
JOURNAL OF MANAGERIAL ISSUES Vol. XX Number 4 Winter 2008

(425)

JOURNAL OF MANAGERIAL ISSUES

Vol. XX Number 4 Winter 2008: 425-443

Employee Alignment with Strategic Change:

A Study of Strategy-supportive Behavior among

Blue-collar Employees

Mark A. Gagnon
Director of Business Development

Bay Tree Technologies

Karen J. Jansen
Assistant Professor of Management

University of Virginia

Judd H. Michael
Associate Professor of Sustainable Enterprises

The Pennsylvania State University

It may not be surprising that poor
organizational strategies often fail,
but research in strategy implementa-
tion demonstrates that even good
strategies fail during implementation
(Bonoma, 1984; Huff and Reger,
1987; Wooldridge and Floyd, 1989).
Failure of a new strategy or a strategic
innovation is often due to the inabil-
ity or resistance of individual employ-
ees to commit to a strategy and adopt
the necessary behaviors for accom-
plishment of strategic objectives (e.g.,
Heracleous and Barrett, 2001). Fail-
ures in this process of strategic com-
mitment lead to strategic misalign-
ment, or individuals failing to engage
in behavior that supports the organi-
zation’s strategic goals (Boswell and

Boudreau, 2001). Because strategy
implementation is predominantly
goal-directed (Barney, 1998) and tel-
eological in nature (Van de Ven and
Poole, 1995), strategic misalignment
reflects the absence of goal-directed
behavior.

The problem of strategic misalign-
ment has a considerable history in the
management discipline and has been
described under numerous labels
such as the problem of achieving co-
ordinated action, goal incongruence
and non-alignment (Barnard, 1938;
Boswell et al., 2006; Labovitz and Ro-
sansky, 1997; March and Simon,
1958). This body of research has pro-
vided considerable insight into the
challenges that impede collective
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alignment with strategies. However,
little is understood about the mech-
anisms by which individuals come to
be aligned with strategies.

The purpose of this study is to un-
derstand the antecedents of align-
ment by examining the role an indi-
vidual’s strategic knowledge and
commitment play in subsequent en-
gagement in strategy-supportive be-
havior. Strategic knowledge repre-
sents an individual’s global
understanding of a strategy being
pursued by his or her organization;
individuals who agree with statements
such as ‘‘I understand what strategy
X is all about’’ are demonstrating
strategic knowledge as we define it.
We propose that strategic knowledge
and several individual characteristics
influence strategic commitment,
which we define as an individual’s
willingness to support a strategy.
Three questions guided our research:
(1) how does individual knowledge of
the organization’s strategy influence
commitment to the strategy, (2) what
additional antecedents contribute to
strategic commitment, and (3) does
strategic commitment predict strat-
egy-supportive behavior? For this re-
search we adopt a definition of strat-
egy that reflects what many multi-unit
manufacturing firms would call an
operating strategy. For example, this
definition would include strategic in-
itiatives that are somewhat narrow in
scope and yet help to guide the op-
erating units within an organization.

We believe our research contrib-
utes to management scholarship in
several ways. First, we explore a sub-
component of generalized commit-
ment, namely commitment to a par-
ticular strategic initiative (cf. Jansen,
2004; Neubert and Cady, 2001). Such
a focus seems especially relevant to-
day, given the increasingly short-term

bonds between individuals and or-
ganizations (Rousseau, 1997). Sec-
ond, the framework proposed broad-
ens the strategic perspective to
include individual actors rather than
focus on the organizational level and
associated outcomes. Similar strategy-
individual linkages have led to break-
throughs in strategic human resource
management (Barney and Wright,
1998; Schuler and Jackson, 1987;
Wright and Snell, 1998) and the up-
per echelons perspective (Finkelstein
and Hambrick, 1996; Hambrick and
Mason, 1984). Third, we test the the-
ory in a lean transformation setting,
providing greater contextual insight
into how commitment to a strategy
may be facilitated and its ability to
predict strategy-specific behavior. We
chose to study an organization that
was adopting a strategy built on lean
manufacturing in large part because
a successful lean strategy necessitates
both understanding and involvement
from production employees (e.g.,
Mehta and Shah, 2005). Finally, re-
sults provide important managerial
implications regarding design, train-
ing and communication issues asso-
ciated with strategic change proc-
esses.

