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1.1 General Introduction 

Today’s rapidly changing world holds tremendous challenges for organizations. Organiza-

tions need to be prepared to face and promptly respond to these challenges including 

intense competition, rising globalization, and innovation demands. Given the pace and 

complexity of today’s business world, managers may overlook emerging trends and 

promising opportunities. One way managers can stay ahead of the curve is to encourage 

employees to engage in voice behavior—that is, openly communicate work-related ideas, 

opinions, or concerns (Morrison, 2014). Employees, due to their proximity to customers 

and daily work processes, frequently hold diverging viewpoints and unique knowledge 

that can provide managers with valuable insights required to adapt to the changing busi-

ness landscape. Furthermore, given increased complexity in today’s organizations, em-

ployees’ input might be critical for identifying emerging issues and problems 

(Edmondson, 2003). Not surprisingly, extensive research indicates that voice improves 

managers’ decision-making (Morrison & Milliken, 2000), helps to avoid errors (Edmond-

son, 2003), and enhances innovation (Liu, Song, Li, & Liao, 2017). 

The importance of voice for effective organizational functioning stimulated research 

into factors that promote employees to express their ideas, opinions, or concerns (see 

Morrison, 2011, 2014). Next to factors such as employee attributes (e.g., Tangirala, 

Kamdar, Venkataramani, & Parke, 2013) and voice climate (e.g., Morrison, Wheeler-

Smith, & Kamdar, 2011), managers’ openness and responsiveness to voice has been 

shown to play an important role in affecting employee voice behaviour (e.g., Detert & 

Burris, 2007). In fact, this research has indicated that, although voice is associated with 

various benefits, managers do not always welcome voice and may react in dysfunctional 

ways by disregarding or ignoring the provided input or denigrating the voicing employee 

(Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Over the past years, there has been growing scholarly inter-

est in exploring factors that affect managers’ reactions to voice. Studies have shown that 

voice frequency (e.g., Seibert, Kraimer, & Crant, 2001), the attributes of people involved 

(the voicing employee and the manager; e.g., Fast, Burris, & Bartel, 2014; Sijbom, Janssen, 

& Van Yperen, 2015a, 2015b), and the attributes of the voice message (e.g., Burris, 2012) 

affect managers’ reactions to voice. 

Yet, much less is known about the role of the social setting in which voice is enacted. 

As suggested by the guiding quotation to this dissertation, employees not only decide 

whether to voice, but also whether to make their “moves” privately or publicly. In partic-

ular, employees may express their ideas, opinions, or concerns in private (i.e., when no 

other people are present besides the voicing employee and the manager) or in public 

(i.e., in the presence of other people besides the voicing employee and the manager). 

The general notion within voice literature is that employees often believe that expressing 

their ideas, opinions, or concerns to their managers in the presence of other people might 



 18 | Chapter 1 
 

 
be inappropriate towards their managers and therefore risky (Detert & Edmondson, 

2011). However, no systematic research has been done to examine how managers’ reac-

tions differ when voice is expressed in public versus private settings. 

At the same time, the broader social psychology literature suggests that the presence 

of other people may fundamentally affect an individual’s behaviour (Breckler & 

Greenwald, 1986; Triplett, 1898; Zajonc, 1965). Individuals, when in public, are more 

likely to be concerned about how they appear to other people and thus strive to behave 

in a way that allows them to preserve their desired social image (Goffman, 1959, 1967; 

Sproull, Subramani, Kiesler, Walker, & Waters, 1996; Triplett, 1898; Uziel, 2007; Zajonc, 

1965). Managers, due to their distinct role—which often puts them in the spotlight—are 

particularly concerned about how they appear in the eyes of their colleagues (e.g., 

Pfeffer, 1977). Thus, the social setting in which voice is enacted is likely to be an important 

factor that we need to consider to explain and predict how managers react to voice. 

This dissertation introduces the concept of public versus private voice and aims to exam-

ine how the social setting in which voice occurs may shape managers’ reactions to voice. 

To unveil and highlight the role of the social setting in which voice is enacted, this disser-

tation addresses the following research questions: 1) what is private and public voice; 2) 

how does managerial voice endorsement differ when voice is expressed in public as com-

pared to private settings; 3) how does an employee’s tendency to voice in public versus 

private settings affect his/her capacity to initiate change; 4) what are the factors that 

determine an employee’s preference for public versus private voice. 

By addressing these research questions, this dissertation makes two important theo-

retical contributions. First, it contributes to the growing literature on managerial reac-

tions to voice. This literature has mostly focused on how voice frequency, attributes of 

the people involved, or of the voice message affect managerial reactions to voice (Burris, 

2012; Fast et al., 2014; Seibert et al., 2001; Sijbom et al., 2015a, 2015b). I add to this 

literature by highlighting how and why the social setting (private vs. public) in which voice 

is enacted may affect managers’ reactions to voice. 

Second, this dissertation adds to the conversation on how employees’ evaluation of 

potential risks associated with voice influences their voice behaviour. In particular, the 

general notion in the literature is that when employees perceive that voice is risky and 

may lead to negative implications, such as low performance appraisals, being denigrated, 

or harming personal relationships at the workplace (Detert & Treviño, 2010; Grant, 2013; 

Milliken, Morrison, & Hewlin, 2003), they are likely to withhold their input and remain 

silent. In this sense, scholars often consider voice behaviour as an “either-or” decision 

such that employees may either speak up or remain silent (see Morrison, 2014). This dis-

sertation challenges this perspective and suggests that when employees perceive that 

voice may lead to negative personal repercussions, they do not necessarily withhold their 

input, but may adapt their voice tactics by expressing their ideas, opinions, or concerns 
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in private settings. Consequently, this dissertation provides evidence that the perceived 

risks associated with voice do not only affect the frequency with which employees speak 

up, but also their choice about the setting in which to speak up. 

Apart from these broad and potentially far-reaching contributions, this dissertation 

also makes several more specific contributions to various related research streams, such 

as leader-member exchange (LMX) theory, managerial self-efficacy, implicit voice theo-

ries, and self-promotion climate. These contributions are discussed in detail in the empir-

ical chapters. 

