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Abstract

Extant literature indicates the role played by 
transformational leadership in bringing about 
organizational change in general, and affective 
commitment to change in particular. However, it does 
not explain the process through which transformational 
leadership at the top management level influences 
individual attitudes across the levels of hierarchy. 
This paper identifies communication as a common 
and an integral component of charismatic leadership, 
inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and 
individualized consideration impacting  employees. 
Drawing on the literature on transformational 
leadership and change, the paper proposes a 
theoretical understanding of how transformational 
leader communication facilitates employee affective 
commitment to change. Additionally, it explores the 
intervening role of organizational identification in the 
relationship. The paper contributes by demonstrating 
the salience of leadership communication in bringing 
about organizational change. Also, it elucidates the key 
characteristics of communication and organizational 
identification which are instrumental in promoting 
affective commitment towards change. Implications of 
theory and practice and future directions for research 
are discussed. 
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Introduction
The relationship between transformational leadership 
and affective commitment to change is well established 

(Conway & Monks, 2007; Jaros, 2010). Previous stud-
ies show transformational leadership helps employees 
to develop trust (Caldwell, Fedor, Herold, & Liu, 2008; 
Michaelis, Sonntag, & Stegmaier, 2009), perceive advan-
tages of change and sense attainment of expectations (Hill 
et al., 2012), which brings about their affective commit-
ment to change. They also indicate transformational lead-
ership influences employees’ perception of  effectiveness 
of top management communication that in turn impacts 
their affective commitment to change (Hill, Kang, Seo, & 
Taylor, 2011). Taking this study a step further, we here-
by examine how transformational leader communication 
facilitates affective commitment to change. There is no 
evidence of existing literature examining implications of 
transformational leader’s communication for change. 

Communication is one of the primary functions performed 
by transformational leaders, apart from creating a vision, 
providing strategic direction, maintaining sensitivity to 
environment, building networks and making decisions 
(Hunt, 1991). Top-down communication conveys 
implicit and explicit messages to a number of employees 
together and is one of the most powerful tools which can 
be used to influence them. Content of communication 
provides information to form opinions. Manner and 
medium of communication conveys intent of the leader 
and the organization helping employees develop desired 
perceptions and beliefs. 

Communication can be a critical function from the 
standpoint of organizational change. When change is 
initiated in an organization, leader communication has 
the power to influence the cognition and emotions of 
employees and consequently guide their actions and 
behaviour. Communication is all the more likely to be 
effective if the leader is transformational. Considering gap 
in the literature on transformational leader communication 
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in the change context, we hereby attempt to build a 
conceptual understanding about it and examine its impact 
on employee affective commitment to change. To explore 
the relationship, we also examine the mediating role 
of organizational identification. Identification with the 
organization relates to employees’ sense of belonging 
(Pratt, 1998; Rousseau, 1998). It is influenced by 
communication (Chreim, 2002; Pruyn, Riel, & Smidts, 
2001), and facilitates employees’ willingness to put effort 
(Allen & Meyer, 1990). Thus it can have a substantial 
influence on the effect of transformational leader 
communication on employee affective commitment to 
change.

Through this paper, we seek to achieve two objectives. 
First, we explore transformational leader communication 
as a construct, which can be used in future to enrich our 
understanding about consequences of transformational 
leadership. Second, we investigate the process through 
which leader communication can influence employee 
attitude towards change. This has important implications 
for scholars as well as practitioners.

The paper is divided into four sections. The first section 
reviews relevant literature on transformational leadership, 
transformational leader communication and affective 
commitment to change. The second section proposes 
the theoretical model presenting the direct relationship 
between transformational leader communication and 
affective commitment to change and the mediating role 
of organizational identification. The relationships are 
explained based on existing research and supporting 
arguments. The section ends with the assumptions about 
the applicability of the model. The third section discusses 
the theoretical contribution, practical implications and 
research avenues. The paper ends with a conclusion in the 
fourth section. 

Theoretical Background
Transformational Leadership 
Transformational leaders have attributes across four 
dimensions (Bass, 1985). First, such leaders have 
charisma making employees admire and emulate them 
and perceive them as role models. They are seen as 
extraordinary, tenacious, risk taking, dependable, strong-
willed and ethical. Employees idealize them and identify 
with them. Second, transformational leaders provide 
inspirational motivation by helping employees find value 
and challenge in their jobs. They develop a sense of shared 
vision, mission and goals and drive employees to be more 
spirited, optimistic and passionate about achieving them. 