Achieving Strategic Alignment

Individuals are strategically aligned
when their behaviors correspond
with their organization’s strategy. For
example, an organization may re-
quire its members to support an in-
tensive customer service strategy by
engaging in what we term ‘‘strategic
supportive behaviors.’’ In this in-
stance, an employee who is strategi-
cally aligned will engage in behaviors
that proactively reach out to custom-
ers (e.g., courtesy calling, promptly
responding to requests, detecting/
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preventing future problems). Similar
to management by objective
(Drucker, 1954), strategic alignment
requires individuals within an organ-
ization to behave in a contributory
manner in order to support the stra-
tegic goals of the organization.

The term strategic alignment has
recently been used to describe indi-
vidual strategic contributory behavior
in both academic (e.g., Wooldridge
and Floyd, 1989; Boswell and Boud-
reau, 2001) and practitioner (Labov-
itz and Rosansky, 1997) contexts.
However, the problem of individuals
being misaligned with organizational
strategies (i.e., not behaving to sup-
port a strategy or objective) has an ex-
tensive history in management sci-
ence. Barnard (1938) highlighted the
need for organizational member con-
tribution to higher-order organiza-
tional goals. In their classic text Or-
ganizations, March and Simon (1958)
discuss the need for employees to
contribute to the goals of the firm.
Drucker (1954) augmented these
works by developing management by
objective. Management by objective
established a hierarchy of objectives
for employees within an organization
with the ultimate purpose being the
strategic goals of the organization.
The balanced scorecard approach
(Kaplan and Norton, 1992) is per-
haps the most recent conceptualiza-
tion of management by objective and
involves more metrics. A common
theme to all these approaches is the
need for employees to behaviorally
contribute in order to support organ-
izational strategies. Overall, these
works highlight the challenge of en-
suring that employees engage in stra-
tegically supportive behaviors.

Commitment within Organizations

Commitment research provides in-
sight into the challenge of aligning
people with organizational strategies.
The commitment literature offers an
extensive inventory of studies that
demonstrate relationships between
organizational commitment, work at-
titudes and behavioral outcomes
(Meyer et al., 2002). Mowday, Porter
and Steers (1982) define organiza-
tional commitment as an individual’s
attachment and willingness to sup-
port his or her organization. Al-
though the concept of organizational
commitment has demonstrated its
utility for explaining organizational
phenomena, several researchers have
unpacked the concept of commit-
ment to include additional dimen-
sions such as intensity and focus.

O’Reilly and Chatman (1986) drew
upon Kelman’s (1958) work to ex-
plain the varying levels of commit-
ment intensity within individuals.
Becker and colleagues advanced the
argument by asserting that unpacking
commitment involves two major di-
mensions, the basis of commitment
and the foci of commitment. Basis
represented the individual intensity
of affiliation and foci represented the
object to which individuals commit
(Becker, 1992; Becker and Billings,
1993). Our review is limited to foci of
commitment since our work focuses
on application of the commitment to
organizational strategy. However, we
see a need for future research that in-
vestigates the intensity to which indi-
viduals commit to various objects.

Several authors have argued that
individuals within an organizational
context suffer from competing com-
mitments, which has implications for
overall organizational commitment



428 EMPLOYEE ALIGNMENT WITH STRATEGIC CHANGE

JOURNAL OF MANAGERIAL ISSUES Vol. XX Number 4 Winter 2008

(Becker, 1992; Reichers, 1985). For
example, if organizational commit-
ment is a multifaceted phenomena,
then facets (e.g., peer group commit-
ment, role commitment) that com-
pose organizational commitment
could interact in certain ways to alter
overall organizational commitment
depending on certain contexts. A
considerable number of commitment
types based on varying foci have been
identified in the organizational liter-
ature (Becker and Billings, 1993;
Bridges and Harrison, 2003; Neubert
and Cady, 2001; Reichers, 1985).

Exploring more specific forms of
commitment such as goal and pro-
gram commitment provides addi-
tional understanding into the prob-
lem of strategic misalignment. Locke,
Latham and Erez (1988) defined goal
commitment as an individual’s at-
tachment and determination to reach
a goal. Goal commitment research in
organizations has been conducted
primarily on work group and unit
level goals (Locke and Latham,
1990). Goal commitment has been
identified as a necessary component
of goal achievement (Locke et al.,
1988), which presumes goal suppor-
tive behavior. Since strategy is pri-
marily goal directed, it is likely that
the concept of goal commitment can
be extended to encompass strategic
goals.

