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ABSTRACT

Managerial cynicism has emerged as a critical construct in organizational research, reflecting managers’
negative attitudes toward their organizations, policies, and change initiatives. This paper provides a
comprehensive review of the evolution of managerial cynicism as a research domain, tracing its
conceptual foundations, measurement advancements, antecedents, and consequences. It highlights
major scholarly contributions and integrates findings from scholarly literature. The paper also identifies
unresolved issues and proposes future research directions, emphasizing the complex, dynamic, and
sometimes functional nature of managerial cynicism. This synthesis aims to guide scholars and
practitioners in understanding and managing cynicism within organizational contexts.
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Introduction

Cynicism, historically rooted in ancient philosophical traditions, has evolved into a significant
construct in organizational behavior research, particularly concerning managerial attitudes. Managerial
cynicism refers to managers’ negative beliefs, emotions, and behaviors directed toward their
organizations, often characterized by distrust, skepticism, and disparagement (Dean, Brandes, &
Dharwadkar, 1998). This construct has gained attention due to its implications for organizational change,
employee engagement, and overall effectiveness.

This paper examines the evolution of managerial cynicism research over the past decades,
focusing on its conceptual development, measurement approaches, antecedents, and consequences. It
also discusses major contributors to the field, current research trends, and future directions. The
synthesis draws on extensive empirical and theoretical literature, providing a nuanced understanding of
managerial cynicism as a complex, multifaceted phenomenon.

Historical Evolution and Conceptual Foundations

Philosophical Origins and Early Organizational Research: The term "cynicism" originates from
the ancient Greek "kynikos," meaning "dog-like," reflecting a philosophical tradition that questioned social
norms and rejected superficial values (Kanter & Mirvis, 1989). In organizational contexts, cynicism was
initially conceptualized as a stable personality trait or a general negative attitude toward organizations
(Andersson, 1996).

Dean, Brandes and Dharwadkar. (1998) advanced the field by defining organizational cynicism
as a three-dimensional construct encompassing cognitive beliefs about organizational lack of integrity,
affective feelings of frustration or anger, and behavioral tendencies to disparage or resist the
organization. This multidimensional model has served as the foundation for subsequent research.

Shift Toward Contextual and Dynamic Perspectives: Recent research has reconceptualized
managerial cynicism as a dynamic, context-dependent attitude rather than a fixed trait. Wanous,
Reichers, and Austin (2004) introduced the concept of cynicism about organizational change (CAOC),
emphasizing pessimism about future change efforts and dispositional attributions for past failures. This


mailto:vedantvp@gmail.com

98 International Journal of Education, Modern Management, Applied Science & Social Science (JEMMASSS) -April- June, 2025

attributional perspective highlights how repeated negative experiences, particularly failed change
initiatives, foster cynicism.

Kim, Bateman, Gilbreath, and Anderson (2009) further refined this view by linking managerial
cynicism to perceptions of top management credibility, including competence and trustworthiness. Their
findings underscore that managerial cynicism fluctuates in response to leadership behaviors and
organizational communication.

Measurement of Managerial Cynicism

Early Measurement Approaches: Initial measures of cynicism often relied on single-item
indicators or borrowed scales from societal cynicism research, limiting construct validity (Andersson &
Bateman, 1997). The three-dimensional model by Dean, Brandes and Dharwadkar. (1998) inspired multi-
item scales capturing cognitive, affective, and behavioral components.

Advances in Measurement Specificity: Wanous, Reichers and Austin. (2004) developed a
validated scale targeting cynicism about organizational change, distinguishing dispositional from
situational attributions. This scale improved specificity and predictive validity regarding change outcomes.

Kim et al. (2009) employed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative surveys with
qualitative critical incident analysis, to capture nuanced managerial behaviors influencing cynicism. This
methodological innovation enhanced understanding of antecedents and manifestations.

Emerging Dimensions and Methodological Challenges: Recent scholarship has introduced
societal cynicism and functional cynicism dimensions, reflecting broader cultural distrust and potentially
constructive skepticism (Keenan, 2013). Despite advances, challenges remain, including reliance on self-
report data prone to bias and the need for longitudinal designs to capture cynicism dynamics (Johnson &
O’Leary-Kelly, 2003).

Antecedents of Managerial Cynicism

Individual-Level Antecedents: Personality traits such as negative affectivity and dispositional
cynicism predispose managers to cynical attitudes (Andersson, 1996). Prior experiences of psychological
contract violations and perceived organizational injustice also contribute significantly (Johnson &
O’Leary-Kelly, 2003).