I would like to note that this dissertation primarily focuses on examining unsolicited 

voice—that is, suggestions, opinions, or concerns voluntarily expressed by employees 

and not as a response to a manager’s request for their input. Hence, employee voice and 

associated effects discussed in the following do not apply to situations when managers 

explicitly request their employees to critically assess existing practices and procedures. 

Furthermore, although the voice phenomenon and associated effects are considered as 

universal and generally hold across cultures and contexts, I would like to note that there 

can be certain differences in managers’ reactions to public (vs. private) voice depending 

upon the cultural context in which managers are operating. 

In the following, this chapter presents a literature review of the concept of voice be-

haviour. The literature review first introduces the concept of voice, outlines its key attrib-

utes, and highlights its challenging nature. The review continues by discussing the role of 

managers’ behaviours and dispositions in promoting employee voice and presents re-

search findings on managers’ reactions to voice. In the final part of the literature review, 

the concept of public versus private voice is introduced and discussed in the light of the 

related research streams. The review concludes with an explanatory study, which pro-

vides preliminary evidence that the social setting in which voice occurs affects how voice 

is evaluated.  

1.2 Employee Voice: From the Origins to the Current 

Conceptualization 

The first reference to the concept of voice was made by Adam Smith in his publication 

Wealth of Nations where he highlights that employers often do not listen to or even ig-

nore employees’ input (Smith, 1776). However, a formal theory of voice was only intro-

duced two centuries later by Hirschman (1970) in the Exit-Voice-Loyalty model where he 

conceptualized voice as one of potential responses to organizational dissatisfaction. This 

model stimulated various studies, which demonstrated that voice was positively associ-

ated with prior job satisfaction and job involvement (Rusbult, Farrell, Rogers, & Mainous, 

1988; Withey & Cooper, 1989). Nearly three decades later, after the seminal work by 
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Hirschman (1970) was published, Van Dyne and Le Pine (1998) renewed scholarly interest 

in voice by shifting its conceptualization from response to dissatisfaction, to a form of 

extra-role behaviour. The authors differentiated voice from in-role behaviours and 

demonstrated its distinctiveness from less challenging forms of extra-role behaviours 

such as helping behaviour (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). This study was a starting point for 

a new stream of research in organizational behaviour investigating voice behaviour as a 

form of challenging extra-role behaviour. 

Given the extensive scholarly interest in understanding the concept of voice, there 

are multiple definitions of voice. Yet, most of these definitions share three core attributes 

(Morrison, 2011). First, employees express their voice verbally. Second, voice is a discre-

tionary behaviour such that employees decide whether and how to speak up. Third, em-

ployees voice with an intent to bring constructive change. Drawing from these attributes, 

Morrison (2014) defines voice “as an informal and discretionary communication by an 

employee of ideas, suggestions, concerns, information about problems, or opinions 

about work-related issues to persons who might be able to take appropriate action, with 

the intent to bring about improvement or change” (p.174). In the present dissertation, I 

use this definition of voice and focus on voice directed toward one’s manager (i.e., up-

ward voice behaviour). Furthermore, because employee voice and employee silence—

that is, “the manifestation of a hesitation to speak up about an issue that is of some im-

portance to the individual but that seems risky to speak about in their organizational or 

institutional context” (Milliken & Morrison, 2003, p. 1564)—represent two sides of the 

same coin (Morrison, 2014), in this dissertation I consider silence as the opposite of voice. 

1.3 Challenging Nature of Voice and Efficacy-Safety Calculus 

Although voice is constructive in its intent, it is a form of challenging extra-role behaviour 

(Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). Employee voice involves a direct challenge of the status quo 

and frequently manifests as questioning or criticizing existing processes, practices, and 

policies in an organization (LePine & Van Dyne, 1998). Managers, due to their position, 

often identify with the status quo and thus, may perceive voice as an indirect critique of 

their performance (Edmondson, 2003). In particular, managers may see employee voice 

as a challenge to their prior decisions and actions (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Moreover, 

when employees highlight a need for improvement, employees implicitly emphasize is-

sues that managers may have overlooked (Burris, 2012) and thus indirectly raise ques-

tions about managers’ credibility and competence. Given the challenge inherent in voice, 

managers do not always welcome voice and may react defensively by punishing employ-

ees for speaking up or denigrating their input (e.g., Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014; Seibert 

et al., 2001). As a result, employees often fear that expressing their ideas, opinions, or 
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concerns may cause negative personal repercussions such as receiving low performance 

evaluations, being viewed as troublemaker, as well as damaging personal relationships at 

the workplace (Detert & Treviño, 2010; Grant, 2013; Milliken et al., 2003). 

Hence, voice creates a dilemma for employees. On the one hand, employees want to 

voice their ideas, suggestions, and concerns to improve practices or procedures in their 

work-group and organization (LePine & Van Dyne, 1998). At the same time, employees 

do not want to suffer from potential negative outcomes associated with voice (Shore, 

Barksdale, & Shore, 1995). Confronted with this dilemma, employees will often be cau-

tious about whether to voice. In deciding, employees make judgments on two aspects: 

voice efficacy and voice safety (Morrison, 2011, 2014). Voice efficacy refers to the extent 

to which an employee believes that speaking up is likely to bring about change (Morrison, 

2011, 2014). Voice safety refers to the extent to which an employee believes that speak-

ing up is risky and possibly leads to negative repercussions (Morrison, 2011, 2014). The 

higher the level of voice efficacy and voice safety, the more likely employees are to en-

gage in voice behaviour. 