A concept similar to goal commit-
ment is program commitment. Pro-
gram commitment is an individual’s
attachment to an organizational pro-
gram (Neubert and Cady, 2001). Pro-
gram commitment is focused on the
specific scope for an organizational
program that may, or may not, be
strategic in nature. For example, a
program could be non-strategic such
as a ‘‘keep your work area clean’’ pro-
gram or strategic such as meeting ISO

9000 quality standards. Program com-
mitment has been linked to program
supportive behavior and attitudes
(Neubert and Cady, 2001). Drawing
from the logics of goal and program
commitment, one can argue that the
focus of commitment can be applied
to an organizational strategy.

Wooldridge and Floyd (1989) and
Noble and Mokwa (1999) have intro-
duced the concept of strategic com-
mitment. Wooldridge and Floyd
(1989) mention the need for man-
agers to be strategically committed,
but go no further than highlighting
the need for strategic commitment.
Noble and Mokwa (1999) operation-
alized the concept of strategic com-
mitment by examining middle man-
agers’ commitment to a marketing
strategy and found that managers’
self-reported commitment to their or-
ganization’s marketing strategies was
correlated with role performance.
Noble and Mokwa’s (1999) work is in-
deed helpful, as it appears to be the
first work to empirically examine em-
ployee commitment to a strategy and
associated outcomes. In summary,
the studies above reveal opportuni-
ties to focus the concept of commit-
ment on strategic phenomena and
evaluate the impact of potential an-
tecedents and outcomes in additional
contexts.

Knowledge within Organizations

Numerous definitions have been
offered for conceptualizing knowl-
edge within an organizational con-
text. However, a widely agreed upon
understanding of knowledge within
organizational settings is problematic
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). The
challenge is exacerbated when one
seeks to define individual knowledge
of organizational strategy. We have
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chosen to view strategic knowledge as
individuals’ global understanding of
their organization’s strategy. Our
knowledge definition contains both
explicit and tacit aspects. The explicit
aspect of strategic knowledge is cer-
tain facts that are easily transferable
to organizational members (Polanyi,
1967). Examples of explicit strategic
knowledge include production tar-
gets and documented work procedu-
res. The tacit aspect of knowledge re-
quires the individual to personalize
knowledge (Polanyi, 1967), meaning
that individuals form their own link-
ages based on what they know and
have experienced. Tacit knowledge is
described as being difficult to explain
or separate from context (Nonaka
and Takeuchi, 1995; Polanyi, 1967)
and plays a key role in decision-mak-
ing processes in top management
teams (Brockman and Anthony,
1998). Both these aspects of strategic
knowledge allow individuals to make
sense of their social context and
frame their behavior to interact with
the environment.

Generally, the strategic implemen-
tation process requires establishing a
common body of strategic knowl-
edge. This has been termed by some
as sensemaking (Weick, 1995), sen-
segiving (Gioia and Chittipeddi,
1991) and line-of-sight (Boswell and
Boudreau, 2001). We argue that stra-
tegic knowledge is a necessary pre-
condition for effectively committing
to the organization’s strategic goals.
Individuals must possess a global un-
derstanding of their organization’s
strategy that is similar to those who
created the strategy. An organization
high in aggregate individual strategic
knowledge will have a shared inter-
pretation among its members as to
the nature of the strategy, its goals,

and how each member can contrib-
ute to accomplishing the goals.

Labovitz and Rosansky (1997) and
Wooldridge and Floyd (1989) appear
to be the first to mention the role of
strategic knowledge for supporting
employee strategic alignment. Labov-
itz and Rosansky (1997) offer a series
of practitioner accounts of how firms
such as Fed-Ex have achieved strate-
gic alignment with employees and
have reaped the rewards of high per-
formance. Wooldridge and Floyd
(1989) argue that the role of the
manager is to facilitate strategic un-
derstanding in order to help rein-
force employee commitment. Fur-
ther, they extend the idea that
strategic knowledge needs to be ex-
plored at lower levels within the or-
ganization. However, neither of these
works empirically examines how in-
dividual strategic knowledge contrib-
utes to strategic alignment within or-
ganizations.

