et al., 2013; Mazzola and Disselhorst, 2019). For example, in their
meta-analysis, Mazzola and Disselhorst (2019) found that, except for a few outcomes,
challenge and hindrance stressors have similar detrimental effects on work-related variables
(e.g. counterproductive work behaviors, psychological and physical health). As suggested by
these authors, one key limitation of the challenge-hindrance model is its fundamental
discordance with the appraisal theory of stress (e.g. Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus and Folkman,
1984), according to which, whether job demands are perceived as challenging vs hindering
depends on how they are cognitively appraised by individuals. Thus, these authors called for
shifting the focus from the characteristics of work stressors to how individuals appraise
stressors to accurately understand the responses to these encounters.

Among the multiple kinds of reactions to appraisals, coping – the thoughts and behaviors
used by the person to manage and overcome demands that can challenge, threaten, harm or
even lead to significant loss to the self and one’s functioning (Armstrong-Stassen, 1994;
Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Reuter and Schwarzer, 2012) – is particularly relevant since it
represents a key process linking appraisals with critical work-related outcomes. Appraisal
theory of stress distinguishes between two types of appraisal: primary appraisal, which
refers to the judgment concerning the significance of an event as threatening or challenging;
and secondary appraisal, which refers to the individual’s evaluation of his or her own
resources and options for copingwith the stressful situation. According to appraisal theory of
stress, primary appraisal of the situation as more or less challenging versus hindering
determines the type of coping response produced by the individual, and, the degree of
effectiveness of the subsequent coping strategy ultimately influence key individual and
organizational outcomes, such as job performance and psychological and physical wellbeing
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984).
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Consistent with the above reasoning, we posit that the real challenge for the success of
change implementation lies in how employees effectively cope with the change as a result
of their primary appraisal of the change-related demands, which determines their extent of
participation in the change. While there seems to be an agreement in the literature about the
negative impact of stress on change processes, there is little understanding of the coping
strategies that individuals can employ in response to appraisals during organizational
change. To our knowledge, only Fugate et al. (2008) attempted to partially address this issue
by empirically examining the role of coping strategies (i.e. control vs escape) by linking
negative appraisals of the change process to work outcomes (i.e. sick time used, intention to
quit and voluntary turnover). Nonetheless, these authors did not explore the role of challenge
appraisals on coping strategies, thereby leaving current knowledge of change-related coping
incomplete.

In line with appraisal theories of stress, we propose that the coping process starts before
the stressors related to organizational change really hit. This proposition echoes recent
advances in the stress literature, which highlight that coping responses depend on the
timeliness of the adverse events faced by individuals and their subjective certainty (Reuter
and Schwarzer, 2012). For example, future-oriented coping may help employees face the
potentially stressful change experience in advance, deal with the prospective change and
eventually contribute to its implementation. In this respect, departing from earlier attempts to
categorize coping dimensions (e.g. Lazarus, 1991; Locke, 2005), Reuter and Schwarzer (2012)
developed a time-dependent comprehensive model of stress coping comprising of two future-
oriented coping strategies, namely preventive coping and proactive coping. These forms of
coping refer to strategies that are undertaken when a stressful event (e.g. an organizational
change) is expected to occur in the future.

Preventive and proactive coping imply planning for the occurrence of the future event,
and building up resources to either minimize the severity of its impact – as in the case of
preventive coping – vs facilitate the achievement of challenging goals and personal growth –
as in the case of proactive coping. Preventive coping stems from harmful evaluations of a
stressful event and is characterized by high levels of worry, whereas proactive coping
emanates from challenging evaluations and is associated with a low level of worry
(Schwarzer and Taubert, 2002). Moreover, individuals who engage in preventive coping tend
to enact general and defensive strategies, while those who engage in proactive coping take
more purposeful and constructive actions. Thus, while preventive coping is focused on “risk
management”, proactive coping is focused on “goal management” (Schwarzer and
Taubert, 2002).

These coping mechanisms may be particularly salient during organizational change,
becausewhen a change initiative is planned (but not yet implemented) change recipients have
the possibility to build resources in advance to support the future change process. For
instance, in the context of a change involving the future establishment of a new virtual work
team, an employee might adopt a preventive coping strategy by focusing on acquiring the
general skills needed to reduce the stress induced by her future work responsibilities.
Alternatively, the same employee might take a proactive approach by conceiving new ways
of arranging virtual work meetings to optimize future team effectiveness and her own
performance.