1.4 The Role of Managers’ Behaviors  

In the last years, there has been an increasingly growing body of research examining fac-

tors that affect employees’ judgments about voice efficacy and safety and, consequently, 

their willingness to voice (see Morrison, 2011, 2014). This research has indicated that 

along with such factors as employees’ attributes (e.g., Tangirala et al., 2013) and voice 

climate (e.g., Morrison et al., 2011), managers’ beliefs and behaviours play a critical role 

in promoting as well as discouraging employees from speaking up. In particular, the ex-

isting literature suggests that employees voice more when managers encourage them to 

provide suggestions, display openness to their ideas, and signal that their input matters 

and will be considered (see Morrison, 2011, 2014). 

For example, an early study on voice suggested that employees are more likely to 

express their ideas or concerns when they perceive their managers to be approachable 

and responsive to voice (Saunders, Sheppard, Knight, & Roth, 1992). Across both qualita-

tive and quantitative studies with cardiac operating surgery teams, Edmondson (2003) 

showed that coaching behaviour of team leaders facilitates voice of team members. De-

tert and Burris (2007) showed, in a study on restaurant chain employees, that perceived 

manager openness increases employees’ psychological safety, which, in turn, leads to 

more voice. In a more recent study, Tangirala and Ramanujam (2012), using multisource 

survey data from nurses and their managers, demonstrated that manager consultation 

positively affects employees’ voice by enhancing employees’ perceived influence. 
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Apart from managers’ openness and responsiveness to voice, transformational lead-

ership plays an important role in predicting employee voice. Detert and Burris (2007), for 

example, showed that when managers demonstrate transformational leadership, they 

create a psychologically safe environment which consequently enhances employees’ 

voice. Liu, Zhu, and Yang (2010), studying MBA students at Chinese universities, extended 

these ideas by demonstrating an indirect effect of transformational leadership on voice 

via enhanced employee identification with one’s manager. 

Voice frequency was shown to also be influenced by the extent to which employees 

feel treated with respect by their managers (Takeuchi, Chen, & Cheung, 2012). In partic-

ular, the authors demonstrated that employees’ evaluation of interpersonal justice in the 

interactions with one’s manager is positively associated with voice. Walumbwa and 

Schaubroeck (2009) showed, in a study of managers and employees working for a major 

financial institution in the United States, that ethical leadership leads to higher psycho-

logical safety and, consequently, enhances voice. Similarly, Avey, Wernsing, and Palanski 

(2012), using a sample of working adults across organizations, found ethical leadership to 

be positively associated with voice. In contrast, Burris, Detert, and Chiaburu (2008), sam-

pling managers working in the restaurant industry, found that abusive leadership en-

hances psychological detachment, in turn negatively affecting employees’ voice. 

Apart from the way employees perceive managers’ behaviours, employee voice has 

been linked to manager dispositions as well as affective states. Fast and colleagues (2014) 

found that low managerial self-efficacy leads to less solicitation of voice due to enhanced 

ego-defensiveness, which, in turn, reduces voice. Liu and colleagues (2017) using an ex-

perience sampling method, demonstrated that managers’ positive affect influences per-

ceived psychological safety via employees’ own affective states, which, in turn, enhances 

voice. This study is important in that it is the first to examine voice by taking a within-

individual approach.  

Employees may also voice more when they entertain close, trusting relationships with 

their manager. For example, Van Dyne, Kamdar, and Joireman (2008) found a positive 

association between LMX and voice. Similarly, Botero and Van Dyne (2009) examined the 

effect of LMX on voice in the United States and Colombia. They demonstrated that, across 

the two countries, employees with high LMX demonstrate higher levels of voice. Burris 

and colleagues (2008) extended these findings by demonstrating that psychological de-

tachment from one’s organization mediates the relationship between LMX and voice. 

Presumably, when employees have poor relationships with their managers, they are 

more inclined to leave the organization and, as a result, are less interested in voicing their 

suggestions or concerns to improve their immediate work environment. 

Thus, the above review provides strong evidence that the frequency of voice depends 

on how employees perceive their managers, such that employees engage more in voice 

when they view their managers as open, supportive, and responsive to voice. Next to this, 
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managers’ transformational and ethical behaviours have been shown to be positively as-

sociated with voice. Furthermore, the current review also suggests that manager dispo-

sitions, affective states as well as relationship quality with one’s manager provide em-

ployees with social cues about managers’ responsiveness to voice and thus affects voice 

behaviour. 

1.5 Managers’ Reactions to Voice  

As managers’ openness and responsiveness play an important role in predicting em-

ployee voice, extensive research has focused on examining when and why managers re-

act favorably (vs. defensively) to employee input (see Morrison, 2011, 2014). This re-

search stream has focused on two forms of managerial reactions. First, earlier work on 

voice examined reactions in terms of employee outcomes including managers’ evaluation 

of employee performance, level of competence, expertise as well as career outcomes 

(e.g., Seibert et al., 2001; Whiting, Maynes, Podsakoff, & Podsakoff, 2012). Second, more 

recent work focused on examining how managers react to the voiced idea by looking at 

voice endorsement (e.g., Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014; Sijbom et al., 2015a, 2015b). 

Voice endorsement refers to a manager’s willingness to consider and address employee’s 

suggestions, which may include communicating these suggestions to top management as 

well as allocating resources for its implementation (Burris, 2012). In the following, I will 

outline the main research findings with regard to both forms of managerial reactions. 

1.5.1 Employee Outcomes 

Drawing on the perspective that voice is an improvement-oriented behavior, some stud-

ies have shown voice leading to positive employee outcomes. For example, Van Dyne and 

LePine (1998) found a positive effect of voice on managers’ evaluations of employees’ 

performance, above and beyond the effects of employees’ in-role behaviors as well as 

helping extra-role behavior. Whiting, Podsakoff, and Pierce (2008) conducted an experi-

mental study where participants were presented with critical incidents describing perfor-

mance of employees. In these incidents, authors manipulated low versus high levels of 

voice. Similarly to the findings by Van Dyne and LePine (1998), results indicated a positive 

effect of voice on performance evaluations, above and beyond the effects of employees’ 

task performance and helping others. However, there is also evidence that voice may 

negatively affect employee outcomes. For example, in a time-lagged study, Seibert, 

Kraimer, and Crant (2001) revealed that employee voice is negatively associated with ca-

reer promotion and salary increase. 
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To shed light on the above-mentioned contradictory findings, scholars have called for 

research into moderating factors that may explain when voice leads to positive (vs. neg-

ative) employee outcomes. For example, Burris, Detert, and Romney (2013) revealed the 

role of manager-employee agreement and disagreement around voice. In particular, the 

authors found that employee voice leads to higher performance evaluations when em-

ployee and manager agree about the employee’s high level of voice and when the em-

ployee underestimates his/her voice frequency relative to the managers’ evaluations. By 

contrast, employees who overestimate their voice volume receive worse performance 

evaluations. 