More recently, Boswell and Boud-
reau (2001) introduced the concept
of line-of-sight, a combination of em-
ployees’ strategic understanding and
knowing how to behaviorally contrib-
ute to their organization’s strategy. In
a hospital setting with clerical work-
ers, they found that individual knowl-
edge of the organization’s strategy
was related to strategically congruent
behavior (i.e., behaviors supportive
of the strategy). Another recent ex-
ploratory study in a health mainte-
nance organization examined the
role of a communication program for
developing individual knowledge of
strategic goals (Enriquez et al., 2001).
The study found a relationship be-
tween high personal involvement in
achieving strategic goals and high
knowledge of the organization’s
goals. In addition, respondents dem-
onstrated better strategic knowledge
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after a strategic goal communication
program. However, this work did not
examine subsequent employee atti-
tudes and behavior. Finally, Pappas
and colleagues (2004) studied mid-
dle-manager strategic knowledge and
social network characteristics. They
found that both middle-manager stra-
tegic knowledge and network posi-
tion characteristics were important
factors determining strategically con-
gruent behavior (e.g., championing,
facilitating, synthesizing and imple-
menting).

A Commitment-based Framework
for Strategic Alignment

Combined, the studies reviewed in-
dicate that further evaluation of the
concept of commitment to organiza-
tional strategy is likely to provide new
insight. Initial evidence suggests that
strategic commitment can be devel-
oped within organizations and has
the potential to contribute to strate-
gic alignment. In our study, we ex-
amine the popular initiative of trans-
forming to lean manufacturing. In
addition, we build on past commit-
ment research by further exploring
the process by which knowledge of a
strategy influences commitment to
the strategy. Our proposed model is
illustrated in Figure I and explicated
in greater detail below.

Strategic Knowledge → Strategic
Commitment

Strategic knowledge works as the
raw material for individuals’ judg-
ments about their organization’s
strategy. Cognitive theory indicates
that knowledge serves as the medium
for the formation and maintenance
of schemas. Schemas are cognitive
structures that individuals create and

use to make order of the world. In-
creased knowledge helps make sche-
mas more content rich (Fiske and
Taylor, 1991; Lord and Foti, 1986).
The more knowledge individuals pos-
sess about a strategy the better the
quality of their schemas about the
strategy.

This is especially the case with a
lean manufacturing initiative, which
mandates that employees have a clear
understanding of its benefits and
core principles, are empowered with
more decision-making abilities, and
are engaged in cross-training (Mehta
and Shah, 2005; Womack and Jones,
1996). We refer to this type of strate-
gic knowledge as requisite knowl-
edge, where employees have access to
the widest variety of strategy-suppor-
tive information relevant to the initia-
tive (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).
There are several types of strategic in-
itiatives that require such requisite
knowledge, including six sigma, total
quality management, and balanced
scorecard (e.g., Buch and Tolentino,
2006; Choo et al., 2007; Kaplan and
Norton, 1992).

We recognize that not all knowl-
edge gained about a strategy will uni-
laterally lead to commitment. In fact,
there are likely to be circumstances
where increased knowledge about a
strategic initiative leads to a decrease
in commitment, such as when that
knowledge is perceived to have neg-
ative implications for the company or
its employees. We therefore bound
our prediction about the relationship
with knowledge and commitment to
requisite knowledge, such as that de-
scribed above. Thus, knowledge be-
comes the means by which individu-
als gain a greater understanding of
the strategic initiative. We therefore
predict that individuals who possess
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more strategic knowledge are more
likely to commit to a strategy.

Hypothesis 1: Requisite knowledge about a
strategic change initiative will positively pre-
dict strategic commitment.

In keeping with the more tradi-
tional commitment literature, we ex-
pect that certain individual character-
istics will influence the likelihood of
becoming committed to a particular
strategic initiative. After reviewing re-
cent research on commitment and
strategic change, we focus on three
such antecedents in the present
study: openness to experience, per-
ceived organizational trust, and or-

ganizational tenure. First, individual
openness to experience is argued to
be positively related to strategic com-
mitment. Individuals who are open to
experience tend to be broadminded,
curious, learning-oriented and will-
ing to face new challenges (Barrick
and Mount, 1991). Lepine, Colquitt
and Erez (2000) found that individ-
uals who were open to experience
were better able to deal with chang-
ing rules in a decision-making simu-
lation. Therefore, we argue that in-
dividuals high in openness to
experience will be better able to com-
mit to a strategic change since most

Figure I  

A Model of Strategic Commitment Predicting Strategically-aligned Behavior 
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strategies involve setting new objec-
tives and learning new means to ac-
complish the objectives.

Hypothesis 2a: Openness to experience will
be positively related to strategic commit-
ment.

