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Abstract The majority of research on groups and
organizations has focused on the negative consequences of
organizational life, but few studies have focused on how
positive traits and qualities, such as hope, may impact
groups. In this study we examined the relationship between
hope, organizational cynicism and global job performance.
All full-time employees (n = 95) of an educational
institution were surveyed using existing scales for
organizational cynicism (alpha = 0.94), hope (alpha = 0.87),
and global job satisfaction (alpha = 0.87). Hierarchical
regression confirmed existing research and suggested a
negative relationship between organizational cynicism and
job satisfaction (p < 0.001), and also provided evidence of a
positive relationship between hope and job satisfaction (p <
0.05). Follow-up analysis showed hope partially mediated
the negative relationship between organizational cynicism
and global job satisfaction (p < 0.01). This study contributes
to the existing literature by discovering a positive
relationship between hope and job satisfaction, as well as
evidence of partial mediation in regards to organizational
cynicism. Hope, which has been characterized as both a
state of mind and a personal trait, appears to counter the
negative effects of organizational cynicism. This suggests
hope may allow individuals a means to address negative
workplace attitudes and conditions.
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1. Introduction

Cynicism has been proclaimed the modern day plague of
the contemporary workplace. The popular media has
described it as “rampant” [1], a “near epidemic” [2], and a
“cancer” [3]; and has labeled it as a root cause of negative
workplace issues such as lack of trust, blame, criticism,

divisiveness, pessimism, sarcasm, and unengaged employees
[4].

Cynicism and its negative effect on the workplace is not a
new phenomenon. Organizational researchers have long
examined cynicism as part of the modern
employee-employer relationship [5,6]. Cynical employees
were seen as those who were alienated because of their lack
of virtues, ethics, and moralities which strayed from the
ideals of their place of employment and the leaders of their
organization [7].

Empirical research on cynicism in the workplace has
found it to be both a consequence of various negative
workplace experiences and an antecedent to numerous
negative attitudinal and behavioral outcomes [8]. However,
cynicism has also been associated with positive
organizational outcomes. Just as the cynics of Greek society
sought to reject the trappings and temptations of wealth,
power, and social position in pursuit of truth; workplace
cynics often play the role of the “voice of conscience” [9] or
“devil’s advocates” [10] to serve as a symbol of hope against
wrongdoing in organizations.

Challenging one’s organization and leader exposes one to
reprisals, and cynical employees have been found to be
burdened by higher levels of emotional exhaustion and lower
levels of job satisfaction [11]. Despite these negative
personal consequences, the cynics appear to remain steadfast
in their hopeful determination or faith that improvements are
possible. Otherwise, workplace exit or neglect would replace
their attempts to voice dissatisfaction amid professional
consequences. By clinging to some measure of hope, the
cynic remains committed to their organization.

In this study we investigated trait hope as a possible
mediator against the negativity typically associated with
cynicism in the workplace. Following Snyder’s[12]
characterization of hope as an agency-pathway model, we
propose that trait hope may help to mitigate the more
deleterious effects of cynicism, and act as a deterrent against
the negative thoughts and emotions that could damage the
general well-being of the workplace.
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2. Theory and Hypotheses

Organizational Cynicism and Job Satisfaction

Anderson[7] defined cynicism towards business
organizations and leaders as originating from the
predominance of self-interested leaders, the assumption that
organizational processes were driven by these self-interested
individuals, and an acceptance that these processes were
unlikely to change. Dean [9] and colleagues later
conceptualized organizational cynicism as an attitude that
combined a belief that the organization lacked integrity, a
feeling of negative affect towards the organization, and
critical or disparaging employee behaviors directed towards
the organization. Unlike trait cynicism [13] or the social
axiom of societal cynicism [14], organizational cynicism
only encompassed the cynical attitudes towards the
employing organization.

Research has found that the onset of cynicism towards an
organization can be triggered by indirect experiences, such
as observing the struggles of coworkers [15] or even viewing
propaganda [16]. More commonly, organizational cynicism
has been explained as being the result of perceived
mistreatment or unfulfilled expectations about the employing
organization [17-19]. Miscommunication and managerial
hypocrisy regarding organizational values or ethics have also
been shown to generate cynicism among employees [20].

Following the conceptualization proposed by Dean[9] and
colleagues, organizational cynicism is often separated into
the components of cognition (thinking), affect (feeling), and
behavior (actions). As a cognitive belief, organizational
cynicism is grounded in the perceptions one holds about their
organization. These individual-based thoughts can be based
on past events as well as future expectations in regards to the
relationship between employee-employer [19,21]. As a result,
one’s mindset, as well as one’s personality traits regarding
interpretations of the past and anticipation of the future, can
factor in determining the onset and consequences of
organizational cynicism.