Whiting, Maynes, Podsakoff, and Podsakoff (2012), seeking to make sense of some of 

the mixed findings on how voice influences employee outcomes, drew from persuasion 

research to develop a more comprehensive model. They outlined the importance of ex-

amining how attributes of the voice source (i.e., the employee), the receiver (i.e., the 

manager), the message, and the context may affect performance evaluations of voicing 

employees. Consistent with this approach, I will present research findings on the effects 

of these four factors on employee outcomes. 

Employee attributes. With respect to the attributes of the voicing employee, research 

has focused on the level of expertise, trustworthiness, ability to regulate one’s emotions, 

as well as status of the employee. In particular, in a set of experimental studies, Whiting 

and colleagues (2012) found a positive association between expertise of the voicing em-

ployee and their subsequent performance evaluations. The results of the experiments 

also provided support for the proposition that trustworthiness of the voicing employee 

leads to increased levels of liking of the employee and evaluations of the message as 

more constructive. This, in turn, positively affects performance evaluations. Other studies 

similarly suggest that close and trusting employees are evaluated more positively when 

engaging in voice behaviour. For example, using a scenario-based experiment with a sam-

ple of middle managers working in South Korea, Kim and colleagues (2009) showed that 

when employees are seen as trusting rather than cynical, managers are more likely to 

attribute employee voice to moral concerns (rather than to personal attacks), which, in 

turn, leads to less social undermining and more social support for the voicing employee. 

Furthermore, Burris, Rodgers, Mannix, Hendron, and Oldroyd (2009) found that manag-

ers perceive inner-circle employees to make better contributions to group discussions, 

and, consequently, managers reward such employees with larger bonuses. 

Grant and colleagues (2013) focused on how employees’ emotion regulation 

knowledge affects voice outcomes. Using multisource field data from a health care com-

pany, they showed that voice leads to more positive performance evaluations when em-

ployees know how to effectively regulate their emotions while speaking up. Additionally, 

Grant, Parker and Collins (2009) showed that voice leads to higher performance evalua-

tions when employees display strong prosocial values and low negative affect. Howell, 
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Harrison, Burris, and Detert (2015) more recently proposed that employee status posi-

tively affects managers’ recognition of voice, which, in turn, leads to more favourable 

performance appraisals. Authors indeed found that for higher status employees, voice 

was associated with higher performance appraisals. This is because managers recognize 

their voice more than voice from lower status employees. 

Manager attributes. Although there are multiple studies on how employee attributes 

affect the way that managers evaluate voicing employees, the research on the effects of 

manager attributes is scarce. In particular, to my knowledge, the only work addressing 

this question was the study conducted by Fast and colleagues (2014). The authors pro-

posed that managers with low levels of self-efficacy are more averse towards employee 

voice, which results in negative employee outcomes. In support of their proposition, the 

authors showed that managers’ self-efficacy is negatively associated with denigration of 

the competence of voicing employee and this effect is driven by managers’ enhanced ego 

defensiveness. 

Voice message attributes. Several studies have demonstrated how voice message at-

tributes may affect managerial evaluations of voicing employees. For example, Whiting 

and colleagues (2012) found that employees who speak up with solutions instead of prob-

lems receive higher performance evaluations, and that this effect is driven by enhanced 

ratings of perceived voice constructiveness, employee liking, and attribution of prosocial 

motives. Further, across three studies, Burris (2012) examined how managerial evalua-

tions of employees’ performance differ depending on the content of voice message. In 

particular, he examined the effects of two types of voice: challenging of status quo and 

supportive of status quo. Results indicated that employees who engage in challenging 

rather than supportive voice are evaluated as worse performers and the effect is medi-

ated by perceived lack of employee’s loyalty. 

Voice context attributes. Contextual and situational factors may play an important role 

in shaping the meaning and interpretation of organizational behaviour (Johns, 2006). Yet, 

research on how such factors affect managerial reactions to voice is limited. To my 

knowledge, the study by Whiting and colleagues (2012) is the only one looking at how 

contextual factors may affect managerial evaluations of voicing employees. In particular, 

the authors showed that the timing of voice influences the performance appraisals of 

employees, such that employees who raise suggestions in an early rather than late pro-

ject stage are rated more favourably. This is due to the fact that voice in an early project 

stage is perceived as more constructive. 

1.5.2 Voice Endorsement 

To outline when managers are more or less likely to endorse employees’ input, I will again 

use the framework suggested by Whiting and colleagues (2012). Given that, to my 

knowledge, there are no studies examining how contextual factors may affect managers’ 



 26 | Chapter 1 
 

 
voice endorsement, I will focus only on the effects of attributes of the voicing employee, 

the manager, and the voice message. 

Employee attributes. Entertaining a close, trusting relationship with the manager was 

found to positively affect evaluations of the voiced input. In particular, Burris and col-

leagues (2009) showed that managers have a tendency to evaluate input from inner-cir-

cle employees more favourably as compared to input from out-circle employees irrespec-

tive of the strength of the argumentation. 

