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Purpose: The purpose of this study is to explore the effects of change-oriented leadership on employee change commitment, and the 
underlying cross-level mediating and moderating effects.
Design and Methodology: Multilevel analysis of data from 583 respondents in 55 major manufacturing firms in China from 2021, 
reveals that change-oriented leadership explains the significant variance in change commitment. Based on Emotions as Social 
Information Theory and Social Exchange Theory, this study investigates the relationship between change-oriented leadership and 
change commitment fully mediated by emotion regulation.
Findings: This study also confirms that positive group emotional contagion has moderating effects on the relationship between 
change-oriented leadership and emotion regulation. In addition, negative group emotional contagion has moderating effects on the 
relationship between emotion regulation and change commitment. Furthermore, the moderated mediation of negative group emotional 
contagion is identified.
Originality and Value: This study makes a unique contribution through its multilevel approach to examining the relationship 
between leadership, emotion, and commitment during organizational change.
Keywords: change-oriented leadership, change commitment, group emotional contagion, emotion regulation, multilevel moderated 
mediation

Introduction
Modern organizations face a more complex, fast-paced, and turbulent environment than ever before, such as facing the 
challenges of the new era of artificial intelligence and sustainability in post-epidemic era, with an alarmingly high failure 
rate for organizational change and innovation initiatives.1–4 Several studies suggest that leaders and employees attribute 
different influences toward successful change.5,6 Leadership has been identified as the main reason for the success or 
failure of team-based organizational systems, which are the basic functional units of an institution.7–10 Thus, leaders must 
overcome and adapt to challenges and major changes by cultivating relationships with their employees, as the ability of 
leaders to convince employees to support change is vital to organizational success.11–13 Specifically, change-oriented 
leadership (COL) is a leader who can articulate vision, encourage innovative thinking, express optimism, develop 
motivation and commitment to organizational change and new strategies, and instill confidence that strategic vision is 
achievable.14–16 COL requires the ability to assess the external environment, envision beneficial changes, encourage 
innovation, and take risks to promote change.15,17 In times of turbulence, COL is important in shaping employees’ 
perceptions and responses to change.18,19 Thus, employees play a critical role in successful organizational change, as they 
are required to become more proactive and flexible when dealing with task-related or rearrangement issues,20 and this is 
where it is critical that employees demonstrate change commitment, that is defined by his or her mindset and willingness 
to support, adjust to, and ensure the success of the proposed changes.21,22
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Based on social exchange theory, after employees receive support and engage in positive interactions with their leaders, 
they feel obliged to reciprocate.23 This framework has been applied to clarify empirical associations among COL and change 
commitment. However, theoretical understanding of these relationships is limited. Although researchers have accumulated 
knowledge on how leadership affects employees’ change commitment,11,24 the mechanisms behind employees’ emotional 
transformations and reactions to change, such as process-based approaches, have not been examined in detail,25,26 Therefore, 
a more thorough investigation can adopt a systematically quantitative method to measure employees’ behavioral and 
emotional dimensions in organizational change.27

Based on the above, this study proposes that the mediator, individuals’ emotion regulation, is responsible for 
transmitting the effects of COL to change commitment. Emotion regulation is a series of individual emotional strategies, 
oriented to stimulate, maintain, change, and manage own emotions, which can have a substantial impact on the 
individual’s way of thinking and behavior.28 Therefore, employees using emotion regulation strategies to improve 
their feelings will increase the experience of positive emotions at work.29 The emotional approach of change commit-
ment suggests that scholars must consider employees’ emotional statuses in order to fully understand the relationship 
between context and individual commitment.30 As thus, there is a great need for research on the relationship between 
leadership, emotion, and individuals’ emotion regulation at work.31 Little is understood about COL and how it influences 
employees’ emotion regulation and change commitment. Given that commitment is a result of emotional processes in 
organizational change,30 this study argues that individual emotion regulation is a crucial individual-level factor mediating 
the relationship between COL and change commitment.

Theoretical understanding is further lacking as there is limited insight into the contextual factors that influence change 
leadership-commitment associations. Based on the job demands-resources model, leaders’ support for organizational change 
may trigger a motivational process enhancing job engagement, job-related learning, and organizational commitment.32,33 In 
particular, employees faced with workplace turbulence and uncertainty also feel pressure from leaders during organizational 
change. As a result, the patterns of group-shared emotions formed by employees play an important role in determining 
employees’ attitudes and change commitment.34,35 Depending on the collective emotions, group members may experience 
and demonstrate different feelings and behaviors in perception of leadership.36 In positive group emotional contagion (PGEC), 
employees will improve task performance by enhancing cooperation and self-perception, and reducing conflict. Therefore, 
PGEC may positively moderate the relationship between leadership and emotion regulation.