In regards to the affective component, organizational
cynicism has a negative relationship with work attitudes such
as job satisfaction and organizational commitment
[11,19,20,22,23,24]. It has been argued that through the
affect infusion model, thoughts of alienation towards the
organization may diminish the overall job experience [25]. A
meta-analysis by Chiaburu[8] and colleagues found a
negative relationship with job satisfaction as the
consequence of organizational cynicism with the largest
effect size (k = 10). Organizational cynicism has also been
linked to lower levels of perceived organizational support
and justice [26,27], which are strong predictors of job
satisfaction.

Cynical thoughts and attitudes in the relationship between
employee and employer often manifest as negative
behavioral outcomes. Research has uncovered an increase in
undesirable employee actions such as frequent badmouthing
of the organization [21] and employee deviance [23] from
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cynical employees. However, no definitive evidence has
been found to link organizational cynicism to work
performance behaviors [11,24]. A meta-analysis by
Chiaburu [8] and colleagues suggested that cynicism impairs
productivity, but the small number of analyzed studies that
included job performance (k = 4) limited the effect size.
While the onset of organizational cynicism does encourage
behavioral changes, those behaviors are limited to
expressions of dissatisfaction with work and the employer.

Hypothesis 1: Organizational cynicism will be negatively
related to job satisfaction.

Hope Theory and Job Satisfaction

Hope theory, which originated from the field of clinical
and counseling psychology, is a path-dependent process
which focuses on inspiring success rather than focusing on
failure [12]. It has been defined as the cognitive assessment
of agency and pathways to successfully achieve goals [28].
Agency involves the thought processes that inspire an
individual, and helps to direct more energy towards
achieving one’s goal. It provides motivation, and helps to
sustain energy until the goal is accomplished. Pathways
consist of the ability to produce different means and methods
to achieve a goal. It is essential since being flexible, and able
to change one’s course of action is the key to success. The
more pathways one is able to derive, the more resilient one is
against failure.

The two components of agency and pathway separate
hope theory from the more commonly used definition of
hope as feeling something positive will happen or having
faith towards a positive outcome. Both hope theory and
common hope require a positive disposition state, but hope
theory also requires the trait to take action and be responsible
for proper planning and determination amid setbacks or
failures.

Early organizational researchers recognized the potential
value hope could offer to their field of study by inspiring a
future focused on a moral image of social and organizational
life. Ludema[29] and colleagues identified hope as being
grounded in social relationships, based in appreciative
approaches, pragmatic in its transformative power, and
transcendent beyond individual interests. Despite those
aspirational intentions, there has been a dearth in empirical
research conducted on hope.

Organizational research in hope received a boost from the
Positive Psychology movement. It calls for researchers to
build upon the strengths and qualities of an individual, and
has led to a new focus on the more positive aspects of life and
organizations. Building upon the Positive Psychology
movement, the field of Positive Organizational Behavior
(POB) focuses on applying positive behaviors towards work.
Essential to the core of POB were the embedded capacities of
self-efficacy and resiliency [30] and a special emphasis on
hope [31,32].

Empirical research on hope is limited, but hope has been
found to have a positive relationship with job performance
[30,31,33,34] and organizational commitment [35,36]. It is



680 Mediating Organizational Cynicism: Exploring the Role of Hope Theory on Job Satisfaction

believed that the cognitive processes and behaviors
associated with higher levels of hope lead people to develop
multiple pathways to achieve their desired goals. More
importantly, by encouraging different thought processes and
behaviors, the hopeful individual is better able to reframe
adversity and push past disappointment in the workplace
[34].

To date there has been no empirical research on a possible
relationship between hope theory and job satisfaction. As an
indicator of an employees’ attitude towards their jobs and
different aspects of their jobs [37], job satisfaction has been
found to be related to both individual and organizational
values [38,39]. Higher levels of job satisfaction have been
linked to higher levels of job performance [40],
organizational commitment [41], organizational citizenship
behaviors [42], and loyalty to the organization [43]. Lower
levels of job satisfaction have been found to be related to
higher levels of organizational deviance, such as absenteeism
[44], tardiness [45], and employee turnover [46].

Although the agency-pathway model of hope theory
provides little theoretical basis for a relationship with job
satisfaction, the demonstrated ability of hopeful individuals
to push through adversity and disappointment is suggestive
of a cognitive ability not found in those with lower levels of
hope. Whether it is through higher levels of motivation,
proactivity, or resiliency, hopeful individuals appear more
capable of persevering through difficulties to find
satisfaction in the workplace. Trait hope is also strongly
associated, though distinct from positive constructs such as
optimism and self-efficacy [28], to job satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2: Trait hope will be positively related to job
satisfaction.