Third, transformational leaders bring about intellectual 
stimulation in the employees by enthusing them to think 
innovatively, approach problem-solving differently and 
reconsider assumptions about work activities. They 
provide psychological safety to employees to help them 
explore their creativity. Fourth, transformational leaders 
display individualized consideration to each of the 
employees to enable them to realize their potential and 
satisfy their professional ambition. They give personalized 
attention to identify their needs and provide opportunities 
to fulfil them. All these attributes of the dimensions of 
transformational leadership have an implicit aspect of 
communication.

Transformational Leader Communication
Transformational leader communication involves the 
spectrum of interactions the transformational leaders have 
with the employees that includes content, climate and 
medium of communication. Communication is one of the 
key ways leaders use to influence followers. Leaders are 
eloquent about their ideas, thoughts and planning helping 
them to connect with employees well. They communicate 
in ways bringing about a transformational orientation in 
organizations at the grassroots level. 

Transformational leaders communicate new ideals and 
standards of the organization (Devanna & Tichy, 1986). 
They communicate organizational vision and explain 
its alignment with individual vision, which enhances 
the worthiness of the goals for the employees, aligns 
employees to the organizational agenda, and inspires them 
to direct their efforts towards attaining it (Conger, 1989; 
Sashkin, 1988). For this purpose, they use communication 
strategies of both verbal and non-verbal behaviour (Kotter, 
1990). Transformational leaders articulate inspiring 
messages and express high expectations of performance 
(Howell & Wang, 2012). They also communicate to 
understand desires of employees, be responsive, and 
coach and advise them to promote their self-development 
(Bass, 1998).

Affective Commitment to Change
Affective commitment to change is the desire and 
willingness of employees to support a change with 
the conviction and perception that the change would 
be beneficial to them (Herscovitch & Meyer, 2002). 
Employees are willing to work together and align 
themselves with the organizational procedures in order 
to bring about change. Affective commitment to change 
has been associated with compliance, collaboration and 
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advocating for change (Herscovitch & Meyer, 2002). It is 
considered the most significant factor enabling successful 
adoption of change (Busch, Cadwallader, & Parish, 2008).

Conceptual understanding about affective commitment 
to change has evolved from affective commitment, a 
component of organizational commitment. The other two 
components are continuance and normative commitment. 
The pioneering work on organization commitment was 
done by Allen and Meyer (1991, 1990) and Herscovitch 
and Meyer (2001, 2002). Affective commitment makes 
employees feel attached, comfortable and involved in the 
activities of the organization, at ease with being a part 
of it and capable of fulfilling their job responsibilities 
(Allen & Meyer, 1990). Affective commitment towards 
the organization facilitates affective commitment to any 
change initiative undertaken by it.

The key characteristics of employees associated with 
affective commitment to change are enthusiasm, 

optimism, compliance, participation and collaboration to 
bring about the change (Chaudhry & Joshi, 2017). This is 
based on existing literature as discussed by antecedents 
and consequences of affective commitment to change in 
terms of employee performance, learning (Busch et al., 
2008), sense of security, self-efficacy, satisfaction, faith in 
and respect for top management and belief in its concern 
for them (Gill, 2003). 

Conceptual Model
The conceptual model indicates the relationship 
between transformational leader communication and 
employee affective commitment to change (see Figure 
1). The relationship is partially mediated by employee 
organizational identification. The attributes for each 
construct are derived from previous studies and provide 
supporting arguments for the model associations. 
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Fig. 1: Conceptual Relationship between Transformational Leader Communication, 
Organizational Identification and Affective Commitment to Change 

Fig. 1:  Conceptual Relationship between Transformational Leader Communication, Organizational 
Identification and Affective Commitment to Change

Transformational Leader Communication and 
Affective Commitment to Change

Extant literature has discussed the role of transformational 
leaders in bringing about change (Eisenbach, Watson, 
& Pillai, 1999; Hill et al., 2012; Parry & Proctor-
Thomson, 2003). Transformational leadership affects 
the top management attitude towards goals (Barrick, 

Bradley, Colbert, & Kristof-Brown, 2008), leading to 
more participation, support and management of change 
(Gill, 2003). Communication is an important aspect of 
transformational leadership facilitating organizational 
change. According to Armenakis  and Harris (2009), 
Transformational leader communication is most 
effective in bringing about change at the employee 
level. Transformational leader communication has been 
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found to be an integral part of the socio-technical system 
(Appelbaum, 2010). Besides, it has been associated with 
coercive, expertise and referent power with regard to 
change management (Lee, 1977).