In addition, based on emotions as social information theory, employees are influenced by the understandings and 
attitudes of others in their organizational context.37,38 As a result, negative group emotional contagion (NGEC) leads team 
members to feel unhelpful, frustrated, and depressed, and more likely to suppress their real emotions.39 Furthermore, 
according to the model of emotion regulation of others and self (EROS),40 individuals are motivated to improve or worsen 
their emotions. Therefore, the employees’ affect-improving emotion regulation involve cognitive reappraisal of affective 
experiences, and deploying attention by distraction when encountering difficult events, such as NGEC.29 Thus, this research 
further examines the moderators of NGEC in the relationship between emotion regulation and commitment.

This study contributes to leadership and commitment literature in several ways. Finding the right design for such 
research is crucial.41 According to the meso-mediational relationship perspective, research in organizational behavior 
should focus on a multilevel viewpoint to comprehensively understand management.42 The lack of studies with an 
appropriate research design seriously limits understanding of how COL impacts commitment.43 It is important to 
investigate different levels of employees’ attitudes and behaviors toward change,25 which may be achieved by using 
a multilevel perspective. Given that the change commitment of employees provides the basis for successful organiza-
tional change, understanding how COL influences employees’ commitment is essential.

Based on emotions as social information theory, this study investigates the cross-level mediating effects of individual 
emotion regulation on the relationship between leadership and commitment, and further confirms the moderating effect of 
group emotion contagion. Expanding research to an international arena to seek cross-national generalizability is 
important, especially in the current global business environment. Specifically, market opportunities in China are 
expanding rapidly and are very attractive to multinational companies. This highly competitive atmosphere leads to 
frequent organizational change. Thus, this research can contribute to the organizational change literature by examining 
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leadership, emotion, and commitment issues in the Chinese context. A research framework adopting a multilevel 
perspective among variables is presented as Figure 1.

Theory and Hypotheses
Change-Oriented Leadership and Commitment
A leader’s change-oriented vision might have a positive indirect relationship with employees’ change commitment.11,24 

In other words, the ability of the leader to deliver this vision is also predicted to have a positive indirect relationship with 
change commitment. COL also encourage innovative ways to solve problems, facilitate the process of helping followers 
absorb new knowledge, and think “outside of the box.”14,16 In addition to promoting change by conceiving and 
encouraging innovation, COL will also convey the need for change, to preempt resistance and pitfalls in the process 
of change.15 As the organizational change process unfolds, leaders face many challenges in their attempts to facilitate 
learning among subordinates;44 however, they still must empower, motivate, and inspire their employees.45 Specifically, 
employees look to their leaders as a source of certainty and as thus, may be more attentive to their guidance and actions 
amid organizational change.11,13 Thus, successful formation and assimilation of the company vision increases employees’ 
change commitment due to increased identification and emotional bonding with the organization, which are critical for 
fostering a willingness to contribute.46 In other words, a clearer articulation of the company’s vision may lead to 
increased change commitment.32,46 Therefore, this study proposes that employees’ change commitment is increased by 
leaders who create a “glorious vision” and are good at communicating this vision with their subordinates.

Hypothesis 1: COL positively influences change commitment.

Multilevel Mediating Effect of Individual Emotion Regulation
Specific information about the emotions that leaders and employees experience during interactions, and how these 
emotions are managed would increase understanding of how both parties appraise the leadership process.26,30 An 
employee’s emotion regulation is strongly related to the relationship with their leaders.30 It is possible that change- 
oriented leaders might interact with their employees differently, such as communicating more frequently. In other words, 
when employees perceive COL, they will select and modify affect-eliciting situation, redeploy their attention from or 
reevaluate affective-laden events, and modulate their own emotions.26,47 Thus, this study proposes that COL influences 
individual emotion regulation through leaders’ frequent communication and clear delivery of a powerful vision.

Different types of commitment may be related to different regulatory foci.48 According to Regulatory Focus Theory, 
a promotion focus is related to affective commitment.49 During times of organizational change, employees will support 
change and demonstrate trust, confidence, and commitment because they are psychologically prepared and willing to 
cooperate with their leaders.50 This infers employees who more willingly express positive attitudes towards one another, 
despite inner feelings of boredom or irritation, have stronger change commitment to their company.