Dual pathway from change-related appraisals to commitment to change through coping
strategies
Following an appraisal perspective, we posit that proactive coping strategies are more likely
to emerge in response to challenge appraisals, while preventive coping strategies are more
likely to ensue in response to hindrance appraisals. When the demands associated with a
change process are appraised as an opportunity for the achievement of valued outcomes,
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individuals might feel stimulated to put additional efforts to achieve these goals. Conversely,
when the same demands are appraised as a threat to the pursuit of desired work-related end
states, individuals might be less motivated to take the risk of investing energies to achieve
valued goals, and inclined to act in advance to ensure that change-related hindrances do not
harm their functioning (i.e. a preventive coping) when change initiatives are implemented.

Coping strategies used in reaction to change appraisals helps understand how employees
will ultimately contribute to the change initiative. Research suggests that coping strategies
play a key role in influencing employee attitudes, which are proximal determinants of
behaviors. In their review of research on change recipients’ reactions to organizational
change, Oreg et al. (2011) noted that there is a consensus in the literature that employees’
attitudes, like commitment to change, are vital for the success of change initiatives. Change-
related consequences of commitment to change can be grouped into two categories:
compliance with the organization’s change requirements and discretionary behavior that
implies going beyond the explicit demands made by the organization for the change (e.g.
promoting or making personal sacrifices for the change success) (Herscovitch and
Meyer, 2002).

The commitment to change construct comprises of three components: (a) affective
commitment to change, defined as the desire to provide support for the change owing to
inherent belief in its benefits, (b) normative commitment to change, which is support based on
the employee’s sense of obligation to the company, and (c) continuance commitment, based on
employees’ perception of the cost associated with failure to support the change (Herscovitch
and Meyer, 2002). Although these three components are related to successful change
implementation, only a few studies have examined the three components altogether (for
exceptions, see Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002; Meyer et al., 2007). Based on the organizational
change literature, only affective and normative commitment to change are considered in this
paper, as continuance commitment to change does not lead to behavioral support to change
initiatives (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002; Seo et al., 2012). Employees who are affectively
committed to change expect inherent benefits from the change process and are thus likely to
invest their efforts in change-supportive actions. Likewise, those who are normatively
committed, due to their sense of duty towork toward the change, believe it is not right to resist
the change process (Seo et al., 2012) and are therefore motivated to provide support for
change.

Based on Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, we contend that proactive and
preventive coping strategies may activate specific components of commitment to change.
According to COR theory (Hobfoll, 1988, 2001), when encountering stressful situations,
individuals not only harness their extant resources but also proactively act to gain resources
and “position themselves so that they are less vulnerable to future resource loss” (Hobfoll,
2002, p. 317). We suggest that proactive coping strategies enhance employees’ affective
commitment to change through an affective pathway. Proactive coping helps build resources
that are useful for creating opportunities for personal development. For example, prior
research has suggested that proactive coping is associated with increased positive affect
(Greenglass and Fiksenbaum, 2009). In the context of organizational change, positive
affective states encourage individuals to explore novel and creative thoughts and actions, and
experience increased mastery and control over their work, which leads to favorable affect-
based attitudes toward the organization. Since positive affect drives employees’ attitudes and
behaviors (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996), it may contribute to fostering a commitment
mindset (i.e. affective commitment to change) that allows them to support the change
initiative.

In contrast, preventive coping strategies are expected to enhance normative commitment to
change via a cognitive consistency pathway. According to cognitive dissonance theory
(Festinger, 1957), individuals seek to align their attitudes with prior behavior, which reinforces
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behavior-attitude cycle. Based on this logic, preventive coping behaviors may foster a sense of
guilt for not supporting the change, since employees feel an obligation to support the change
(i.e. normative commitment to change) as a way to align their attitude with their preventive
coping efforts. The feeling of anticipated blame for not supporting the change would make
employees experience an internal pressure to be consistent with the preventive coping efforts
they have exerted in the adoption stage of the change initiative, thus reflecting a sense of duty to
support the implementation of the change, which is at the heart of normative commitment to
change. The above arguments point to a dual pathway linking challenge and hindrance
appraisals to affective and normative commitment to change via proactive and preventive
coping strategies, respectively, leading to the following propositions.

Proposition 1a. Change-related challenge appraisals are positively related to affective
commitment to change through the mediation of proactive coping
strategies.