Transformational leader communication contributes to 
change in multiple ways. It aids in conveying organizational 
vision for the change to the employees (Howell & 
Wang, 2012). It helps employees perceive alignment 
of the change with the organization mission and vision 
(Busch et al., 2008; Jaros, 2010) and alignment with own 
vision (Daif & Yusof, 2011). This inspires employees to 
realize the idealized vision (Howell & Wang, 2012) and 
motivates them to perform their job well (Busch et al., 
2008; Daif & Yusof, 2011; Jaros, 2010). Transformational 
leader communication about change information along 
with regular feedback to the employees enables them to 
understand the strategic importance (Daif & Yusof, 2011), 
appropriateness (Neves, 2009) and logic and implications 
(Lewis, 1999) of change. It also reduces uncertainty 
(Bordia & DiFonzo, 1998; Parry, 2005). Transformational 
leader communication stimulates trust amongst employees 
(Denisi & Schweiger, 1991), and provides them a sense of 
organizational justice (Foster, 2003). This makes them feel 
that leaders care about them, and are concerned for their 
well-being. Therefore, the main aspects of transformational 
leader communication that are associated with change are 
organizational vision, inspiration, change information, 
feedback and emotional support.

Transformational leader communication about 
organizational vision can provide employees direction 
and a goal, and enable them to comply with organizational 
change. Inspiration to employees can energise them to take 
initiative and work with enthusiasm to bring about change. 
Communication about change information can foster belief 
in employees about change, and generate optimism about 
its perceived benefits. Feedback by transformational leaders 
can help employees effectively collaborate with each other 
and work in synergy to take the change forward. Emotional 
support can provide employees psychological safety, and 
thus encourage them to actively participate in the change 
process without any fear. 

Thus, transformational leader communication in terms 
of organizational vision, inspiration, change information, 
feedback and emotional support can promote employee 
enthusiasm, optimism, compliance, participation and 
collaboration, and consequently affective commitment to 
change (see Figure 1). We propose the following:

Proposition 1: Transformational leader communication 
is associated with affective commitment to change of 
employees. 

Role of Organizational Identification 

Employees identify with an organization when they 
perceive their values, opinions and goals to be aligned 
with that of the organization, and believe their identity 
to be associated with it (Pratt, 1998; Rousseau, 1998). 
Employees identifying  with the leader also identify 
with the organization. This happens when they see the 
leader as an integral and the primary guiding force for 
the organization. Research shows  leaders promoting 
identification of employees with the organization, 
both directly (Ayoko, Callan, Maldonado, & Paulsen, 
2009; Bass, 1985), and indirectly through self-concept 
enhancement (Arthur, House, & Shamir, 1993) and 
intrinsic motivation (De Cremer & Tyler, 2005). Such 
leaders create a positive identity of  the organization in 
the minds of the employees (Bass, 1990).

One of the main factors enabling leaders to generate 
employee organizational identification is communication. 
Transformational leaders communicate goals and 
objectives and provide support to employees, and can 
inculcate a sense of belonging in them and help them 
identify with the organization. Open and receptive 
communication can encourage free exchange of 
trustworthy information, participation and sharing of 
opinions (Pruyn et al., 2001). Transformational leaders 
who convey a clear vision through verbal and non-verbal 
communication, like expressions, tone of voice and 
body language (Groves, 2006), can infuse conviction in 
employees about attaining the vision. Leaders can also 
convince employees about job significance and share 
mutual expectations (Parish et al., 2008; Daif & Yusof, 
2011; Jaros, 2010). Besides, they can enhance employee’s 
self-concept (Arthur et al., 1993). 

Thus, transformational leaders would encourage 
employees to perform their job well, and promote 
their intrinsic motivation (Bass, 1985; De Cremer & 
Tyler, 2005) and self-esteem. By enunciating the vision 
well, transformational leaders would also help orient 
employees towards the organizational goals (Pruyn et 
al., 2001), align their aspirations with its objectives and 
bring about favourable outcomes of efforts (Bass, 1990). 
Leaders, who inspire employees to have a broader and 
higher set of goals and help them perceive deeper value 
in their job, would build their self-efficacy. Leaders, 
who convey emotional support by recognizing worth of 
individuals (Pruyn et al., 2001) and by displaying warmth, 
openness and care (Crawford & Lok, 1999), would 
enhance employee self-esteem and self-efficacy. Leaders, 
who share complete information on a change initiative 
(Pruyn et al., 2001), clear definition of processes (House, 
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1971) and short and long term change implications 
(Busch et al., 2008; Daif & Yusof, 2011;  Jaros, 2010; 
Neves, 2009), would win employee trust. Leaders, who 
respond positively to queries, doubts and suggestions and 
provide constructive feedback on performance (Pruyn et 
al., 2001), would foster both self-efficacy and trust. Thus, 
the primary dimensions of organizational identification 
associated with transformational leader communication 
are intrinsic motivation, self-esteem, goals alignment, 
self-efficacy and trust. 