Leaders’ personal attributes influence the choices and the decisions they make; these decisions in turn influence 
employees’ attitudes and beliefs.51 Similarly, employees’ key work-based experiences (which can be grouped into three 
major categories: organizational rewards, procedural justice, and supervisor support) are positively related to their 
affective commitment.32,52 Thus, according to Social Exchange Theory, employees and leaders develop non-specific 

Group level

Individual level

Change-oriented 
leadership (CL)

PGEC

Individual emotion 
regulation (IER)

Change
commitment

NGEC

Figure 1 Theoretical framework.
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obligations and responsibilities through the process of social exchange and interaction. If employees feel supported and 
have positive interactions with their leaders, they will feel obliged to reciprocate.23 When there are positive interactions 
between employees and leaders, employees accept the content and delivery of the leaders’ vision and closely regulate 
their emotions. Therefore, individual emotion regulation is a prominent yet complex facet of leader-follower relation-
ships, with both negative and positive potential effects for leaders and employees. Based on this reasoning, the second 
hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 2: COL positively influences change commitment through the mediating effect of individual emotion 
regulation.

Moderation and Moderated Mediation of PGEC
Collective emotions can influence the ways in which various groups think and behave in relation to both the organization 
and other groups within it.43,53 Communication is important for improving employees’ commitment, which increases the 
likelihood of positive outcomes.54 According to the job demands–resources model, leadership and leader support 
(external resources) may cause motivation processes for employees to enhance their job performance and change 
commitment in organizational change.33 Therefore, PGEC (a group-based increase in positive mood) may help employ-
ees believe they can achieve the expected job performance within the organization.55 In addition, PGEC will promote 
employees’ career development, and employees will be more successful in work performance and have better mental 
health.56 Therefore, the more positive the group emotional contagion, the more resources employees can reallocate. This 
will reduce the pressure employees feel during organizational change.

An employee displaying positive emotions is likely to elicit favorable responses from his or her supervisors, co-workers, 
and customers, which in turn increases the employee’s personal job satisfaction. As PGEC lowers the likelihood of inter-group 
conflict,43 organizations with high PGEC will have employees with greater organizational trust, positive emotions, and fewer 
conflicts at work. At this time, employees’ emotional regulation is an individual factor involved in constructing a positive 
emotional experience, which helps to propose ideas for improvement and change at work.29 This, in turn, can increase 
employees’ change commitment.34

Change commitment develops through social exchange mechanisms resulting from positive work experiences, which 
increases individuals’ commitment levels.52 Change-oriented leaders shape company visions and moods, and transmit 
them to employees. These then become contagious amongst employees (PGEC), leading them to more positive 
interactions and change commitment, and less conflict.34,46,57 Furthermore, based on EROS,40 the employee-controlled 
intrinsic emotion regulation is related to their experience of positive emotional state at work. Emotion regulation plays 
a central role in human adaptation through the process of satisfying and approaching pleasure.58 In the case of employee 
perception COL and PGEC, employees will recognize the positive aspects of the situation, consider their own positive 
characteristics, and connect with positive emotions. When employees focus on comfortable or happy activities, it can 
ultimately lead to positive work results. Thus, this research proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a: PGEC moderates the positive relationship between COL and emotion regulation, such that the positive 
relationship is stronger when PGEC is high.

Hypothesis 3b: PGEC moderates the positive indirect effect of COL on change commitment through emotion regulation, 
such that this indirect effect is stronger when PGEC is high.

Moderation and Moderated Mediation of NGEC
Based on Emotions as Social Information Theory, employees are easily influenced by others’ emotions and 
attitudes in their working environment, especially negative emotions among team members.38 NGEC makes 
team members feel more helpless, frustrated and depressed, and more likely to suppress their real emotions.39 

Therefore, when employees perceive NGEC, the negative impact on their emotion regulation and mental health is 
significant. At this time, employees will have affect-worsening emotion regulation, such as thinking about negative 
experiences or their own shortcomings, and the positive affect of employees should be reduced.29 In other words, 
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when team members have negative emotions, the perceptions of COL tend to be negative, which reduces the 
individual’s emotion regulation and work attitudes. This eventually leads to employees’ distrust, resistance, 
inability to work and reduction of commitment to change. Therefore, the following is proposed:

Hypothesis 4a: NGEC moderates the positive relationship between emotion regulation and change commitment, such that 
the positive relationship is weaker when NGEC is high.

Hypothesis 4b: NGEC moderates the positive indirect effect of COL on change commitment through emotion regulation, 
such that this indirect effect is weaker when NGEC is high.