Proposition 1b. Change-related hindrance appraisals are positively related to normative
commitment to change through the mediation of preventive coping
strategies.

Moderators of the appraisal–coping relationships: resilience and POS
An important aspect of appraisal theory which has not been integrated in theorizing about
employee reactions to change is that coping responses are influenced by individuals’
secondary appraisal – i.e. the assessment of resources that are available to deal with the
stressors (Lazarus, 1966). The perception of the availability of resources may interact with
challenge and hindrance appraisals to shape coping strategies and subsequent outcomes
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). COR theory is particularly relevant to determine the role of
resources in the appraisal and coping process. The primary resources proposed by COR
theory are material resources (e.g. any object of value), conditions (e.g. tenure, seniority),
energies (e.g. time, knowledge, money) and personal resources (e.g. personal traits). In
addition, COR theory proposes that there are secondary resources that help gain and/or
protect the primary resources. Resources enhance individuals’ ability to cope with stressful
events, thus protecting them from psychological dysfunctions caused by stress like anxiety
and burnout (Halbesleben et al., 2014).

According to COR theory, when not confronted with stressors, people develop resource
surpluses in order to protect themselves against resource loss in times of stress such that
those with more resources are less vulnerable to resource loss and more capable of
instrumenting resource gain (Hobfoll, 2011). This allows them to cope effectively with
adversities and preserve a positive psychological functioning. This approach is consistent
with a positive psychology perspective, which argues that people possessing personal
resources are more likely to practice habits that enhance their healthy functioning (Seligman
and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Translating this to the context of organizational change, we
could say that individuals personally rich in resources would be more capable of coping with
the stress of the change context in response to primary appraisals of change stressors and,
thereby, exhibit willingness to participate in the change implementation. In the following
section, we provide a rationale on why resilience and POS would act as key resources
moderating the ability of change recipients to engage in proactive and preventive coping
strategies to deal with the perceived challenge and threat appraisals of change initiatives.

Resilience
The positive organizational behavior (POB) literature, concerned with individuals’
psychological states and strengths that positively influence their attitudes and
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performance in organizations (Luthans, 2002), provides insights into those personal
resources that facilitate effective coping. POB researchers have proposed the construct of
psychological capital (PsychCap), comprising of resilience, optimism, self-efficacy and hope,
as a state that fosters health, motivation, commitment and performance (Youssef and
Luthans, 2007). Although related, the four PsyCap components are not identical, as each of
themmake a unique contribution to people’s attitudes, behavior andwell-being.We posit that
resilience is a personal resource favorable to proactive and preventive coping in response to
change-related challenge and hindrance appraisals. Although variously defined in the
literature, we define resilience as the ability to maintain positive adjustment under
challenging conditions (Weick et al., 1999).

There are certain distinct characteristics of resilience, distinguishing it from hope,
optimism and self-efficacy that warrant its greater suitability in the context of a model for
commitment to change. Firstly, unlike the other PsychCap components, the main antecedent
to resilience is adversity (Luthar et al., 2000). Challenge and disruption are aspects of
adversity that precede the process of individual resilience. Secondly, resilience recognizes the
need to take both proactive and reactive measures in the face of adversity. Reactively, a
resilient individual recognizes and acknowledges the impact of adversity, rebounds and
returns to the equilibrium point. Proactively, resilience allows the individual to use setbacks
as opportunities for growth beyond the equilibrium point (Youssef and Luthans, 2007).
Thirdly, resilience calls for flexibility, adaptation and even improvisation in situations that
cannot be planned, rationalized or logically interpreted. During organizational change,
despite all conceited efforts in planning, there is always a demand on the employees to be
flexible. The above-mentioned unique characteristics of resilience make it a logical choice as
an individual resource among the four components of the Psyccap construct, since
organizational change can be stressful, challenges existing conditions and demands
adaptability to both planned and unplanned situations.

Support for the suitability of resilience as a necessary resource in a context of change can
also be found in the extant literature (Shin et al., 2012). Research indicates that resilience
makes people open and inclined to accept, embrace and adopt a particular plan to
purposefully alter the status quo in organizations (Wanberg and Banas, 2000). According
to COR theory, the importance of resources is linked to the specific task or demand it helps to
achieve. Since organizational change often poses a challenge or threat to the existing system/
practice and demands employees to not only cope with its associated stress but bounce back
to pre-existing level of functioning, we argue that resilience is an important resource that can
facilitate commitment to change.