Manager attributes. Fast and colleagues (2014) found that managers with low (vs. 

high) self-efficacy are less likely to endorse voice because of enhanced threats to their 

ego. Sijbom, Janssen, and Van Yperen (2015a) proposed that managers’ achievement 

goal orientation affects their reactions to employee creative ideas (which I discuss here 

as a specific type of voice). As proposed, across two studies, they showed that mastery 

goal managers, relative to performance goal managers, are more interested in employ-

ees’ voiced ideas and, as a result, are more likely to adopt and less likely to oppose em-

ployees’ input. Further, the authors showed that performance goal managers are more 

likely to react positively to employees’ voice when employees speak up considerably (i.e., 

politely, respectfully) rather than aggressively. To further explicate how managers’ 

achievement goal orientation affects their reactions to employees’ voice, Sijbom and col-

leagues (2015b) in a different paper found that performance goal managers, as compared 

to mastery goal managers, demonstrate less responsiveness and support to employee 

voice. This effect is mediated by managers’ appraisal of image threat and learning oppor-

tunity. Further, the authors showed that the negative effect of performance goal orien-

tation on voice receptiveness is reduced when employees voice creative ideas without 

highlighting problems. 

Voice message attributes. Burris (2012) showed that managers’ propensity to endorse 

voice depends on the extent to which voice supports or challenges the existing status 

quo. In particular, Burris showed that employees who have a tendency to engage more 

in challenging rather than supportive voice elicit higher levels of threat in managers and 

are seen as less loyal, which, in turn, negatively affects voice endorsement. 

Reviewing the literature, we see that prior research has primarily focused on the im-

pact of voice frequency, personal attributes of managers and employees, and voice con-

tent on managerial reactions to voice. Research investigating the effects of voice context 

on managerial reactions to voice is, however, limited. In particular, how does the context 

in which voice is enacted affect managers’ voice endorsement? Are there certain contexts 

that increase employees’ capacity to initiate change by expressing voice? Furthermore, 

we lack an understanding about the factors that determine an employee’s tactics to ex-

press their voice in one context and not in others. Addressing these questions is im-

portant for theoretical and practical reasons. From a theoretical perspective, contextual 

factors play an important role in shaping and interpreting the meaning of organizational 
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behaviour (Johns, 2006). Furthermore, studying the effects of contextual factors, such as 

specific situational variables, may help to capture variance in behaviours that cannot be 

detected by studying the effects of individual differences (Johns, 2006). From a practical 

perspective, the examination of contextual factors makes research more applicable as it 

provides practitioners with guidelines about the context in which specific findings from 

research may hold or not (Johns, 2006). Hence, in this dissertation, I address this gap in 

the voice literature by examining the role of the social setting—public versus private—in 

which voice occurs in predicting managers’ reactions to voice. 

1.6 Introduction to Public versus Private Voice 

About four centuries ago, Galileo Galilei publicly challenged the Catholic Church’s belief 

about the earth being the stationary centre of the universe with all other planets and the 

sun revolving around it by presenting his theory that the earth and all other planets re-

volve around the sun (Galilei, 1967). Today we consider Galileo Galilei as one of ground-

breaking revolutionary scientists in human history who built up the foundation for mod-

ern physics and astronomy. However, when he presented his ideas and challenged the 

Church’s view, he was summoned before the Roman Inquisition. When looking at this 

example from history, we may wonder whether the outcomes would be different if Gali-

leo Galilei chose not to express his ideas publicly. In particular, what if Galileo Galilei ex-

pressed his ideas only to some representatives of the Catholic Church? Would we know 

about him and his theory today? At the same time, would he be summoned before the 

Roman Inquisition? 

In the example described above, Galileo Galilei expressed his ideas publicly. Similarly, 

today, employees may choose to express their ideas, opinions, or concerns in public or in 

private settings. In the present dissertation, by public voice I refer to situations where 

voice is communicated in the presence of people besides the voicing employee and the 

manager. When voice is expressed in public, other people are immediately exposed to 

the raised ideas, opinions, or concerns. By the term “others”, I refer to co-workers, other 

managers or superiors, or customers. In contrast, private voice refers to situations where 

the employee communicates voice only to the manager, such that no other person is, in 

that particular situation, exposed to the raised ideas, opinions, or concerns. 

The general notion in the voice literature is that expressing voice in public settings is 

inappropriate and disloyal and, thus, might be more risky for employees rather than ex-

pressing voice in private (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). In particular, employees often hold 

implicit theories that managers do not like to be challenged or receive bad news in front 

of others but prefer to have employees discuss these issues with them in private first 

(Detert & Edmondson, 2011). However, as with Galileo Galilei—where we cannot know 
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what the outcome would have been if he had spoken up in private only—there are no 

systematic studies that would shed light on how managerial reactions to voice differ 

when employees express their ideas, opinions, or concerns in public versus private. 

Although there are no systematic studies in the voice literature on the distinction be-

tween private and public voice, several studies from related research streams suggest 

important differences in managerial reactions to public versus private voice. In particular, 

the issue-selling literature suggests that issues expressed in public raise managers’ sense 

of accountability (i.e., perceived pressure to consider the issue), and, as such, issues sold 

in public have more chances to be considered by managers (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). At 

the same time, when issues are raised in public, managers are more likely to feel threat-

ened and, as a result, may punish employees (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). In a related vein, 

Piderit and Ashford (2003), using a qualitative design approach, showed that many fe-

male managers consider raising gender-equity issues in private settings as a softer strat-

egy than doing so in public settings. 

Furthermore, literature on feedback-seeking behaviour has demonstrated that peo-

ple tend to seek less feedback when it is delivered in the presence of others (Ashford & 

Northcraft, 1992; Levy, Albright, Cawley, & Williams, 1995). In a lab experimental setting, 

Ashford and Northcraft (1992) demonstrated that the presence of an audience that a 

person believes is evaluating him/herself reduces the feedback seeking of this person. 

Similarly, Levy, Albright, Cawley, and Williams (1995), using a computer-simulated time 

management task, found that individuals were reluctant to receive feedback in public 

even if they realized its instrumental value. Such reactions were trigged by high image 

costs associated with public feedback. Hence, there is some indirect support for the idea 

that managerial voice reactions may differ depending upon whether voice is expressed 

in public or private. 