Employee trust in their leaders and
organizations has been shown to have
a positive relationship with organiza-
tional commitment and desired work
attitudes (Dirks and Ferrin, 2001;
Costigan et al., 1998). Trust is defined
as an individual’s willingness to be
vulnerable to another in exchange
for a mutually beneficial outcome
(Dirks and Ferrin, 2002). Trust has
the ability to increase over time as a
result of past successful trust-based in-
vestments. If employees have experi-
enced success with past strategic ini-
tiatives, it has likely facilitated higher
trust in the leaders responsible for
those initiatives. Subsequently, new
initiatives are likely to garner com-
mitment due to those prior experi-
ences.

The importance of trust would
seem to be especially relevant for
hourly employees faced with a new
strategy. Blue-collar workers are
known to be different from white col-
lar employees on a number of facets
(e.g., Tierney and Farmer, 2002), not
the least of which is their education
level related to business topics.
Whereas white-collar professionals
may have had education or training
that allows them to use their own
judgment with regards to a strategic
initiative, blue-collar workers in a typ-
ical manufacturing environment are
likely to have had neither. These per-
sons have a more limited set of infor-
mation sources upon which to rely
when forming their attitudes about a
given strategy. Therefore, trust in the
organization’s leaders becomes a

proxy for supporting the strategic in-
itiative and building commitment.

Hypothesis 2b: Perceived organizational
trust will be positively related to strategic
commitment.

Tenure represents a structural as-
pect of individuals’ involvement with
their organization, capturing the de-
gree of embeddedness an individual
has within an organization’s struc-
ture. Mitchell and colleagues (2001)
found that individual embeddedness
within an organization was positively
related to organizational commit-
ment. However, strategic commit-
ment differs from organizational
commitment in that it has more to do
with supporting change. Highly ten-
ured individuals are likely to embody
the very rituals and routines that help
define the structure of the organiza-
tion. We argue this to be especially
true given a union context where ad-
ditional incentives are provided to
tenured employees. As a result, we
propose that organizational tenure
will be negatively related to strategic
commitment since individuals who
have been in the organization longer
are likely to be more committed to
the status quo.

Hypothesis 2c: Organizational tenure will
be negatively related to strategic commit-
ment.

Strategic Commitment → Strategic
Alignment

As mentioned earlier, several stud-
ies within the organizational commit-
ment literature have demonstrated
associated behavioral outcomes with
commitment (Meyer et al., 2002;
Mowday et al., 1982). Following the
same logic used with other commit-
ment-behavior relationships, we pre-
dict that individuals who are commit-
ted to a strategy will be more likely to
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behave in a strategically supportive
manner (i.e., have alignment with the
lean strategy).

The theoretical underpinnings of
the relationship between commit-
ment and commitment-congruent
behavior are likely to be a combina-
tion of affect and cognition. Affective
events theory (Weiss and Cropan-
zano, 1996) provides support for the
emotive linkages between commit-
ment and commitment-congruent
behavior. Affective events theory as-
serts that a precipitating work event
will trigger emotional and cognitive
processing within individuals; this
processing is termed an affective re-
action. The individual’s affective re-
action is an induced state (usually
viewed as positive or negative) that
acts to frame attitudes and behavior.
We theorize that during a strategic
change, individual affective reactions
influence strategic commitment,
which ultimately impacts individual
engagement in strategy-supportive
behaviors.

Examining the cognitive aspect of
the relationship between commit-
ment and commitment-congruent
behavior, cognitive consistency the-
ory indicates that individuals will re-
inforce their existing beliefs with con-
gruent behavior (Fiske and Taylor,
1991). A specific example is that of
cognitive dissonance theory. Cogni-
tive dissonance theory asserts that in-
dividuals will behave in a manner that
supports their attitudes and beliefs to
avoid the dissonance (negative stim-
ulation) that is caused by an inconsis-
tency between opposed beliefs and
behavior (Festinger, 1957). There-
fore, both affective and cognitive the-
ories suggest that individuals who
commit to a strategy are likely to be
predisposed to behaviorally support
their commitment. We thus opera-

tionalize an individual’s alignment by
measuring the degree to which their
behavior supports the lean strategy.

Hypothesis 3: Strategic commitment will be
positively related to engagement in strategy-
supportive behavior.

METHODS

Sample and Organizational Context

Longitudinal survey data were col-
lected at two points in time approxi-
mately one year apart from produc-
tion employees in three plants of a
manufacturing organization in the
mid-Atlantic region of the United
States. The organization was a rela-
tively large, unionized manufacturer
of semi-custom kitchen cabinets. Two
of the manufacturing facilities were
located in a rural industrial park,
while the other was located several
hours away at the outskirts of a large
urban area. The operations were
structured such that the primary raw
material (e.g., rough lumber) would
receive primary processing in one
plant, which would then transfer the
semi-finished goods for further proc-
essing, finishing, and assembly at the
other locations.