When the organizational change is being planned but yet to be implemented, resilience
may facilitate preventive and proactive coping in response to change-related challenge and
hindrance appraisals, respectively. Resilient individuals are more flexible and less vulnerable
to potentially harmful experiences (Waugh et al., 2011); heightened flexibility is essential to
stay prepared for adverse events and save resources for future needs – which is the key
ingredient of preventive coping (Major and Morganson, 2011). Resilience also provides
individuals with the necessary skills to engage in self-development activities that enable
them to recognize and take advantage of opportunities. Thus, resilient employees are more
likely to proactively build the resources that will allow them to derive personal, growth-
promoting gains from the future organizational change.Moreover, resilient people tend to feel
in control of their lives and find solutions to anticipatorily deal with potential problems and
seize opportunities associated with the future change. Resilience facilitates the reappraisal of
future change events as less threatening or even benign, which is a key function of effective
preventive and proactive coping. Based on the above reasoning, we propose that resilience
will benefit the adoption of proactive and preventive coping in response to change-related
challenge and hindrance appraisals, and, ultimately, the emergence of commitment to change.
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Proposition 3. Employee resilience moderates the relationships between change-related
appraisals (challenge and hindrance appraisals) and coping strategies
(proactive and preventive coping) and the indirect relationships between
change-related appraisals and commitment to change (affective and
normative commitment to change) such that these relationships will be
stronger (vsweaker) among employeeswith high (vs low) levels of resilience.

POS
Besides personal resources, there are also resources available within the organizational
ecology that can help individuals to cope with job demands appraised as stressful. POS –
individual’s perception of the extent to which she perceives her employer to value her
contribution and care about her well-being (Eisenberger et al., 1986) – is one such resource.
POS helps meet employees’ needs for approval and praise and heightens the expectation that
increased effort will be rewarded by the organization. POS has been positively related to a
wide range of employee behaviors and attitudes (Kurtessis et al., 2017), including job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, job
performance attendance and intention to stay (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002; Byrne and
Hochwarter, 2008).

We view POS as an organizational resource that enables employees to face the challenges
of an organizational change and to commit to it. From a COR theory perspective, POS is also
more relevant to our model than more granular constructs as leader–member exchange
(LMX) and perceived supervisor support (PSS). LMX has received significant importance in
the literature because leaders are instrumental in determining salary increases and bonuses,
and in offering training and development opportunities. However, exchange relationships
between leaders and subordinates are likely to influence POS because leaders represent the
organization in the subordinate’s eyes. As Sparrowe and Liden (1997) pointed out, high-
quality LMX leads to an expansion of subordinates’ social network, which increases support
from and visibility in the organization, thereby indirectly enhancing POS. Thus, POS
encompasses certain elements of LMX. Similarly, PSS has been found to be an antecedent of
POS (Eisenberger et al., 2002), indicating that support received from supervisors creates
perceptions of support from the organization. Thus, POS is an umbrella construct that
accounts for the support that the employee perceives to obtain from the organization and its
representatives and is consistent with the definition of resources from the perspective of COR
theory (Halbesleben et al., 2014).

POS as a resource is expected to lead to effective coping in response to change-related
appraisals as perception of support and care from the organization is likely to lead to efficient
task strategies and information search processes among employees (Wood et al., 2001) that
typically underlie effective preventive coping. Moreover, a high level of POS conveys the
message that the organization values employees’ contributions. During organizational
change, such information would lead change recipients to feel secure in their work
environment and encourage them to proactively initiate actions that allow them to seek out
opportunities for personal growth.

Moreover, perception of support from the surrounding environment boosts feelings of
personal control and self-confidence, which can enable people to face the difficulties
associated with organizational changes and instill more optimistic views of the change
process (Seo et al., 2012). We can thus contend that employees who feel valued by their
organization engage in effective coping strategies in response to change-related challenge
and hindrance appraisals, thereby having greater odds of being committed to the change
initiative.
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Proposition 4. POS moderates the relationships between change-related appraisals
(challenge and hindrance appraisals) and coping strategies (proactive and
preventive coping) and the indirect relationships between change-related
appraisals and commitment to change (affective and normative
commitment to change) such that these relationships will be stronger
(vs weaker) among employees with high (vs low) levels of POS.