Materials and Methods
Sample and Data Collection
The sampling targets the multinational companies in China, and we focus on companies from China because in 
recent years global firms have eagerly invested in China. Market opportunities are expanding rapidly and are very 
attractive, especially in terms of Chinese domestic demand. The key characteristics of the Chinese market are that 
it is dynamic, uncertain, and highly competitive; as a result, organizational change happens frequently and 
aggressively. By studying this sample, we can thus collect and investigate data from many companies that undergo 
organizational change. Two-stage sampling was performed in this study. The first step is to confirm that the 
company has indeed undergone organizational changes in 2020–2021. In total, 55 companies were identified as 
implementing changes, including layoffs and organization downsizing (39%), leader replacement (31%), workflow 
change (24%), and strategy change (6%). In the second stage, we sent 1400 questionnaires to the company using 
a stratified sampling method. A total of 604 questionnaires were collected. We removed substandard questionnaires 
by excluding missing data and used single imputation to confirm questionnaire completeness. Finally, 583 valid 
questionnaires were collected, and the response rate was 41.64%. These 583 employees came from 55 companies.

We collected demographic information on the respondent’s gender, age, marital status, education, position, and tenure at 
the company as well as the firm size and type of change experienced. A relatively equal distribution of male (n=325) and 
female (n=258) respondents was obtained. The average age of respondents was 37.9 years old; most were married (n=348, 
versus n=235 for single employees), and most were university-educated (n=334, versus n=2 for junior high school, n=92 for 
senior high school, and n=155 for graduate school). The average tenure of respondents was 13.8 years. The average firm had 
163.26 employees, and we collected two types of organizational change, 331 respondents came from companies undergoing 
mission and strategy changes, while 252 came from companies conducting undergoing structural changes.

In advance, this study adopts multiple data collection methods in order to reduce the risk of common method variance. 
The supervisors and subordinates must complete different sections of questionnaires at different sampling time periods to 
collect multilevel-data. First, supervisors will be asked to finish items about COL. After a month, the subordinates were 
asked to complete the questionnaires of change commitment, emotion regulation and group emotion contagion.

Respondent Evaluation
To assess respondents’ familiarity with the research topic, we included three questions on a five-point scale at the end of 
the questionnaire. The average composite rating is 4.03, indicating that the respondents understand this topic. In addition, 
the demographic survey of the respondents found that the average tenure was 13.8 years, indicating that the respondents 
have a certain degree of familiarity with the work content they are responsible for, especially when facing organizational 
changes. These results demonstrate that respondents are experienced and knowledgeable about the research topic, 
providing confidence in data quality and sample representativeness.

Measures: Group Level
COL. The questionnaire was adopted by Sirén et al.59 On the questionnaire, each vision statement was evaluated on 
a five-point scale assessing whether or not the theme was present in the statement. The scale based on 6 items, and 
sample items include the following: “Could you describe the mission/vision specifically.” The response options range 
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from 1 to 5 (1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree). Alpha reliabilities were 0.862 for vision content and 0.799 for 
vision delivery.

Group emotional contagion. The emotional contagion scale developed by Doherty60 includes the five basic emotions 
of love, happiness, anger, fear, and sadness and assesses an individual’s susceptibility to “catch” an emotion expressed by 
another person. It was ultimately developed into a 6-item version to test PGEC (two sub-dimensions, love and 
happiness). The response options range from 1 to 5 (1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha 
for PGEC was 0.931. Sample items include the following: “When someone smiles warmly at me, I smile back and feel 
warm inside.” We also used the emotional contagion scale (Doherty, 1997) to measure NGEC. The measure includes 9 
items that tap three dimensions: anger, fear and sadness. Sample item is “I feel tense when overhearing an angry quarrel.” 
The Cronbach’s alpha for NGEC was 0.916.

Measures: Individual Level
Individual Emotion Regulation
We adopted the emotion regulation questionnaire developed by Gross and John61 which comprises 10 items (six for the 
reappraisal factor and four for the suppression factor). Sample items include the following: “I control my emotions by 
changing the way I think about the situation I’m in” and “I control my emotions by not expressing them.” The response 
options range from 1 to 5 (1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree). Alpha reliabilities were 0.815 for reappraisal and 
0.829 for suppression.

Change Commitment
We measured the change commitment that is consistent with Fedor et al.62 This scale included four items and sample 
item is “I think this employee can do whatever he/she can to help this organizational change be successful.” Responses 
were collected with a Likert scale in which “1” was “strongly disagree” and “5” was “strongly agree”, and higher scores 
indicate an employee’s higher degree of change commitment.