1.7 Exploratory Research into Public versus Private Voice  

To develop our intuition on how private voice may differ from public voice, I conducted 

an exploratory study into how speaking up in public versus private would be seen by oth-

ers. In particular, I assessed whether and how the setting in which voice is enacted (pri-

vate vs. public) influences the way that the voicing employee is evaluated. Could it be 

that an employee’s perceived competence, warmth, positive dominance, and negative 

dominance depend, all else being equal, on whether the employee raises voice in public 

versus private? To find out, I recruited 470 undergraduate students from a Dutch univer-

sity of which 465 participants (51% female, 58% German, 16% Dutch, Mage = 20.04) pro-

vided reliable data (5 participants needed to be excluded because of a response pattern 

known to indicate insufficient effort; Huang, Bowling, Liu, & Li, 2015). I adapted a scenario 
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study from Sijbom and colleagues (2015b) asking participants to imagine that they were 

the head of a marketing department in a company specializing in frozen fast food, re-

sponsible for planning the marketing strategy of the company, and managing the work of 

the department’s 12 employees. The scenario describes how, one day, one of the em-

ployees approached the manager to raise concerns about the marketing strategy that the 

manager developed and proposed an alternative strategy instead1. 

I randomly assigned participants to one of two voice setting conditions. In the private 

(N = 232) condition, I informed participants that the employee approached them privately 

to communicate their suggestion. In contrast, in the public condition (N = 233) partici-

pants instead read that the employee expressed voice publicly. To establish that our par-

ticipants understood the social setting as intended (private vs. public), I used a two-item 

measure (i.e., “Lucas [Lisa] publicly spoke up about the marketing strategy in front of 

other employees” and “Lucas [Lisa] spoke up about the marketing strategy privately to 

you, one–on–one” [reversed]; α = .95) with a 7–point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly Disagree” 

to 7 = “Strongly Agree”). As expected, participants in the public condition evaluated the 

setting as more public (M = 5.92, SD = 1.57) than participants in the private condition (M 

= 1.73, SD = 1.18), F(1, 463) = 1057.58, p < .001. 

To learn how employees were perceived when they voiced across the two conditions, 

I asked participants to rate the employee on various attributes, including competence 

(i.e., capable, intelligent, competent), warmth (i.e., warm, kind, friendly, understanding, 

helpful), positive dominance (i.e., leading, self-assured, self-confident, persistent, firm, 

independent), and negative dominance (i.e., competitive, aggressive, domineering, force-

ful, dominant, assertive). I based this choice of attributes on insights from the Revised 

Interpersonal Adjective scale (Wiggins, Trapnell, & Phillips, 1988) and the literature on 

gender bias at the workplace (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001). Participants 

rated the extent to which the above attributes describe the employee using a 7–point 

Likert scale (1 = “Not at All” to 7 = “To a Very Great Extent”). 

Results indicated a significant difference in the employee’s evaluation across the two 

conditions (i.e., private vs. public voice), F(20, 443) = 11.44, p < .001; Wilk's Λ = 0.659, 

partial η2 = .34. As seen in Figure 1.1, when being approached in public, as compared to 

in private, participants rated the employee lower in terms of perceived competence (i.e., 

capable, intelligent, competent) and warmth (i.e., warm, kind, friendly, understanding, 

helpful), and higher in terms of perceived negative dominance (i.e., competitive, aggres-

sive, domineering, forceful, dominant, assertive). With regard to evaluations on per-

ceived positive dominance, participants in the public condition rated the employee as 

more leading, self-assured, and self-confident than did participants in the private condi-

tion. No differences were revealed in terms of evaluating the employee as persistent, 

                                                      
1 For a more detailed description of the scenario, please see p. 53. 
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firm, and independent. Hence, the results of the explorative study suggest that employ-

ees who express voice in public settings are perceived differently than those who express 

voice in private settings. This provides some preliminary support for my proposition that 

the setting in which voice is enacted matters such that managerial reactions to voice 

might also differ depending upon whether voice is expressed in private or public settings. 

 

 
Figure 1.1 Effect of voice setting on employee’s evaluation 

1.8 Conclusion 

Although there have been several references in the voice literature as well as in the re-
lated research streams discussing the importance of studying public versus private voice, 
systematic research into the differences between two types of voice is scarce. Thus, this 
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dissertation will study how the social setting in which voice occurs affects managers’ re-
actions to voice. Furthermore, in this dissertation, I also examine factors that may explain 
why employees prefer one type of voice over the other (i.e., private vs. public voice). 
Next, I outline in more detail the three empirical chapters of this dissertation, all focusing 
on the distinction between private and public voice. In the end of the next chapter, I 
present an overall theoretical model of this dissertation.  
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2.1 Introduction 

Having employees who openly express their ideas, opinions, or concerns is imperative for 

effective organizational functioning (Edmondson, 2003; Liu et al., 2017; Morrison & 

Milliken, 2000). Yet, due to the challenge inherent in voice, managers do not always wel-

come employee voice and may react in dysfunctional ways by denigrating the voicing 

employee and the provided input (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). To unveil when managers 

react defensively (vs. favourably), previous research has examined the effects of voice 

frequency, the attributes of people involved (i.e., the voicing employee and the manager), 

and the voice message (Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014; Seibert et al., 2001; Sijbom et al., 

2015a, 2015b). Although this research has made important strides toward explaining 

managers’ reactions to voice, still little is known about the role of situational factors that 

may explain when and why managers react favourably (vs. defensively) to voice. 

The main objective of this dissertation is to expand our understanding of managers’ 

reactions to voice by examining how the social setting in which voice occurs—that is, 

whether voice is expressed privately versus publicly—affects the consequences of voice. 

This dissertation looks at how managers’ voice endorsement differs when voice is com-

municated in public rather than in private settings, as well as how employees’ general 

preference for public (vs. private) voice affects their capacity to initiate change. Further-

more, to get a better understanding on the distinction between private and public voice, 

this dissertation also examines factors that affect employees’ preference for one or an-

other type of voice. In studying both consequences as well as antecedents of public ver-

sus private voice, I outline factors that moderate and mediate the examined relation-

ships. For example, I show that managers’ enhanced image threat mediates the effect of 

public (vs. private) voice on voice endorsement. 