The organization chosen was ideal
for evaluating employee knowledge
and commitment to an organiza-
tional strategy since the manufac-
turer had recently begun the imple-
mentation of an organizational-wide
lean manufacturing strategy. Lean
manufacturing is a strategy requiring
significant employee involvement to
change from traditional mass manu-
facturing to just-in-time manufactur-
ing, and requires employees to adopt
a series of lean-congruent behaviors.
Specifically, employees must change
their behavior and thinking to suc-
cessfully contribute to a lean system.
Examples of lean-congruent behav-
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iors are reducing waste at worksta-
tions and taking proactive actions to
improve quality and workflow (Allen
et al., 2001; Hunter et al., 2004; Ohno,
1988; Womack and Jones, 1996).
Management and union leaders had
established urgency (Kotter, 1996) by
communicating to hourly workers the
necessity of this strategy in order to
reduce costs and lead-time, increase
quality, and remain competitive with
overseas manufacturers. Thus, the
lean manufacturing strategy was
highly relevant to the workers, an im-
portant element for generating buy-
in and facilitating behavior change.

Data Collection

The employee questionnaire was
reviewed by an expert panel and pre-
tested at a similar manufacturing or-
ganization. The first employee ques-
tionnaire (Time 1) was administered
at one plant, with 162 out of 167 pro-
duction employees responding
(97%). The second survey (Time 2)
was administered one year later at
three plants within the organization,
with 692 of 723 employees respond-
ing (95.7%). A year was chosen be-
tween data collections to allow for suf-
ficient achievement of strategic
transformation goals and to better
suit our client’s production cycle. In
both cases, employees completed the
surveys during their work shift in
groups of approximately 50 employ-
ees. The surveys were administered in
lunch or break rooms with no super-
visory or management personnel
present. The researchers took great
care to reassure respondents of con-
fidentiality and promptly removed
completed surveys from the premises.

To match the data across time per-
iods, employees were asked to pro-
vide either their name or employee

number on a tear-away sheet. They
were assured that all identifying in-
formation would be separated from
their responses and eliminated from
the data once matching was com-
plete. To reduce single-source bias,
tenure information was obtained
from the company’s human resource
database and strategic supportive be-
havior was rated by the immediate su-
pervisor at Time 2. Because the Time
1 data were limited to one plant, the
matched sample across Times 1 and
2 was 99 employees (60.7% of total
Time 1 respondents) used to test Hy-
potheses 1 and 2. Fifty-five percent of
the matched sample was female and
79.2% had completed high school.
The mean company tenure was 5.6
years and the average employee age
was 40.8 years. The larger Time 2
sample was matched with supervisor
data to test Hypothesis 3, resulting in
555 employees (80% of total Time 2
respondents). Fifty-six percent of this
sample was female and 78.8% had
completed high school. The mean
company tenure was 6.5 years and the
average employee age was 41.6 years.

Measures

Dependent Variables. The engage-
ment in strategy-supportive behavior
scale was built in line with Boswell
and Boudreau’s (2001) line-of-sight
action scale, but modified using input
from upper- and plant-level manage-
ment at the company to highlight be-
haviors specifically relevant to sup-
porting a lean initiative. This variable
was measured at Time 2 by asking im-
mediate supervisors to rate subordi-
nates using four items on a five-point
agreement scale (a 5 0.83). Supervi-
sor ratings were used to reduce sin-
gle-source bias and to help mitigate
social desirability. Sample items from
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the scale include, ‘‘This employee
continues to look for new ways to im-
prove the effectiveness of his or her
work.’’ and ‘‘This employee encour-
ages others to try new and more ef-
fective ways of doing their jobs.’’ The
four items used in this scale were de-
veloped from interviews with com-
pany management and were based on
their opinions of behaviors the
hourly workers should engage in to
support the lean strategy. The items
were also reviewed with a sample of
production supervisors prior to inclu-
sion in the survey.