Control Variables
Individual-level control variables included gender, age, marital status, education, tenure, and job position. Group-level 
control variable was firm size and type of organizational change. The type of organizational change divided into three 
types: strategic transformational change, structural change, and people-centric organizational change. Performing statis-
tical analysis in the form of dummy variables. These control variables are commonly used in studies of work attitudes.

Results
Firstly, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in AMOS to assess the discriminant validity. Second, SPSS 
was used to test the appropriateness of aggregation for the group-level variables, COL and group emotional contagion. 
Next, we also used SPSS to test the correlation and descriptive statistics of each variable. Furthermore, hierarchical linear 
modeling (HLM) was used to assess the relationships between variables to conduct hypothesis testing. Finally, we adopt 
Mplus to test a moderated mediation model.

Preliminary Analyses
Prior to testing the hypothesized model, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to assess the discriminant validity of 
the four constructs: COL, group emotional contagion, individual emotion regulation, and change commitment. The results 
show that the five-factor model provided a good fit for the data and a better fit than the alternative models (see Table 1). The 
model was thus fit with four factors loading separately (x2/df= 1.715, p<0.001, RMSEA= 0.035, GFI= 0.901).

Data Aggregation
We first tested the appropriateness of aggregation for the COL and group emotional contagion variables.11 In this study, 
group-mean centering was used, which the explanatory variable(s) are centered around the group mean. To test the 
within-group agreement and between-group agreement, we used the within-group indexes (rwg) to examine the 
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variables.63 The mean rwg values for COL, PGEC and NGEC were 0.95, 0.95 and 0.97, respectively. Both variables were 
thus highly consistent within groups. We also considered intra-class correlations (ICC1 and ICC2;64): ICC1 represents 
the variation within a group, while ICC2 shows the reliability at the group level.64 The ICC1 and ICC2 values for COL 
were 0.302 and 0.826, respectively. The corresponding values for PGEC were 0.612 and 0.946, and for NGEC were 
0.618 and 0.945. These indexes thus generally supported the appropriateness of aggregation.63

The group-level variables for COL, PGEC and NGEC were confirmed to be distinctive by examining the results of 
the measurement model via CFA. Thus, the subjective assessments of interdependence and group mechanisms accurately 
measured the extent of dependence of a group member on other members and interactions within the group, and the inter- 
rater agreement indices (ICCs and rwg) supported aggregation.

Correlation
Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 2, showing generally significant correlations between variables. At the 
individual level (level 1), emotion regulation and change commitment were significant related (γ=0.403, p<0.01). At the 
group level (level 2), there were significant relationships between COL and PGEC (γ=0.328, p<0.01); COL and NGEC 
(γ=−.112, p<0.05); and PGEC and NGEC (γ=−.455, p<0.01).

Table 1 Comparison of Potential Models

Model x2 (df) x2/df GFI AGFI NFI RMSEA RMR

1 factor 6945.40 (847) 8.200 0.452 0.390 0.669 0.111 0.092
2 factors 3389.08 (846) 4.006 0.762 0.734 0.784 0.072 0.064

3 factors 2784.55 (841) 3.311 0.799 0.774 0.767 0.063 0.065

4 factors 1852.41 (806) 2.298 0.825 0.811 0.806 0.058 0.053
5 factors 1366.86 (797) 1.715 0.901 0.882 0.993 0.035 0.035

Notes: N=583. 1 factor= all variables were combined into 1 factor; 2 factors=leadership, PGEC, NGEC, and IER were 
combined into 1 factor; 3 factors=leadership, PGEC and NGEC were combined into 1 factor; 4 factors=PGEC and NGEC 
were combined into 1 factor. 
Abbreviations: GFI, goodness-of-fit index; AGFI, adjusted goodness-of-fit index; NFI, normal fit index; RMSEA, root 
mean square error of approximation; RMR, root mean square residual.

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Individual-level Variables

Mean SD 1. 2. 3.

1. Age 37.9 9.64
2. Tenure 13.8 10.58 0.890**

3. Change commitment 3.55 0.77 0.203** 0.148**

4. Emotion regulation 3.73 0.59 0.002 −0.021 0.403**

Group-level Variables

Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Number of employees 163.26 7.51
2. Type of change 0.70 0.46 0.141**

3. CL 3.57 0.70 −0.037 −0.187**

4. PGEC 3.85 0.64 −0.047 −0.083 0.328**
5. NGEC 3.88 0.63 0.072 0.068 −0.112* −0.455**

Notes: *p<0.05; **p<0.01. 
Abbreviations: CL, Change-oriented leadership; PGEC, Positive group emotional contagion; NGEC, Negative 
group emotional contagion.
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Mediation Through Emotion Regulation
Due to the multilevel nature of the data, hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was used to assess the relationships between 
the group level and the individual level. HLM ensures the appropriateness of analysis when multiple levels of data are 
involved by maintaining the appropriate independence requirement for the predictor variables. The null model let us test 
the between-group variance by examining the level 2 residual variance of the intercept (τ00) and the ICC1 statistic.65 The 
results indicated that variation within change commitment was highly significant (τ00 =0.186, p<0.001), σ2=0.437. ICC1 
indicated that 30% of the variation came from within the group; in other words, 70% of the variation was between 
groups. The null model test supported the appropriateness of cross-level analysis.