3. Methods

Sample

Permission to conduct the study was granted by the
University’s Institutional Review Board and administration.
Participants in the study were 95 full-time faculty and staff
from an educational institution. All surveys were distributed
and collected in-person during work hours. To encourage
cooperation, all participants were compensated with a gift
card to a local business. Anonymity was assured as all
completed surveys were submitted in a sealed container, and
the handling of completed surveys and data entry was

completed by independent third-parties not affiliated with
the institution. Several surveys were discarded due to
missing data, leaving a final sample size of 86 observations.

Measures

Organizational cynicism was operationalized using a
five-point, fourteen-item scale developed by Dean [9] and
colleagues. This previously established scale is one of the
few measures of organizational cynicism that has published
and released all items to the public [8]. The survey asks
respondents to indicate their thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors specific to their jobs. Higher scores indicate higher
levels of organizational cynicism. For this sample, the
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94.

Hope was measured using Snyder’s Hope Scale [12]. This
eight-item scale was originally designed to help professional
counselors understand the change process in clients [28], but
it has gained acceptance as a standard for measuring hope in
organizational research [34,35]. The survey asks respondents
to indicate their thoughts regarding their ability to direct their
energy and focus towards planning and meeting goals [47].
The Cronbach’s alpha for hope was 0.87.

Global job satisfaction was measured using the Michigan
Organizational Assessment Questionnaire Job Satisfaction
Subscale [48]. The five-point, three-item scale provides a
condensed assessment of the three dimensions of job
satisfaction. The Cronbach’s alpha for global job satisfaction
was 0.87.

Control variables

Age, Gender (“female,” 0; “male,” 1), and Semesters
(proxy variable for workplace tenure) were selected as
demographic control variables. Although a meta-analysis by
Chiaburu[8] and colleagues found no significant relationship
between age, gender, or workplace tenure with
organizational cynicism, it should be noted that virtually all
quantitative studies on organizational cynicism included
those three control variables.

Hierarchical regression modeling was conducted to test
the hypotheses. In the first block the control variables of age,
gender, and semesters were regressed against global job
satisfaction. Organizational cynicism was added to the model
in the second block to test H1, and hope was added to the
final block to test H2. Descriptive statistics and
intercorrelations are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Intercorrelations and descriptive statistics

Variable M STD Job Satisfaction Age Gender Semesters Organlza.tlonal Hope
Cynicism
Job Satisfaction 12.58 2.13 1.00 - - - - -
Age 42.45 11.82 -0.16 1.00 - - - -
Gender - - 0.00 0.016 1.00 - - -
Semesters 8.72 8.45 -0.33** 0.36** 0.14 1.00 - -
Organizational 36.09 | 1210 -0.71%* 0.12 0.04 0.45%* 1.00 -
Cynicism
Hope 55.31 597 0.41** 0.05 0.05 -0.17 -0.33** 1.00

%p <0.05. *%p < 0.01. #*%p < 0.001.
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Table 2. Regression model results
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Intercept 13.323 17.476 13.330
Control Variables
AGE -0.008 -0.015 -0.016
GENDER 0.198 0.123 0.070
SEMESTERS -0.080%* 0.004 0.070
Organizational Cynicism -- -0.124%** -0.113%**
Hope -- -- 0.070*
Adjusted r-squared 0.08%* 0.48%%* 0.51%*

%p < 0.05. *%p < 0.01. #**p < 0.001.

4. Results

Table 2 reports the results from the hierarchical
regression analysis. Model 1 indicates that the control
variable semesters (p < 0.01) was significant with respect to
global job satisfaction, but age and gender were not
significant. The aggregated control variables accounted for
7.9% (p < 0.05) of the variance in global job satisfaction.

Organizational cynicism was added to the hierarchical
regression analysis in the second block of variables. With
the addition of organizational cynicism, all three control
variables showed no significance to job satisfaction.
Organizational cynicism had a negative significant
relationship to job satisfaction (p < 0.001), providing strong
support for H1. The finding is consistent with previous
findings that organizational cynicism is negatively related to
job satisfaction [8]. The adjusted r-squared of the model
increased to 0.48 (p < 0.001).

Hope was added to the model in the final block of
variables. All control variables from the previous block
remained insignificant, and the negative relationship
between organizational cynicism and job satisfaction
remained significant (p < 0.01). Hope had a positive
significant relationship to job satisfaction, providing strong
support for H2 (p < 0.05). The adjusted r-squared of the
model increased slightly to 0.51 (p < 0.05). The Sobel test
revealed a significant indirect effect of partial mediation (p
<0.01).