Regulatory focus as a moderator of coping-commitment to change relationships
Finally, we contend that the relationships between coping strategies and components of
commitment to changemight vary according to individual differences. Research onCOR theory
has shown that there are individual differences in the motivation to gain, protect or restore
resources (e.g. Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 2001). We contend that, due to their unique
function in affecting the way individuals approach resource gains and losses, self-regulatory
processes may alter how employees derive commitment to change from different coping
strategies. According to regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997; Higgins and Pinelli, 2020)
people engage in self-regulation to remain aligned with their standards and goals. Regulatory
focus theory distinguishes between a promotion focus orientation, concerned with gains and
accomplishments and driven by a need for growth and development, and a prevention focus
orientation, concerned with obligations, duties and security and driven by a need for protection
from failure, harmand risks (Lanaj et al., 2012). Self-regulation through promotion focus implies
that people experience growth and advancement needs, which heightens the salience of
potential gains to be attained (i.e. felt presence of positive outcomes). However, people who self-
regulate through prevention focus are driven by security and safety needs and pursue “ought”
goals such as duties and obligations, which increases the salience of potential losses to be
avoided (i.e. felt absence of negative outcomes) (Higgins, 1998; Petrou et al., 2020).

Following this perspective, we argue that proactive coping strategies are more likely to
lead to affective commitment to change among employees with a promotion focus. Such
employees might be particularly motivated to achieve change-related valued gains (i.e.
growth and development) via proactive coping. The accomplishment of such desired goals
would be a source of increased positive emotional states, which underlie stronger affective
commitment to change. In contrast, the contribution of preventive coping strategies to
normative commitment to change might be enhanced by a prevention focus. The sense of
duty and responsibility to support the change process that stems from preventive coping is
likely to be salient among employees with a prevention focus as it involves being
concentrated on self-protection and safety (Lanaj et al., 2012). Accordingly, employees with a
prevention focus would be motivated to protect valued resources from loss following
anticipatory (preventive) coping strategies, experience a sense of obligation and
responsibility to engage in the change process, resulting in increased normative
commitment to change (Johnson et al., 2010). This leads to the following propositions.

Proposition 7a. Employees’ promotion focus moderates the relationship between
proactive coping strategies and affective commitment to change such
that this relationship is stronger (vs weaker) among employees with
high (vs low) promotion focus.

Proposition 7b. Employees’ prevention focus moderates the relationship between
preventive coping strategies and normative commitment to change
such that this relationship is stronger (vs weaker) among employees
with high (vs low) prevention focus.

However, due to individual differences at the level of prevention regulatory focus, not all
employees who engage in proactive coping strategies during the readiness stage would be

Appraisals and
resources for

change

1153



motivated to gain resources. Specifically, for those with high levels of prevention focus, the
risk of experiencing stressful, change-related situations in the future may be particularly
threatening as it is associatedwith increased odds of losing valued resources. Thus, proactive
coping strategies are unlikely to lead such individuals to experience positive affective states
and result in affective commitment to change. Thus, a prevention focus may curb the
relationship between proactive coping and affective commitment to change. Likewise, inter-
individual differences at the levels of promotion regulatory focus may influence the extent to
which employees involved in preventive coping strategies will be motivated to minimize
resource loss. Change recipients with high levels of promotion focus may be sensitive to the
potential gains associated with preventive coping, find meaning in the impending change-
related adversities as well as in those that are occurring or have just occurred, thereby being
more likely to experience a sense of growth following the successful enactment of preventive
coping strategies. The induced positive feelings may shape employees’ attitudes toward the
whole change process that leads them to appraise it as a personally valuable and meaningful
change; such an appraisal lies at the heart of affective commitment to change. The above
discussion leads to the following propositions.

Proposition 8a. Employees’ prevention focus moderates the relationship between
proactive coping strategies and affective commitment to change such
that this relationship is weaker (vs stronger) among employees with
high (vs low) prevention focus.

Proposition 8b. Employees’ promotion focus moderates the relationship between
preventive coping strategies and affective commitment to change
such that this relationship is stronger (vs weaker) among employees
with high (vs low) promotion focus.

