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maintain regular contact, while high levels of social astuteness can backfire,
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successful organizational change, even when leaders have limited interaction
time with their employees.
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Introduction

“As dealing with change becomes a regular activity, leading it becomes a skill to
hone, an internal capacity to master.” (Snell, 2015).

Understanding how to make organizational change work is vital for or-
ganizations, especially considering that around 60% of organizational changes
are estimated to fail (Beer & Nohria, 2000). At the heart of successful or-
ganizational change are an organization’s employees, especially the extent to
which employees are committed to the change. This commitment reflects the
extent to which employees are willing to embrace, engage with, and work
towards the successful implementation of changes within the organization
(Cunningham, 2006; Fugate, 2012; Khaw et al., 2023). Indeed, if employees
are not committed to the change, why would they put in effort to help the
organization make this change work? However, even when employees are
committed to the change, organizational change is often accompanied with
increased job ambiguity, meaning employees lack clarity regarding various
aspects of one’s job (Tubre & Collins, 2000). That is, organizational change is
often accompanied by a lack of clarity for employees in terms of what they
should do and will do, making it difficult for those employees to work ef-
fectively and efficiently (cf. Tubre & Collins, 2000). For the success of or-
ganizational change, it is thus vital to not only maximize employees’
commitment to the change, but also to minimize their job ambiguity.

Enter the role of leaders! Leaders play a pivotal role in guiding their teams
through organizational changes (Fugate, 2012) and navigating the change-
related challenges described above. The success of these changes largely
depends on the leaders’ ability to effectively manage and guide their teams
through the uncertainties of transition. Traditional studies have focused on the
impact of leadership styles (i.e., overarching categorizations of leaders’ be-
havioral patterns), providing insights that are valuable, yet often somewhat
nebulous and equivocal, and therefore challenging to directly implement in
real-world change management scenarios (Fischer & Sitkin, 2023; Knol et al.,
2024). This study aims to facilitate more straightforward translation to
practice by focusing on the use of political skills during times of organiza-
tional change. This focus on a more concrete aspect of leadership provides
leaders with practical and actionable tools.

Political skills—defined as “the ability to effectively understand others at
work, and to use such knowledge to influence others to act in ways that
enhance one’s personal and/or organizational objectives” (Ferris et al., 2005,
p. 127)—are essential for effective leadership to establish a shared vision,



1616 Group & Organization Management 49(6)

especially during transformative periods within organizations. These skills
involve the ability to effectively understand and influence others at work to
advance both personal and organizational objectives. Academics have argued
that leaders who are adept in using their political skills can navigate complex
changes smoothly, aligning team members with the evolving goals of the
organization (Ferris et al., 2007; Waggoner, 2020). By focusing on political
skills, we answer the call by Oreg and Berson (2019) to focus on more specific
aspects of leadership in studying organizational change, thereby generating
more concrete and hands-on suggestions for practice to successfully navigate
organizational change. In doing so, we demonstrate the relevance of political
skills by extending the Meta-Theoretical Framework of Political Skill (Ferris
et al., 2007) to the organizational change context, a crucial area that has been
previously underexplored despite its significant potential.

Our study assesses how leaders’ (use of their) political skills can facilitate change
commitment and reduce job ambiguity among their employees — two important
change-related outcomes. Moreover, as we realize that leaders have so much to deal
with during organizational change, they might very well not have as much time as
they would like to talk to their employees and set their minds at ease. Therefore, we
also explore how the frequency of leader-employee interactions—whether sporadic
or regular—affects these change-related outcomes. This gives us two key insights
that are crucial for leaders operating in times of organizational change: (1) We will
identify which specific political skills are most effective in boosting employees’
commitment to organizational change and in minimizing their job ambiguity; and
(2) We will learn which political skills retain their effectiveness even when leaders’
interaction time with their employees is constrained.

Which Political Skills do Leaders Need?