I employ a variety of research designs and methods including event reconstruction, 

experimental vignette, as well as cross-sectional field methods. Moreover, this disserta-

tion uses three different forms of operationalization of the distinction between public 

versus private voice. In Chapter 3, I treat public versus private voice as a binary variable 

(i.e., private—no one is present, besides a manager and a voicing employee, during a 

particular voice event; public—one or more people are present, besides a manager and 

a voicing employee, during a particular voice event). In Chapter 4, we look at public versus 

private voice as a continuum evaluated as the number of people present during a partic-

ular voice event. In Chapter 5, we focus on studying employees’ general preference for 

public versus private voice. These three different forms of operationalization of public 

versus private voice permitted a more nuanced investigation of possible effects and an-

tecedents of voice social setting. For example, in this dissertation we disentangle and 

contrast the consequences of public (vs. private) voice events from the consequences of 

the general tendency of employees to engage in public (vs. private) voice. 
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In the following, I provide an overview of each of the three empirical chapters by high-

lighting how these chapters together provide a rich and comprehensive view on the con-

sequences and antecedents of public versus private voice. Figure 2.1 illustrates the over-

all theoretical model of this dissertation and depicts theoretical models of the three em-

pirical chapters. Importantly, as all three empirical chapters have been prepared as sep-

arate manuscripts, these chapters may be read independently of each other.
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2.2 Overview of the Empirical Chapters  

2.2.1 Chapter 3. Keeping It between Us: Managerial Endorsement of Public 

versus Private Voice 

In chapter 3, we, together with my co-authors, study how the social setting (private vs. 

public) in which voice is enacted affects voice endorsement via manager’s experience of 

image threat (i.e., manager’s concerns that others’ impression of them as effective and 

credible managers may suffer). Building on the broader social psychology literature 

(Goffman, 1959, 1967; Sproull et al., 1996; Triplett, 1898; Uziel, 2007; Zajonc, 1965), we 

suggest that when employees express voice in public settings, such voice is more likely to 

elicit in managers image-related concerns (as compared to voice expressed in private set-

tings). This, in turn, makes managers respond more defensively by denigrating the pro-

vided input. Furthermore, we theorize and examine two competing predictions on how 

the nature of the relationship between the manager and the voicing employee (LMX 

quality; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) may moderate the manager’s reactions to public voice. 

To reassure internal and external validity, we conducted three studies using different 

methods (i.e., experimental and correlational) and populations (i.e., undergraduate stu-

dents and working managers). Across three studies, results indicate that managers are 

less likely to endorse voice expressed in public rather than in private. This effect is ex-

plained by managers’ enhanced image concerns in response to public voice. To rule out 

alternative explanations, we also show that this effect is not due to enhanced ego 

threat—concerns about one’s own decisions, choices, and self-worth. We find that this 

type of threat, as compared to image threat, does not explain voice aversion evoked by 

the social setting in which voice occurs (private vs. public). Furthermore, our results indi-

cate a buffering account of LMX such that entertaining a close, trusting relationship with 

an employee mitigates managers’ image concerns associated with public voice. We dis-

cuss findings in the light of the existing literature on managerial reactions to voice and 

outline theoretical and practical implications. 

2.2.2 Chapter 4. When Do Employees Speak Up Publicly: The Role of Manager 

Self-Efficacy and Leader-Member Exchange 

In chapter 4, we examine the antecedents of employees’ preference to engage in public 

(vs. private) voice. Previous research suggests that when faced with the opportunity to 

speak up, employees choose between two opposing options, that is, they either express 

their ideas and opinions or they remain silent (see Morrison, 2014). We challenge this 

perspective by arguing that employees’ choice is not binary (i.e., voice vs. silence), but, 

instead, more continuous in that employees can choose between different voice tactics. 
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In particular, employees may also minimize risks associated with voice by carefully ad-

justing the social setting (private vs. public) in which to speak up. In building on the work 

by Fast and colleagues (2014), we argue that managers’ sense of self-efficacy—that is, 

one’s belief about one’s ability to perform well on specific tasks (Bandura, 1977)—

provides employees with social cues about voice riskiness, and, as a result, affects em-

ployees’ preference about the setting in which to voice. That is, we propose that the 

lower a manager’s self-efficacy is, the more likely the employee will speak up in private 

rather than in public (and vice versa). Furthermore, we test two competing predictions 

on how the effect of manager’s self-efficacy on public (vs. private) voice is moderated by 

the quality of relationship between the manager and the employee (i.e., LMX quality; 

Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). To test our model, we conducted an event-based study with 

221 voice events nested within 112 employees of 52 managers. As expected, results in-

dicate a positive effect of managers’ self-efficacy on public voice. Furthermore, the posi-

tive effect of managers’ self-efficacy on public (vs. private) voice is mitigated when LMX 

quality is high. 

2.2.3 Chapter 5. Employees’ Misplaced Loyalty: Perceived Costs and Actual 

Benefits of Public Voice 

In chapter 5, we examine how employees’ implicit public voice theories—that is, taken-

for-granted beliefs that voicing in public is inappropriate and disloyal (Detert & 

Edmondson, 2011)—affect employees’ preference to voice privately rather than publicly, 

which, in turn, impacts employees’ capacity to initiate change. Given that employee voice 

involves challenging the status quo and because managers may identify with the status 

quo, they may think of voice as disloyal. Silence, on the contrary, may be seen as an ex-

pression of loyalty, and this idea has been taken up in prior research. Here, in contrast to 

this perspective, we propose that employees may actually display loyalty by voicing ideas, 

suggestions, and concerns privately (i.e., when no one else is present besides the man-

ager) instead of publicly (i.e., when other people are present besides the manager). We 

argue that employees’ implicit public voice theories explain when employees are more 

likely to voice in private. Yet, we also argue that private voice is less effective, in compar-

ison to public voice, in engendering managerial attention, and, as a result, employees 

who voice in private are less likely to initiate change. Utilizing multisource data from 110 

manager-employee dyads, we find that employees’ implicit public voice theories are as-

sociated with less public voice, and, consequently, negatively with employees’ initiation 

of change. We further show that this indirect effect is mitigated by the work-group self-

promotion climate—a shared belief that it is appreciated to display behaviours that signal 

one’s competence.  
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2.3 Conclusion 