Implications and further research avenues
The current paper proposes a model describing the different strategies that can be used to
cope with diverse appraisals of change-related demands, and eventually commit to the
change initiatives. While change can be emergent, the current paper takes the perspective of
organizational change that is planned in response to perceived opportunity and is, thereby,
future-oriented. While such organizational change is rampant and often essential for the
short-term competitiveness and the long-term survival of companies (Van der Ven, 2011),
initiating and imposing a change is one thing, while making it successful is a challenge.
Change is a stressful and often long process, for which coping is fundamental to both seize the
opportunities offered by the change process to achieve personally valued goals and reduce its
potentially health-depleting effect. Along with coping with the stress of change, a positive
attitude toward the change initiative is necessary for the change to succeed. This paper builds
on the theory of stress appraisal (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) and COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989,
2001) to present a model that helps understand how and when individuals effectively cope
with the stress of organizational change to ultimately commit to it. Instead of providing an
exhaustive list of resources that can possibly lead to commitment to change, this paper
argues that the secondary appraisal of two resources – POS (an organizational resource) and
resilience (a personal resource) – amplifies the effects of change-related primary appraisals on
coping responses. We use self-regulation theory (Higgins, 1998) to identify promotion vs
prevention focus as moderators of the effects of coping strategies on affective and normative
commitment to change.

The current paper makes several theoretical and practical contributions. First, while the
literature on organizational change has underlined the ubiquity of stress during change, and
the psychology literature has emphasized the value of coping strategies in stressful
situations, this paper combines the stress-coping and organizational change literatures to
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propose an integrative model of the antecedents, processes and boundary conditions
associatedwith individuals’ coping strategies and commitment to change. Such an integrated
model adds to prior literature on stress and organizational change by emphasizing that the
use of coping strategies to effectively deal with change initiatives is contingent on the type of
change-related appraisal and the type of attitudinal outcome that the change recipient
exhibits. In doing so, our approach contributes to current theorizing on stress appraisal by
suggesting that, in the context of organizational change, differentiating the way employees
appraise the stressful aspects of change is potentially critical to determine the kind of coping
strategies they employ to commit to change initiatives. Our perspective highlights how inter-
individual differences in the importance attributed to achieving gains vs preventing losses
can explain variation in the emergence of commitment to change responses to coping
strategies.

Second, this paper contributes to COR theory by illustrating the specificity of two distinct
resources in the context of organizational change. While a raft of other individual and
organizational resources could be included, the claim of this paper lies in substantiating that
employees’ resilience and POS are the necessary resources without which commitment to
organizational change would be unforthcoming. The idea of “resource fit”, that is which
specific resource would meet the appraised stressful aspects of an event, has been delineated
as amajor future direction of research related to COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989). A contribution of
this paper lies in theorizing how the target resources (i.e. resilience and POS) intervene in the
process linking change-related appraisals to employees’ commitment to change through
coping strategies. Resilience and POS act as important resources that guide how employees
can develop effective coping strategies based on how they appraise change-related demands.
Our model suggests these resources represent boundary conditions within which coping
strategies and commitment to change unfold.

The primary assumption of COR theory is that resources are needed to cope with stressful
situations. However, having a stock of resources is necessary but not enough for ensuing
positive outcomes (e.g. commitment to change) during a stressful change situation. The
positive outcomes of resource harnessing in the face of appraised change-related demands
occur through the intermediation of coping strategies, which are the drivers of employees’
commitment to change. This notion contributes to the COR and organizational change
literatures by emphasizing the need to consider the perception of the resources potentially
available in the emergence of coping strategies – i.e. a central element of COR theory that has
been overlooked by both stress and organizational change scholars (Halbesleben et al., 2014).

Fourth, POS has been traditionally viewed as reflecting a social exchange relationship
between employees and the organization. This paper conceptualizes POS as an
organizational resource for employees and provides reasons as to why it qualifies as a
parsimonious construct, summarizing resources available to employees in the context of
change. This view offers a novel approach to organizational support theory (Eisenberger
et al., 1986; Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). As POS takes time to build and cannot be simply
“turned on” by management when change is implemented, a clear message to practitioners
would be that resource building for successful organizational change starts much before
change is implemented. Moreover, how the employees perceive their organization over a long
period of time impacts their commitment to organizational change. In other words, during
change, organizations are likely to reap fruits from the seed they have sown in times of
stability. Also, given the role of employees’ individual resilience in their commitment to
change, managers should pay attention to this individual characteristic during employee
selection and recruitment. Planned intervention to develop/enhance employees’ resilience
should be included in the organization’s agenda for resource building (Cornum et al., 2011).