Strategic commitment served as
both a dependent variable for the 99
employees who completed both Time
1 and Time 2 surveys, and as an in-
dependent variable predicting behav-
iors of the 555 employees who were
rated by their supervisors. This varia-
ble was measured at Time 2 using a
modified version of Neubert and
Cady’s (2001) six-item program com-
mitment scale (a 5 0.86). Item word-
ing was changed to describe commit-
ment to the lean manufacturing
strategy rather than general program
commitment. A sample item is ‘‘I am
convinced that we need the lean
transformation here at company Y.’’
Items were measured on a five-point
agreement scale.

Independent Variables. Four inde-
pendent measures were collected at
Time 1. Strategic knowledge meas-
ures an individual’s knowledge about
his or her organization’s strategy by
asking factual questions about the
strategy. This scale was modeled from
the line-of-sight knowledge scale de-
veloped by Boswell and Boudreau
(2001) using input from interviews
with plant managers and company
documents to develop strategy-spe-
cific items. Strategic knowledge was
measured with six items on a seven-

point agreement scale (a 5 0.74). A
sample item from the scale is ‘‘Lean
manufacturing is about reducing sev-
eral forms of waste.’’

Openness to experience was meas-
ured using a standardized scale (In-
ternational Personality Item Pool,
2001) of ten items on a five-point
agreement scale (a 5 0.77). Per-
ceived organizational trust was meas-
ured using a four-item measure
adapted from Robinson (1996) on a
seven-point agreement scale (a 5
0.89). Company tenure was collected
from the participating company’s hu-
man resource database.

RESULTS

A summary of descriptive statistics
and correlations among the variables
in our study are provided in Table 1.
We examined the relationships be-
tween strategic commitment, its an-
tecedents, and the outcome of stra-
tegic supportive behavior using
AMOS 5.0 structural equation mod-
eling software (Arbuckle, 2003).

The aggregate evaluation of model
fit statistics indicates that the model
is indeed a plausible representation
of the proposed relationships. First,
the model chi-square is low (x2 5
36.8, df 5 10). Acceptable models will
have a chi-square statistic that is close
to zero and non-significant (Maruy-
ama, 1997). However, most structural
equation models will have significant
chi-squares, especially if the models
have a large sample size. In addition,
the confirmatory fit index (CFI 5
0.99) and the normative fit index
(NFI 5 0.99) demonstrated accepta-
ble fit values that were above 0.95
(Bentler, 1990). The CFI and NFI in-
dices are more suitable for larger size
samples and are not affected by sam-
ple size as much as the chi-square sta-
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tistic. Finally, the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA 5
0.07) indicated that the model also
demonstrated acceptable fit (Steiger,
1998). In summary, the model fit re-
sults indicated a sufficient match be-
tween the proposed relationships and

the observed relationships within the
data.

The strategic alignment framework
with standardized path coefficients is
presented in Figure II. Beginning at
the far left, strategic knowledge posi-
tively contributes to strategic commit

Figure II 
 

Structural Equation Modeling Results of Strategic Alignment Frameworka 

Strategic  
Knowledge 

Openness 
To  

Experience 

Perceived  
Company  

Trust 

Company 
Tenure 

Strategic  
Commitment 

Alignment: 
Strategic  

Supportive  
Behavior 

 
Time 1 and 2 

N = 99 

 
Time 2 
N = 555 

 
aUnsupported relationships are depicted in lighter font. 
*Significant at p < 0.05. 

H1: β = 0.51*  

R2 = 0.29* 

H3: β = 0.12* 

R2 = 0.02* H2a: 
β = 0.05  

H2b:  
β = 0.15*  

H2c: β = 0.01  
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ment, supporting Hypothesis 1. We
found mixed results for Hypothesis 2.
Openness to experience and com-
pany tenure were not significantly re-
lated to strategic commitment. How-
ever, perceived trust was significant
and positively related to strategic
commitment as hypothesized. Thus,
Hypothesis 2b was supported and 2a
and 2c were not. Finally, the relation-
ship between strategic commitment
and engagement in strategic suppor-
tive behavior was positive and signifi-
cant, supporting Hypothesis 3.