Empirical studies support the role of organizational 
identification in promoting employee behaviour 
beneficial for the organization both at the strategic and 
tactical level. Organizational identification enhances their 
productivity and motivation to perform (Lee, 1971). It 
promotes employee belief that the leaders are concerned 
about their well-being thus enhancing their commitment 
to organizational objectives. If employees have a sense of 
belonging to the organization (Bass, 1990), they tend to 
be optimistic and supportive of organizational initiatives 
and invest their efforts to make them effective. 

Organizational identification brings about affective 
commitment in employees (Allen & Meyer, 1990). In the 
presence of transformational leadership, organizational 
identification can thus promote employees’ allegiance, 
love, respect and admiration towards the leader (Bass, 
1985, 1990). This would make them enthusiastic and 
dedicated towards the organizational objectives. This 
would also stimulate deference and compliance with the 
values of the leader and the goals of the organization. 
Self-efficacy and self-esteem would bring about optimism 
about an organizational initiative (Dierendonck & Kool, 
2012). Identification would allow active participation of 
employees (Dulewicz & Hawkins, 2009), collaboration 
for making decisions and solving problems (Ayoko et 
al., 2009) of the evolving environment. Therefore, in 
the event of an organizational change, organizational 
identification would bring about requisite emotions 
and behaviour to support the change, like enthusiasm, 
optimism, compliance, participation and collaboration. 
Thus, organizational identification would lead to affective 
commitment to change.

Thus, transformational leader communication can 
promote affective commitment to change by enabling 
employees to identify with the organization and 
consequently experience intrinsic motivation, self-esteem, 
goals alignment, self-efficacy and trust (see Figure 1). We 
propose the following:

Proposition 2: Organizational identification of employees 
partially mediates the relation between transformational 

leader communication and their affective commitment to 
change.

Assumptions of the Proposed Model

The model is based on some assumptions. First, 
transformational leaders belong to top management. 
Communication about an organizational initiative at that 
level has the strongest potential to influence employees 
across the organization as well as communication at the 
lower hierarchical levels. Second, there is no frequent 
change in leadership. Change in leadership can result in 
change in content, medium and manner of communication. 
This can convey confusing or contradictory messages 
to the employees, leading to ineffectiveness of original 
communication. Third, communication is consistent and 
regular. This implicitly means aspects of vision, mission, 
policies and culture of the organization that may affect 
communication are unwavering and are expected to 
remain so for the duration of the change. They may be 
in the form of verbal or written statements, clarifications, 
announcements and informal discussion, and imparted 
face to face, online, on phone or email or through official 
newsletters and policy documents. 

Discussion
Significance of employees for change has been well-
researched and accepted. Extant literature has discussed 
employees’ attitudes to change and their implications for 
the organization (Andersson, 1996; Bommer, Rich, & 
Rubin, 2005; Bovey & Hede, 2001; Foster, 2003; Furst 
& Cable, 2008; Val & Fuentes, 2003). Employees’ level 
of commitment, efficacy and comfort in dealing with 
change determines their participation and involvement in 
a change initiative (Cady & Neubert, 2001). Employee 
affective commitment to change is one of the most 
pertinent employee attitudes required for an effective 
change (Jaros, Jermier, Koehler, & Sincich, 1993; 
Jaros, 2010). This paper explores how transformational 
leader communication can lead to affective commitment 
to change. It also examines the mediating role of 
organizational identification. By focusing on specific 
characteristics of leader communication, the paper goes 
beyond the confines of transformational leadership to 
discuss conditions for a successful change. 