To facilitate successful organizational change, understanding which political
skills effectively enhance employee commitment while simultaneously reducing
job ambiguity is crucial. We argue that social astuteness is a key skill. Socially
astute leaders are “keen observers of their social environment, understanding not
only the intricacies of their surroundings, but also the motivations of themselves
and others” (Ferris et al., 2018, p. 491). They can understand the nuances of
employee reactions and adeptly manage perceptions. In doing so, they can
facilitate and maintain alignment with organizational goals, and enhance em-
ployee buy-in and support for new initiatives. Thereby, social astuteness can
foster a belief in, and an understanding of, the vision behind the change (cf.
Ferris et al., 2007; Waggoner, 2020). Another key skill is interpersonal in-
fluence, which encompasses persuading employees about the benefits of change,
addressing their concerns, and mitigating resistance. This influence ensures that
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the vision for change is not only understood but also embraced, facilitating
smoother transitions (Ferris et al., 2007; Lewis-Duarte & Bligh, 2012; Liu et al.,
2007; Waggoner, 2020). Networking ability complements these efforts by
ensuring that crucial information and support are accessible across all levels of
the organization. Leaders can form robust networks and leverage their con-
nections to reinforce the change narrative and keep employees informed and
engaged, which is vital for maintaining a cohesive and unified approach to the
change process (Waggoner, 2020). Finally, apparent sincerity contributes to
successful change as it builds and maintains trust. Whether truly sincere or not,
leaders who are perceived as sincere are more likely to be trusted by their teams,
reducing skepticism and enhancing the perceived integrity and legitimacy of the
change efforts (Ferris et al., 2007; Jones, 1990). This trust is essential during
times of change when uncertainties might otherwise lead to resistance. To sum
up, each of these political skills can positively impact employees’ change
commitment by making them believe in the change vision and understand how
to effectively work within the change context (Waggoner, 2020).

Moreover, these skills can help minimize job ambiguity by clearly com-
municating a vision that informs employees of what is expected of them and
what their role entails. They thus help employees understand their re-
sponsibilities within the transformed organization (cf. MacKenzie et al., 2001).
This clarity is crucial for operational effectiveness and employee satisfaction.
While a degree of ambiguity can foster flexibility and creativity during the initial
stages of change (Gioia et al., 2012), it becomes vital to solidify roles and
expectations as the transformation progresses to limit any negative impacts on
job performance (Tubre & Collins, 2000; Yun et al., 2007). Hence, the strategic
application of political skills can potentially enhance employee commitment and
reduce job ambiguity, thereby contributing to a more effective and smoother
organizational transition. For an overview of these political skills and examples
of their behavioral indicators and beneficial outcomes, see Table 1.

Strategic Interactions: Leading Change with Limited Time

In the complex and often fast-paced environments of organizational change,
leaders frequently face constraints on their time, which can limit their ability to
interact with their employees. Knowing which political skills work even when
interaction time with employees is constrained, can help leaders to spend their
limited time in an optimal manner. In other words, leaders need to know how
their political skills and the frequency of their interactions with their em-
ployees can work together to handle change effectively.

While each political skill plays a unique role in managing the social dy-
namics essential for successful change management, leaders may not need to
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demonstrate each skill consistently to be effective. For instance, leaders with
strong networking abilities can leverage their networks to quickly mobilize
resources, gain crucial support, and access timely information during times of
change (cf. Waggoner, 2020). By effectively leveraging their networks, leaders
can persuade employees of the change vision, potentially even with limited
leader-employee interaction. On the other hand, for social astuteness and ap-
parent sincerity to benefit change, leaders may need more interaction time with
their employees to better understand and address employee concerns and to
foster and maintain a sense of trustworthiness (cf. Ferris et al., 2007; Waggoner,
2020). Furthermore, regarding interpersonal influence we could argue that
a single act of effective persuasion can be impactful, but also that sustaining
influence may require ongoing interactions to reinforce leadership messages and
maintain alignment with organizational goals.

So, although we do not yet know the optimal balance of exposure to each
political skill for successful organizational change, it is reasonable to assume
that this balance could make a difference. Keeping the practical restraints in
mind, we deem the question of which political skills boost change com-
mitment and minimize job ambiguity even when interaction time with em-
ployees is limited to be not only a matter of strategic leadership but also of
practical necessity. Strategically leveraging these skills based on their optimal
“dosage” could lead to more effective change management, ultimately
supporting the organization’s stability and growth during potentially dis-
ruptive periods. We conducted a field study testing these expectations and
determining the optimal timing of political skill deployment during times of
change, as we explain in the following section.

Method

We recruited employees and their supervisors from a Dutch government
agency that oversees helping citizens find a job. This agency was undergoing
amajor workplace change during which employees would be required to work
more independently. That is, the organization introduced self-directed teams,
which required the development of new skills and an increasing number of
responsibilities that were delegated to the self-directed teams. In general, this
agency was undergoing major changes in operational structure and employee
job responsibilities, similar in scope and content to prevalent changes in non-
governmental organizations and businesses.