Table 3 presents the results from the HLM analysis. The results of Model 1 showed that COL positively influenced 
change commitment (γ=0.329, p<0.01). Hence, Hypothesis 1 was supported. The Model 2 revealed that COL had 
a positive influence on individual emotion regulation (γ= 0.501, p< 0.01); The Model 3 results indicated that individual 
emotion regulation positively influenced change commitment (γ=0.484, p<0.01). To test Hypotheses 2, we follow Baron 
and Kenny66 recommended three conditions for confirming a mediating effect. The significant effects of COL on change 
commitment were insignificant when we added the emotion regulation to the model (see Model 4). Based on Shen et al.67 

PRODCLIN can be used to obtain more accurate confidence limits for the indirect effect. We confirmed that the 93% 
confidence interval of the indirect effect was significant after using PRODCLIN. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Moderation of PGEC and NGEC
We further checked Model 4 in Table 3, the change leadership*PGEC interaction was significantly related to emotion 
regulation (γ=0.152, p<0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 3a was supported. The whole meso-moderated model explained 23% of 
the variance in the outcome variable (R2=0.23). Therefore, the positive effect of change leadership on emotion regulation 
was higher when the level of PGEC was high and vice versa. Figure 2 illustrates this significant moderating effect. As 
shown in Figure 2, the effect of change leadership on emotion regulation was stronger when the level of PGEC was high.

Table 3 HLM Results

Variable Individual Emotion Regulation Change Commitment

Model 2 Model 4 Model 1 Model 3 Model 5

Level 1

Intercept 1.276* 0.223 −0.672 1.108* 0.068
Gender 0.001 −0.041 −0.025 −0.043 −0.009

Education −0.008 0.080 0.067 0.076 0.050

Age −0.000 0.020* 0.018* 0.023** 0.015
Marital Status −0.052 −0.128 −0.132 −0.119 −0.162

Tenure −0.005 −0.009 −0.009 −0.010 −0.007

Position 0.032 0.138* 0.161* 0.146* 0.173*
ER 0.208* 0.484** 0.213*

Level 2

Firm size 0.003 0.005 0.002 0.009 0.010

Type of change 0.072 0.080 0.153 −0.092 −0.114
CL 0.501*** 0.096 0.329** 0.106

PGEC 0.172* 0.141*

NGEC −0.315** −0.273**
CL*PGEC 0.152*

NGEC*ER −0.21**

CCM 1045.4765 1057.1661 693.4243 1048.4274 1059.4104

Notes: For Level 1, N=583; for Level 2, N=55. *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001. 
Abbreviations: ER, Emotion regulation; CL, Change-oriented leadership; PGEC, Positive group emotional con-
tagion; NGEC, Negative group emotional contagion; CCM, Covariance- components model.
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We then tested Hypothesis 4a, Model 5 showed that the change NGEC* emotion regulation interaction was 
significantly related to change commitment (γ=−.21*p<0.01). The whole meso-moderated model explained 49% of the 
variance in the outcome variable (R2=0.49). Therefore, the positive effect of emotion regulation on change commitment 
was lower when the level of NGEC was high and vice versa, supporting Hypothesis 4a. Figure 3 illustrates this 
significant moderating effect. As shown in Figure 3, the effect of change leadership on emotion regulation was weaker 
when the level of NGEC was high.