The paper contributes to literature in two ways. First, it 
highlights transformational leader communication as a 
specific attribute of transformational leadership which can 
be explored independently to comprehend its effects. It 
provides conceptual understanding about communication 
encompassing all the dimensions of transformational 
leadership. As there is no evidence of existing studies on 
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transformational leader communication, the paper thus 
extends the transformational leadership literature (Howell 
& Wang, 2012; Walumbwa, Lawler, Avolio, Wang, & Shi, 
2005; Zhu, Chew, & Spangler, 2005). 

Second, the paper suggests the association between leader 
communication and employee affective commitment to 
change adding to the literature on organizational change 
(Chreim, 2002; Hill et al., 2012, 2011). It underscores the 
relevance of communication and the intervening effect 
of organizational identification. The model relationships 
explain the previous findings on the impact of  employee 
perception of top management communication on affective 
commitment to change (Hill et al., 2011). The paper focuses 
on specific aspects of communication (organizational vision, 
inspiration, change information, feedback and emotional 
support) and organizational identification (intrinsic 
motivation, self-esteem, goals alignment, self-efficacy and 
trust). These aspects and the conceptual relation between 
the constructs help to explain the significance of pertinent 
variables for organizational change. 

Practical Implications
The paper helps to take the debate deeper into the practical 
considerations required by leaders for a successful 
change. It can be utilized by organizations implementing 
enterprise-wide change either internally, or in other 
organizations. Using this model, employees’ degree of 
organizational identification and affective commitment to 
change can be assessed. Any discomfort can be flagged 
off to the top management, who can then examine the 
content of communication to improve its effectiveness. 
The study indicates that leaders need to communicate 
organizational vision, inspiration, change information, 
feedback and emotional support to influence employee 
affective commitment to change. This provides practical 
guidelines for organizations to consciously adopt certain 
communication strategies to foster change.

This study is pertinent to Indian organizations. Being 
a part of a developing economy, organizations are 
experiencing environmental instability and an accelerated 
pace of change. There is a growing exposure to global 
markets, government regulations, competitive forces and 
evolving customer demands, which are triggering the 
need for change. Besides, the technological environment 
is undergoing rapid transformation, enhancing the scope 
for change.

In such a dynamic environment, organizations can bring 
about a successful change by focusing on transformation-
al leadership, communication and organizational identi-

fication. They can thus motivate employees to continue 
working for the organization, put effort to perform well 
and commit themselves to the organizational goals. This 
would lead employees to voluntarily and willingly par-
ticipate in organizational change.

Research Directions
The model opens up new avenues for research in the 
domain of transformational leadership and organization 
wide change management. Empirical research can be 
undertaken to explore impact of transformational leader 
communication on affective, normative and continuance 
commitment to change. This can be followed by a 
comparative analysis of the effect on the three dimensions 
of organizational commitment to change.

We examined transformational leadership at the top man-
agement level. Future research can examine leadership at 
the middle and bottom management levels. It can inves-
tigate the influence of communication at these levels on 
affective commitment towards change. Besides, impact of 
communication can be explored for transactional leader-
ship, situational leadership and leader-member exchange 
from the standpoint of their contribution to affective com-
mitment to change.

This study paves the way for empirical research using 
multi-level approach to test the relationship between or-
ganizational level, transformational leader communica-
tion, and individual level organizational identification and 
affective commitment to change. Empirical studies can 
be conducted organizations undertaking enterprise wide 
change initiatives like mergers and acquisitions, organiza-
tional restructuring, business process re-engineering and 
information technology implementation. To collect data, 
attributes in the model can guide the development of mea-
sures for the items of the questionnaire.

Besides, future research can investigate the intervening 
roles of organizational justice dimensions and psycho-
logical safety in the relationship between transforma-
tional leader communication and affective commitment 
to change. 

Conclusion
Failure of change is a big concern in organizations. 
Research in Indian organizations demonstrates that chal-
lenges to change can be associated with staff resistance, 
union non co-operation and managers’ discomfort (Saini 
& Bhatnagar, 2005). The paper proposes how transforma-
tional leaders can use communication to improve employ-
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ee attitude towards change by instilling in them a sense 
of belonging. By specifying relationship between trans-
formational leader communication, organizational iden-
tification and affective commitment to change in terms 
of their key attributes, the paper also provides guidelines 
for leader behaviour. It gives specific inputs for designing 
research instruments and conducting empirical studies on 
organizational change.

It is hoped that this paper would stimulate research in the 
domain of change from the standpoint of communication 
and identification. It is also expected that it would add to 
the literature on transformational leadership and organi-
zational change and promote application of the theoretical 
framework in real-life situations.
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