Employees and their supervisors completed a survey at the time of an-
nouncing the change (T1) and employees completed another survey three
months later (T2). From the 1727 invited employees, 850 employees completed
the first survey, and 693 employees completed the second survey. Moreover, 123
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from the 126 supervisors completed the survey. As compared to the average
company tenure of the Dutch labor force, our sample had worked for about 5-6
years more for their current company. However, it should be noted that higher-
than-average company tenure is normal within Dutch government agencies,
likely due to the relatively favorable employment conditions (CBS, 2018). As
higher tenure tends to go hand in hand with higher age, it comes as no surprise
that, compared to the Dutch labor force, employees in our sample were, on
average, about two years older. Similarly, our sample of supervisors was about
five years older and relatively highly educated as compared to the Dutch labor
force. This could be explained by the extensive experience and advanced skills
required for supervisory roles, as well as the higher education levels necessary
for effective leadership and decision-making.

We included validated and reliable measures for all four leader-rated
political skills (T1; Ferris et al., 2005), employee-rated change commit-
ment (T2; Klein et al., 2014), employee-rated job ambiguity (T2; Van
Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994), and a single item for employee-rated fre-
quency of contact with leader (T1). See Appendix 1 for an elaborate method
section. See Table 2 for sample descriptives.

Results

Our statistical analyses revealed important differences around how leaders can
best deploy each of the four political skills to help maximize their employees’

Table 2. Sample Descriptives.

Demographics Mean (SD) Percentage
Employees
Age 44.32 (10.03)
Tenure 13.93 (9.00)
Gender — female 70.90
Gender — male 29.10
Education — non-university degree 22.00
Education — university degree 78.00
Supervisors
Age 47.32 (8.99)
Tenure 18.65 (9.14)
Number of subordinates 16.50 (5.79)
Gender — female 61.10
Gender — male 38.90
Education — non-university degree 11.20

Education — university degree 88.80



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/10596011241278028

1624 Group & Organization Management 49(6)

commitment to organizational change and minimize their job ambiguity. The
most straightforward results emerged for interpersonal influence and net-
working ability. That is, employees of leaders who were stronger in in-
terpersonal influence and networking ability were more committed to
organizational change and experienced their jobs as less ambiguous. For the
effectiveness of these two political skills, it did not matter how often leaders
interacted with their employees; the stronger leaders were in these skills, the
more positive the results for their employees.

The results were a bit more complicated for apparent sincerity, in that it
was effective at maximizing change commitment and minimizing job am-
biguity, but only at certain frequencies of leader contact. Specifically, we
found that somewhat infrequent contact — at least once per month — was
sufficient for leaders’ apparent sincerity to make employees more committed
to the organizational change. However, apparent sincerity was only effective
at reducing job ambiguity when leaders were in very frequent contact with
their employees (i.e., multiple times per day).

Finally, the most surprising results emerged conceming a leader’s social
astuteness. It was not the frequency of contact, but rather the leader’s level of
social astuteness that determined whether or not it was helpful for employees.
Specifically, we found that being socially astute helped employees up to
a certain point, making them more committed to change and less confused about
their job. However, when a leader’s social astuteness became too high, it made
employees /ess committed to change and even more confused about their jobs.
Specifically, we found that the tipping point lies at a mean value of 5.32 on a 7-
point scale; in practical terms this means that for leaders who overall agreed with
the social astuteness statements, their levels of social astuteness backfired. We
discuss this unanticipated result below. See Figures 1 and 2 for a visual rep-
resentation of our results and see Appendix 1 for a full explanation of our results.

Political Skill Effects on Change-related Outcomes

Lower levels of skill ~ Higher levels of skill

Networking Ability
Social Astuteness
Interpersonal Influence
Apparent Sincerity®
Note: Blue = desired effects; red = undesired effects; grey = no effects. It should be noted that
while networking ability and interpersonal influence are always beneficial, their desired
effects become stronger at higher levels of proficiency in these skills.
*While the main effect of apparent sincerity is not directly related to our change-related
outcomes, it can be beneficial under the right circumstances, please see Figure 2 below.

Figure |. Visual Representation of Main Results.
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Change Commitment

At least once At least once  Multiple At least once  Multiple
per month per week times per per day times per
week da
Sincerity
Job Ambiguity
At least once At least once  Multiple At least once  Multiple
per month per week times per per day times per

week da
Apparent
Sincerity

Figure 2. In-depth visual representation of frequency of contact modifying
apparent sincerity results. Note: The darker the shade of blue, the stronger the desired
effects; grey = no effects. The frequency indicators refer to the frequency of
interactions between leaders and subordinates.