Although organizational change has the potential to provide a wealth of possibilities for
employees’ growth and development, it may also cause chronic occupational stress, which
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has a negative spillover effect on employees’ physical health, psychological health, job
satisfaction and organizational commitment (Muhonen and Torkelson, 2003; Schweiger and
Denisi, 1991). The dual pathways throughwhich commitment to change can emerge has been
overlooked in prior research on organizational change. This has resulted in a limited
understanding of how employees effectively deal with stressful change-related demands and
can therefore avoid the deleterious consequences of stress, such as reduced well-being,
increased burnout and higher likelihood of turnover. Thus, offering resources to employees
that lead to effective stress coping in response to change-related appraisals is crucial – not
only in a change context but also for improving employees’ health in the long run. Moreover,
understanding whether employees appraise organizational change as challenging vs
threatening is necessary to implement tailored training programs that would enable change
recipients to identify and enact appropriate change-supportive coping strategies.

An interesting implication for future research would be to examine if POS and resilience
are resources that can be developed together. COR theory has introduced the concept of
resource caravans according to which personal resources as well as the collective pool of
resources from the organization “run in pack” (Hobfoll, 2012). Organizational success and
employee well-being depend on the extent to which resource caravans in the organizational
ecology can be accessed, imbibed and shared. Further research in this direction could provide
a nuanced understanding of how employees’ organizational and personal resources influence
and interact with each other. Such work could also extend the model presented in this paper
by incorporating the antecedents that induce these resources to develop in groups.
Theoretical and practical implications of such an extension of the conceptual model could be
substantial.

From an empirical perspective, the processual nature of our conceptual model highlights
the importance of conducting longitudinal research to examine the effects of primary change
appraisals on commitment to change via change-related coping, as well as to rule out
potential reciprocal relationships among these variables. Moreover, as change appraisals
(Kaltiainen et al., 2019), coping responses (Daniels and Harris, 2005) and organizational
commitment (Vandenberghe et al., 2019) have been shown to vary across time within
individuals, the adoption of longitudinal designs is suitable to detect within-person
trajectories of change in these constructs. Such method of investigation is particularly
relevant in the context of an ongoing organizational change, where individual psychological
states are likely to vary significantly over time (Schreurs et al., 2012).

However, while the purpose of this paper was to unravel new and relevant lines of inquiry
for coping and commitment to change research, it also has limitations that need to be
acknowledged. First, we exclusively focused on the forms of commitment to change that are
beneficial to the successful achievement of change outcomes – affective and normative
commitment – but did not consider the dysfunctional form of commitment to change –
continuance commitment. Further work is needed to explore how and under what conditions
different types of change appraisals could foster vs reduce continuance commitment to
change. Such theorizing has the potential to produce a more integrative and nuanced
understanding of the antecedents of the various forms of commitment to change; and it is also
relevant to organizations, because continuance commitment to change has been found to
increase turnover intention (Cunningham, 2006), which tends to be frequent during
organizational changes (Fugate et al., 2008).

Moreover, our conceptual model did not consider how different change appraisals could
emerge in response to change-related stressors. This issue warrants attention because
previous studies on the change appraisal process have shown that individuals may appraise
the same stressor as being both a challenge and a hindrance at the same time (Webster et al.,
2011). Finally, our theorizing was centered around challenge and hindrance appraisals, two
forms of appraisals that have been largely documented in the work stress literature
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(Cavanaugh et al., 2000). Nonetheless, in line with Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional
theory of stress, recent research has empirically identified a third category of primary
appraisals, namely threat appraisals (Smith et al., 2020; Tuckey et al., 2015). Threat appraisals
differ from hindrance appraisals in that while the latter refer to perceptions of stressors as
impediments to one’s accomplishments or growth, the former refer to perceptions of stressors
as causing personal harm or loss to the individual. Consistent with these insights, our
conceptual model could be enriched by introducing change-related threat appraisals as
shaping coping responses and commitment to change.

In conclusion, this paper presents a conceptual model that helps understand the dual
effects of challenge and hindrance change-related appraisals on the components of
commitment to change. This model provides a framework highlighting how and under
what conditions employees can experience affective and normative commitment to
organizational change while being exposed to the demands associated with the change
process.

Note

1. The psychological resilience under consideration in this paper is a state-like characteristic (not trait-
like), hence malleable to change and development (Luthans and Youssef, 2007).
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