DISCUSSION

This study has added to the litera-
ture on strategy implementation in
several ways. While past works have
investigated commitment and imple-
mentation in middle-management
(Noble and Mokwa, 1999) and upper-
echelons contexts such as strategic
decision-making teams (Dooley and
Fryxell, 1999) and ‘‘strategic consen-
sus’’ (Lindman et al., 2001), we have
applied some of the same issues to the
bottom of the organizational pyra-
mid. Our results reinforce that stra-
tegic knowledge is indeed important
(Boswell et al., 2006), and emphasize
the role it plays in fostering individual
strategic commitment. Our findings
also demonstrate that the concept of
strategic commitment has utility for
addressing the problem of strategic
misalignment. The results suggest
that strategically committed individ-
uals are predisposed to engage in
strategic-supportive behavior, and
that development of individual com-
mitment to strategic initiatives is
likely to assist the enactment of stra-
tegic transformation. Finally, our re-
search follows in the footsteps of stra-
tegic human resources research (e.g.,
Wright and Snell, 1998) and of the

upper-echelons perspective (e.g.,
Hambrick and Mason, 1984) by span-
ning micro-level individual behavior
and macro-level strategy.

Our results provide evidence that
individual trust for the organization
positively influences strategic com-
mitment. Leadership research sug-
gests that supervisors are a central
contributor to positive employee
work attitudes (Dirks and Ferrin,
2002). However, more investigation is
needed to determine whether trust in
organizational leaders only acts as a
proxy when knowledge is lacking or
if it is necessary for commitment. Sim-
ilarly, it is possible that strategic
knowledge mediates the relationship
between individual characteristics
(e.g., openness to experience) and
commitment. We were not able to test
this causal link in our structural
model given the survey timing. Fu-
ture research examining the tempo-
ral links between knowledge, trust,
and commitment may offer further
insight into the dynamics of strategic
commitment formation.

Openness to experience and ten-
ure were not significant predictors of
strategic commitment in this study,
perhaps due to the small matched
sample. However, the small negative
correlation between tenure and stra-
tegic commitment lends preliminary
support for Hypothesis 2c. In the con-
text studied we knew that long-term
employees were less than enthused
about the lean changes because they
thought it would disrupt the status quo
to which they had become accus-
tomed. Other individual differences
such as positive affectivity or agreea-
bleness may have an impact on stra-
tegic commitment. Future research
in this vein can address the question
of whether certain individual charac-
teristics are more strategically neces-
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sary than others for fostering strategic
alignment.

Another potential limitation to our
study is that in working with blue-col-
lar employees, we may have intro-
duced threats to validity, such as ap-
propriate comprehension of survey
items and social desirability re-
sponses. We were careful to pretest
items with a similar group of workers,
and we were careful to provide a non-
threatening setting for employees.
However, it is possible that blue-collar
samples differ from white-collar sam-
ples in either measurement or sub-
stantive ways. We were careful to
bound our theory development
around the change context we were
exploring, but additional research is
needed to determine the extent to
which trust and knowledge are strat-
egy- or sample-specific.

Implications for Practice

Practitioners are likely to benefit by
developing strategic knowledge and
commitment with their employees.
Our research suggests that managers
seeking to improve employee strate-
gic alignment should increase levels
of both strategic knowledge and trust
within the workforce. As mentioned
earlier, it is likely that other antece-
dents will also influence strategic
commitment; the role of leadership
for facilitating employee trust is one
obvious source (Costigan et al., 2004;
Dirks and Ferrin, 2002). Managers
can also improve employee strategic
commitment by providing employees
with strategic knowledge via both oral
(e.g., team meetings) and written
forms. In this organization and for
this strategy, there was substantial ef-
fort made to communicate in both

forms (e.g., bi-weekly newsletters,
team meetings).

Managers would be well advised to
consider the critical role of human
capital during strategic change pro-
gram design and implementation
(e.g., Hitt et al., 2007). During the
strategy design stage training pro-
grams and communication plans
should be established to facilitate
knowledge and commitment. A train-
ing program providing knowledge
about the strategy can develop posi-
tive employee attitudes such as stra-
tegic commitment. In tandem with
training is the implementation of a
sound change communication pro-
gram that deals with employee mis-
perceptions and opens a dialogue be-
tween management and employees.
Open communication with employ-
ees during a strategic change is likely
to develop trust and commitment
that will lead to strategically aligned
behavior.

Examining the behavioral linkage
with strategic commitment demon-
strates promise for improving individ-
ual alignment with strategy. In aggre-
gate, improved individual strategic
alignment is likely to lead to im-
proved strategic implementation.
Overall, if conditions can be influ-
enced to improve individual commit-
ment and facilitate strategically con-
gruent behavior, great progress can
be made to mitigate the problem of
strategic misalignment. In summary,
managers and organizational scien-
tists will benefit from facilitating and
investigating the linkages between in-
dividual psychology and organiza-
tional strategy. By juxtaposing these
concepts, a critical element will be
brought forth to address the problem
of strategic failure—the individual.
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