Discussion

Indeed, we found that interpersonal influence and networking ability are not
only helpful at raising employee change commitment and reducing their job
ambiguity, but they are beneficial regardless of how often leaders interact with
their employees. A leader’s apparent sincerity, on the other hand, is only
helpful when in regular contact with their employees. Finally, we found mixed
results for leader social astuteness, in that it was generally helpful for change
management, but when the leader was too socially astute—regardless of how
often they interacted with their employees—it actually decreased change
commitment and increased employee job ambiguity. Altogether, our results
confirmed the importance of political skills for organizational change lead-
ership and underscore the importance of extending the Meta-Theoretical
Framework of Political Skill (Ferris et al., 2007) to the organizational
change context. Specifically, the insights obtained from this study highlight
the nuanced ways in which political skills operate within the context of
organizational change, offering valuable implications for leadership de-
velopment and change management strategies.

Among these findings, the results regarding social astuteness are partic-
ularly intriguing and warrant further exploration. The idea that particularly
high levels of leader social astuteness could be detrimental to employees
during periods of organizational change at first seems surprising. However, it
is plausible that leaders who are especially skilled at taking the perspective of
their employees and subsequently empathizing with them may be more likely
to inadvertently validate those employees’ fears and concerns. That is, leaders
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who deeply understand and consider employee worries regarding change
might unknowingly reinforce those worries, perhaps by over-sympathizing
with employees rather than redirecting employee attention to, and resolving
their concerns about, the change. It is also plausible that particularly socially
astute and empathetic managers could absorb some of those concerns and
worries themselves. That is, highly socially astute leaders may become emo-
tionally exhausted by exposure to their employees’ worries, hindering efforts to
motivate and support their employees (cf. Barsade, 2002). Collectively this
suggests that socially astute leaders should exercise caution as they consider
employee issues during organizational change, taking care to emphasize
problem resolution alongside empathy. Based on the above assumptions, future
research should examine the potential mediating role active perspective taking
(i.e., an effortful and intentional process in which leaders attempts to understand
the thoughts, feelings, and motives of their employees; Parker et al., 2008),
positive attributions (i.e., engaging in active perspective-taking helps leaders
form attributions about their employees by imagining how they would feel,
think, or act in the same situation, thus enabling leaders to better understand and
validate their employees’ concerns regarding the change; Davis et al., 1996),
and emotional exhaustion (i.e., a state of emotional and physical depletion as
experienced by the leader; Maslach, 1982) might play in explaining why
particularly high levels of leader social astuteness might be detrimental in
predicting employees’ levels of change commitment and job ambiguity.
Given that periods of organizational change are generally volatile and
demanding for leaders, it is helpful to know for practitioners that even when
leaders have limited time to spend with followers, their interpersonal influence
and networking abilities can nonetheless help employees cope with change.
Our results suggest that these two political skills are the most universally
helpful for change management, and their lack of dependence upon frequent
employee contact may make them the most efficient to implement. As such,
leader training might specifically prioritize these two political skills for
maximum impact on change management (see also Table 1 for examples of
behaviors leaders could engage in to boost their interpersonal influence and
networking abilities). Apparent sincerity is more difficult to develop through
training programs, but our results highlight its importance as well. Even truly
honest leaders could feasibly be doubted by stressed and uncertain employees
during exhausting periods of organizational change; hence, it is essential that
leaders present themselves without inadvertently raising employee concerns
of ulterior motives or dishonesty. Our findings suggest that regular contact,
featuring sincere communication, between leaders and employees during
organizational change is highly effective in helping employees cope during
tumultuous times (see also Table 1 for examples of behaviors leaders could
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engage in to boost their apparent sincerity). Future research might examine
whether a few longer, deeper interactions might replace the relatively frequent
contact that our research determined was necessary for apparent sincerity’s
effectiveness. Relatedly, future research should delve deeper into the medium
of interaction, whether face-to-face or through digital channels such as email,
videoconferencing, or text messages. According to Media Richness Theory
(Daft & Lengel, 1986), richer media channels like face-to-face communi-
cation and videoconferencing tend to have stronger effects on relationships
and communication effectiveness. Given the increasing prevalence of digital
interactions in the workplace, it is crucial to understand how these digital
employee-leader interactions influence the dynamics of political skills and
leadership communication.

Change commitment and job ambiguity collectively represent not only
employees’ capacity to work effectively toward change implementation, but
also their mental state regarding the change. That is, employees who buy in
to organizational change and clearly see their own role within it are more
likely to cope productively with the change, reducing their stress and in-
creasing their well-being (Ning & Jing, 2012). Since the dimensions of
leader political skill help employees in different ways, the results of this
research inform leaders as to the optimal patterns and ‘dosages’ for the
greatest employee benefits. Similarly, organizations are advised to imple-
ment leader training of political skills in accordance with the advice outlined
above.
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