Moderated Mediation of PGEC and NGEC
Moderated mediation shows that the indirect effect varies with the different levels of the moderator.68 Based on the 
suggestions of scholars,68 we use Mplus to calculate the bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals for the indirect effects of 
change leadership on change commitment via individual emotion regulation at “high” and “low” values of positive and 
negative group emotional contagion (one standard deviation above and below the average). Table 4 shows comparisons of 
conditional indirect effect of COL in different values of moderators. For PGEC, the indirect effects of change leadership 
via emotion regulation on change commitment do not differ significantly when PGEC is at high versus low levels 
(indirect effect=0.01; p>0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 3b is not supported. For NGEC, the indirect effects of change leadership 
via emotion regulation on change commitment differ significantly when NGEC is at high versus low levels (indirect 
effect=0.17, p<0.05, 95% CI: 0.08–0.25). As such, Hypothesis 4b is fully supported.
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Discussion and Conclusion
This study explores the effects of group-level COL on individual-level change commitment, through the mediation of 
individual emotion regulation and moderation of group emotional contagion via a multilevel analysis. The results confirm 
that COL plays a substantial role in the enhancement of employees’ change commitment, which is consistent with the 
findings of.11,24,32 A COL, such as depicting a vision for the future with lucid details, can help guide employees as 
organizations undergo change. When employees perceive COL, they have a sense of belonging and identification that 
increases their willingness to be involved in the organization’s activities, pursue the organization’s goals, and remain with 
the organization.32,52 Communication is important to improve employees’ levels of commitment,54 and the methods used 
to communicate (deliver the vision) to employees can enhance their change commitment. This study’s results also show 
significant positive relationships between COL and change commitment.

The results also demonstrate the mediating effect of individual emotion regulation. According to Social Exchange 
Theory, the content and delivery of leaders’ visions can improve interactions between leaders and employees, and 
enhance employees’ feelings of responsibility and ambition. Meanwhile, employees will reappraise and reduce the 
perceived drawbacks of organizational change.30 Finally, when employees have higher levels of change commitment, 
leaders’ communication is reciprocated by employees.23

Additionally, the research findings support the argument that COL has a significant positive influence on 
change commitment, through the mediating effect of individual emotion regulation. When employees internalize 
a leader’s values, their motivational orientations shift from being self-interested to focusing on the visions and 
ambitions of their leader and organization. In other words, a leader engaging in COL influences the emotion 
regulation of his or her employees, which then increases their change commitment to the organization. Employees 
with strong emotion regulation have fewer conflicts with others, a greater ability to adjust to group settings, and 
are more likely to have higher levels of change commitment.

The results further indicate that NGEC moderates the relationship between emotion regulation and change commitment. 
When employees realize that they must adapt to the working environment, they tend to take the same attitude and action as 
their team members, which leads to team emotional contagion. Based on Emotions as Social Information Theory, team and 
contextual information will transmit norms, expectations and restrictions.38 As a result, employees are vulnerable to the 
emotions and attitudes of coworkers, especially negative emotions among team members.38 NGEC makes team members 
feel more helpless, frustrated, depressed, and more likely to suppress their true emotions.39 Therefore, during the turbulence 
and uncertainty of organizational change, when employees are immersed in NGEC, the negative effects on their emotion 
regulation and mental health are significant, and finally may weaken the change commitment.

This empirical research confirms that NGEC moderates the positive indirect effect of COL on change commitment 
through emotion regulation. In other words, when team members have negative emotions, they tend to have negative 
perspectives on COL, which reduces emotion regulation and work attitude. This will eventually lead to mistrust, 
resistance, inability to work and a reduction in change commitment.

The moderating effect of PGEC is significant. However, the moderated-mediating effect of PGEC is not significant. 
Theoretically, PGEC plays an important role in building team cooperation and team cohesion. However, when team 
members are faced with organizational change, the uncertainty and turbulence of the future still results in the 
accumulation of team members’ negative emotions. Particularly in Chinese society where a culture of collectivism has 

Table 4 Moderated Mediation Model

Moderator Conditional Indirect Effects LL 95% CI UL 95% CI

PGEC Low (−1SD) 0.00 −0.02 0.01
High (+1SD) 0.01 −0.04 0.05

NGEC Low (−1SD) 0.03 −0.02 0.07

High (+1SD) 0.17 0.08 0.25

Note: Bootstrap sample size: 5000. 
Abbreviations: LL, lower limit; UL, upper limit; CI, confidence interval.
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resulted in more significant NGEC in organizational change.69 As a result, the influence of PGEC may be diluted and as 
thus, cannot illustrate a moderating effect.

Finally, Emotions as Social Information Theory and Social Exchange Theory suggest that organizational and 
contextual factors must be considered.37,38 HLM was adopted as an analytical approach to measure employees’ 
behavioral and emotional dimensions toward leadership during change.27

Practical Implications
During the process of organizational change, the first step is allocating a change-oriented leader. The traits of COL are 
having a lucid vision and inspirational communication. Leaders should be clear about the where the company is heading 
and direct in leading colleagues and employees. In addition, leaders should understand how to motivate employees and 
instill pride in them for being part of the organization. To do this, leaders speak positively and encourage employees to 
realize that a changing environment means more opportunities. In practice, the priority of organizational change is to 
select a competent leader who possesses the characteristics of COL.