Organizational-Level Antecedents: Leadership behaviors are critical antecedents. Perceived
inconsistencies, lack of transparency, and ethical breaches by leaders increase cynicism (Kim et al.,
2009; Wanous, Reichers and Austin., 2004). Organizational culture influences cynicism, with hierarchical
and bureaucratic cultures fostering higher cynicism than clan or supportive cultures (Dean, Brandes and
Dharwadkar., 1998).

Change management practices profoundly affect cynicism development. Repeated failed or
poorly managed change initiatives heighten pessimism and distrust (Wanous, Reichers and Austin.,
2004). Procedural and distributive injustice perceptions further exacerbate cynicism (Bernerth et al.,
2007).

Environmental and Societal Antecedents: Economic downturns and industry crises increase
resource scarcity, prompting competitive knowledge hiding and cynical resource protection behaviors
(Sarpong & Maclean, 2012). Societal trends, including income inequality and corporate scandals, erode
institutional trust, spilling over into organizational cynicism (Kanter & Mirvis, 1989).

Consequences of Managerial Cynicism

Individual-Level Consequences: Managerial cynicism correlates negatively with job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and work engagement (Chiaburu et al., 2013). It also associates with
increased stress, emotional exhaustion, and burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2004).

Organizational-Level Consequences: Cynicism undermines change implementation, reducing
managers’ willingness to support initiatives and negatively impacting organizational performance
(Wanous, Reichers and Austin., 2004). It also affects employee relations, as cynical managers may
transmit negative attitudes to subordinates, fostering a climate of distrust (Wilkerson, Evans, & Davis,
2008).

Potentially Constructive Functions: Emerging research suggests managerial cynicism can serve
as a protective mechanism, acting as an "organizational guard dog" that challenges unethical practices
and prevents groupthink (Keenan, 2013). This dual-aspect model distinguishes destructive cynicism from
constructive skepticism that promotes critical inquiry (Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 2003).
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Major Contributors and Seminal Works

Key scholars have shaped the managerial cynicism domain include Dean, Brandes, and
Dharwadkar (1998). They established the foundational three-dimensional model of organizational
cynicism. Wanous, Reichers, and Austin (2004) developed the attributional model of cynicism about
organizational change, emphasizing dispositional attributions and pessimism. Kim, Bateman, Gilbreath,
and Anderson (2009)linked managerial cynicism to leadership credibility, employing mixed-methods to
capture antecedents. Keenan (2013) proposed the "lucid manager" concept, highlighting constructive
functions of cynicism. Meta-analyses by Chiaburu et al. (2013) synthesized antecedents and
consequences, providing robust empirical evidence for the construct’s validity and impact.

Current Research Trends and Unanswered Questions

Multilevel and Cross-Cultural Perspectives: Recent studies adopt multilevel frameworks
examining cynicism at individual, team, and organizational levels (Yang & Mossholder, 2010). Cross-
cultural research explores how cultural values shape cynicism expression and effects (Sawyerr, Srinivas,
& Wang, 2009).

Longitudinal and Experience Sampling Designs: To capture cynicism’s temporal dynamics,
researchers increasingly use longitudinal and experience sampling methods, revealing fluctuations in
response to organizational events (Stanley, Meyer, &Topolnytsky, 2005).

Positive Aspects and Functional Cynicism: Growing attention focuses on distinguishing
destructive from constructive cynicism and exploring how organizations can leverage critical skepticism
to enhance ethical vigilance (Keenan, 2013).

Key gaps include understanding causality, effective interventions, threshold effects, and
cynicism in virtual work contexts (Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 2003; Wanous, Reichers and Austin., 2004).

Future Research Directions

Integrative Theories develop comprehensive models integrating social exchange, attribution,
and neuroscientific perspectives. Methodological Innovationsemploy mixed methods, social network
analysis, and real-time data collection .Intervention Research design and evaluate strategies to mitigate
destructive cynicism while fostering constructive skepticism. Cross-Cultural and Virtual Work Studies:
examine cynicism’s manifestation and management across cultures and remote work environments.

Conclusion

Managerial cynicism is a complex, evolving construct shaped by individual traits, organizational
context, leadership, and societal factors. Its measurement has advanced from broad, trait-based scales
to nuanced, context-specific instruments. While predominantly associated with negative outcomes,
cynicism also holds potential functional value. Understanding and managing managerial cynicism
requires a balanced approach that addresses its antecedents and harnesses its constructive aspects to
promote ethical, effective organizations.
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