5. Discussion

In addition to confirming previously established findings
for organizational cynicism, this study contributes to
research by discovering a positive relationship between hope
and job satisfaction. Hope, which has been characterized as
both a state of mind and a trait, appears to work counter to the
more commonly studied phenomenon of cynicism. Hopeful
individuals also seem well suited to address the negative
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors associated with
organizational cynicism. Mistrust in their organization or its
leadership may discourage the less hopeful, but hopeful

individuals would be better able to maintain their energy and
focus while developing pathways to work around perceived
obstructions in their organization.

The lack of organizational research related to hope and
other positive psychology constructs is symptomatic of the
mindset that understanding what is “wrong” in the workplace
takes precedent over understanding what is “right” in the
workplace. As research moves away from a focus on
negative organizational maladies like cynicism, it is likely
that new positive constructs will be revealed which promote
greater human potential and productivity. Just as
Herzberg’s[49] two-factor theory championed motivators
over hygiene factors, positive concepts such as hope may
provide a mechanism to motivate and inspire in the
workplace.

The findings also have several workplace implications.
Cynicism has long dominated the mindset of the modern
workplace. As noted in this study and others, cynicism
evokes a negative emotional spiral that leads to a poorer
emotional state for workers. Organizational researchers and
the popular business media have offered various solutions to
cynicism such as improved work communication, employee
empowerment, and information sharing, but are all
dependent on management for implementation. While such
remedies are likely to reduce cynicism, it is unlikely that a
truly self-interested organization would seek to implement
such initiatives. More importantly, it is unlikely that
employees who possess the three traits of organizational
cynicism: belief that their company lacks integrity, negative
feelings towards the company, and disparaging employee
behavior, would be willing to participate in such initiatives.

In contrast, hope, being an individual-based trait, begins
with the individual. Those who aspire to improve their work
life can initiate their own programs independent of their
organization to instill a greater level of hope into their
mindset. Theory clearly states that hope is a cognitive state of
mind dependent on path and agency towards a goal. While it
may be easier to develop path and agency at trusted and
supportive organizations, proper goal-setting and creativity
may empower individuals to develop hope regardless of their
workplace environments. Workshops on both goal-setting
strategies and fostering creativity, whether through
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professional development seminars, self-help books, or life
coaching sessions, are widely available.

Managers who seek to improve job satisfaction in their
organizations may also benefit from this study. As
mentioned above, improved work communication, employee
empowerment, and information sharing have long been
argued to reduce cynicism, but now a focus on goal-setting,
agency, and pathways can be added to those initiatives to
improve hope. Focusing communication to emphasize the
specific information employees need to accomplish their
goals, as well as highlighting how such information can be
used, will create much clearer pathways towards success,
while empowerment programs focusing on goal-oriented
behaviors will improve goal-setting and agency. By
providing the components of the theory, managers can foster
an environment that encourages hope among employees.

6. Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. The research design and
methodology primarily investigates the relationship between
hope and job satisfaction, even though there is the possibility
that hope may work as a moderator or mediator in regards to
the relationship between organizational cynicism and job
satisfaction. Whether as a personality trait or a state of mind,
hope is likely to exist with a degree of independence from
work life. If so, it would be valuable for future research to
explore the relationship between cynicism and hope.

Some criticism may be directed towards the small effect
size of the findings. Including hope into the regression model
only explained an additional 3 percent of variance. However,
it should be noted that Snyder’s Hope Theory, from which
the scale used in this study originated, was originally
designed for psychological counseling. Future research may
seek to develop a more optimal measure for dealing with
hope within the context of organizational and work research.
Despite the small effect size observed in this study, the
potential benefits to employee well-being from adding hope
to the organizational research agenda makes it a worthy topic
to pursue.

Perhaps the greatest limitation of the study is the sample.
Although a tremendous effort was made to survey all
full-time employees of the university, only 86 observations
were usable in the final analysis. Future work should seek a
larger sample, perhaps by including part-time employees. It
is also possible the findings may be attributed to the specific
nature of the university used in the study. Restricting the
sample to a single institution provided convenience and
offered a common work experience for all participants in the
study. However, the common work experience may
potentially limit the generalizability of the findings to other
organizations.

Although the study has its limitations, it does provide
impetus for future organizational research into hope. The
modern workplace seems to be growing more and more
cynical, leaving employees awash in a wave of negativity.

Mediating Organizational Cynicism: Exploring the Role of Hope Theory on Job Satisfaction

Positive psychology traits, such as hope, may serve as a
needed counterbalance to reframe employee-employer
relations to reinvigorate human potential and happiness at
work.
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