Employees’ emotion regulation will be positively influenced by COL, which ultimately enhances change commit-
ment. In other words, employees’ reappraisal ability and suppression ability will support them through the turbulence of 
organizational change. In terms of reappraisal ability, employees will change the way they think about the situation to 
control their emotions. In particular, when employees want to feel fewer negative emotions (such as sadness or anger) or 
feel more positive emotions (such as joy or amusement), they can achieve their goals by changing what they think about. 
In terms of suppression ability, when faced with the pressure of organizational change, employees will control their 
emotions by not expressing them. Therefore, in practice, leaders must understand the emotion regulation of employees 
and coach them appropriately.

This research’s ultimate goal is to discover how to best enhance employees’ change commitment during organiza-
tional change, so employees are willing to contribute as much as possible toward the success of organizational change. 
The process of organizational change needs the full support of employees, as well as assistance from employees to 
persuade others to support the change. If employees fully support their supervisors, the process of change will be 
smoother. Therefore, in practice, managers should think about how to enhance the change commitment of employees to 
implement the change successfully.

Finally, group emotional contagion is the critical moderator during organizational change and particularly, NGEC can 
cause significant harm to successful change. Supervisors and leaders should pay special attention to three factors of 
NGEC: fear, anger and sadness. In terms of fear, some employees are easily affected by other team members’ tense 
emotions and stress, which makes them feel nervous. In terms of anger, supervisors must consider how to reduce the 
occurrence of team members’ disputes or disagreements. Lastly, in terms of sadness, employees are particularly 
vulnerable to the influence of others’ crying and often also get teary-eyed. These depressing and sad circumstances 
can easily lead to NGEC. Supervisors should consider how to alleviate these negative situations.

In conclusion, inspirational visions are thought to elevate employees’ levels of commitment and willingness to make 
sacrifices for the organization. Therefore, leaders should use change-oriented styles to target emotions through group 
emotional contagion and individual emotion regulation. Leaders must be cautioned, however, that negative, as well as 
positive, emotions can be contagious among employees. To prevent this, leaders should develop a “glorious vision” of 
the future and share it using exceptional verbal and nonverbal communication skills. A change-oriented leader will have 
a lucid vision and use persuasive communication to transfer a positive, change-embracing attitude to others. This is 
especially relevant for organizations undergoing continuous change.

While an organization’s work atmosphere is invisible, it still plays an important role in employees’ feelings toward 
work and their commitment to the firm. This study suggests that leaders should foster a positive and harmonious work 
atmosphere for employees, while simultaneously attempting to reduce the negative working atmosphere. Doing so may 
increase employees’ willingness to put more effort into their work and raise their levels of change commitment.
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Limitations and Directions for Future Research
The limitations of this study point toward possible directions for future research. First, this study provides evidence that 
emotion-related variables (group emotional contagion and individual emotion regulation) play an important role in the 
success of COL. However, it is difficult to infer how relationships have developed and to assess employees’ perceptions 
when leaders use COL. To address this, longitudinal studies of the process by which COL influences employees’ 
emotions and perceptions should be conducted. Future research could seek to identify the different stages of the change 
process and the variables associated with each individual stage.

There are also limitations related to measurement. In particular, the unique characteristics of the sample may limit the 
generalizability of the findings. As organizational change is dynamic in nature, future research should examine the use of 
rhetoric to communicate a vision in COL and compare this across settings.

In addition, regarding the measurement of emotion regulation variables, this study proposed that emotion regulation is 
a uni-dimensional variable can be used to measure the relationship between it and other variables in theoretical 
framework. It is suggested that future research can divide emotional regulation into two sub-dimensions (expressive 
suppression and cognitive reappraisal) to clarify the different influences of these two sub-dimensions on other variables.

Furthermore, this research proposed the multilevel model for five critical variables. Another consideration of 
recommendations for future research is scholars can investigate the influence of other different variables (eg, contextual 
variable, antecedent and consequent) on this research model.

Finally, this research adopts quantitative research methods to test the multilevel model by using HLM. Future 
research can adopt other methodology (eg, qualitative methods, experiment survey, grounded theory, and discourse 
analysis) to further clarify the relationship among these variables.

Ethical Consideration
The questionnaires strictly followed the principle of informed consent, and the study was approved by Taiwan National Cheng 
Kung University Human Research Ethics Committee (NCKU HREC). This committee has been verified by the Ministry of 
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privacy and anonymity of participants were fully protected. Informed consent was inferred by return of a completed 
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