To conclude, the aim of this dissertation is to examine how the social setting in which 

voice occurs may shape managers’ reactions to voice. To provide a better understanding 

of the distinction between private and public voice, this dissertation also outlines factors 

affecting employees’ preference for one or another type of voice. To build up a strong 

theoretical foundation for our proposed theoretical models and explain the hypothesized 

relationships, this dissertation draws on and integrates theories and findings from the 

literatures on voice behaviour, leadership, issue-selling, impression-management, and re-

lated research streams. The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows. In 

chapters 3, 4, and 5, we present three separate empirical manuscripts. Chapter 3 de-

scribes how the social setting in which voice is enacted (private vs. public) affects its en-

dorsement via managers’ enhanced image concerns. Chapter 4 looks at how manager 

self-efficacy and LMX interactively predict employee public (vs. private) voice. Chapter 5 

outlines how implicit public voice theories affect employees’ initiation of change via im-

pacting employees’ general preference to voice in private (vs. public) settings. In chapter 

6, we present a general discussion and conclusion, summarizing the main findings of the 

three empirical chapters. This concluding chapter also outlines implications for theory 

and practice, limitations of the conducted studies, and directions for future research. 
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3.1 Introduction 

Imagine that Taylor, head of Human Resources, developed a talent management program 

to identify high-potential employees. Taylor’s team has been implementing the program 

across the company. One day, an employee on that team, Alex, comes to Taylor’s office 

and privately, one-on-one, expresses concerns about possible flaws in the program and 

proposes significant revisions. How likely is Taylor to endorse Alex’s suggestions and re-

vise the program? Alternatively, imagine another situation in which all the circumstances 

are identical except that Alex raises concerns about Taylor’s program and proposes sig-

nificant revisions publicly, in the presence of others such as Taylor’s and Alex’s peers. How 

likely is Taylor to endorse Alex’s suggestions and revise the program now? 

Both these situations describe voice, employees’ upward expression of ideas, opin-

ions, or concerns about work-related issues (Morrison, 2014). When employees voice, 

they draw on their experience and proximity to work operations, and thus communicate 

valuable information in the form of actionable suggestions based on their uniquely held 

viewpoints and knowledge (Edmondson, 1996). Voice can thus help organizations avoid 

errors (Edmondson, 2003), enhance innovation (Liu et al., 2017), and increase perfor-

mance as indexed by sales, profits, and customer satisfaction (Detert, Burris, Harrison, & 

Martin, 2013; Frazier & Bowler, 2015; Lam & Mayer, 2014; MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & 

Podsakoff, 2011). Crucially, for voice to have such an impact, it needs to be endorsed 

(Detert et al., 2013; Dutton & Ashford, 1993) because employees often lack the influence 

needed to turn their ideas or opinions into real constructive changes (Morrison, 2014; 

Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012). 

Managers are the ones who often allocate resources to implementing employees’ 

suggestions, and when necessary, act as sponsors of ideas to the top management 

(Mollick, 2012; Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). Managers are thus key gatekeepers holding the 

potential to unlock voice’s organizational effects by endorsing it. Yet, the voice literature 

has documented managers’ negative reactions to employee voice, including their ten-

dency to discount employees’ ideas and opinions and to avoid endorsement of employ-

ees’ ideas (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Accordingly, scholars have recently begun to ex-

plore factors that influence managerial voice endorsement (e.g., message characteristics, 

manager dispositions). For instance, Burris (2012) showed that when employees engage 

in more challenging—rather than supportive—voice, managers are more threatened, see 

employees as less loyal, and support their ideas less. Fast and colleagues (2014) found 

that managers with low (vs. high) self-efficacy are more likely to experience threats to 

their ego and, thus, less likely to endorse employees’ voice. This nascent research has 

made important strides in our understanding of managers’ endorsement of voice, but 

has mainly focused on the attributes of the message or the receiver. At the same time, it 
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has so far neglected to examine how the social setting in which voice occurs influences 

voice endorsement.  

Take, for example, the two situations described at the outset of this paper, which are 

identical in terms of actors and message. In the first situation, Alex speaks up in private 

(i.e., when no one else besides Taylor is present), whereas in the second situation, Alex 

speaks up in public (i.e., in the presence of Taylor’s and Alex’s peers). Would the differ-

ence in the social setting (private vs. public) affect Taylor’s (the manager) likelihood of 

endorsing Alex’s (the employee) idea? If so, this could have important implications for 

our understanding of voice and its effects. In fact, many discussions of voice and related 

constructs often assume that voice is public, rather than private. For example, research 

suggests that dissent expressed in groups facilitates more in-depth discussions, thus in-

creasing decision quality (Nemeth, Connell, Rogers, & Brown, 2001) and innovation (De 

Dreu & West, 2001a). In contrast, private dissent is often considered inefficient because 

of the need to organize additional meetings with relevant stakeholders (Eden & Long, 

2014). 

Given that public voice carries such vital benefits, one would expect that managers 

appreciate and favour public voice. Yet, we propose that managers react particularly neg-

atively to public voice because of potential challenge to managers’ social standing inher-

ent in public voice. We draw from the broader social psychology literature (Sproull et al., 

1996; Uziel, 2007; Zajonc, 1965), which indicates that presence of others can make con-

cerns about social image—that is, whether one is coming across to others as effective or 

competent—salient to individuals in ways that private settings do not. In particular, we 

propose that because of the putative criticism inherent in voice, voice expressed in a 

public setting elicits in managers an image threat—that is, worry that others’ impression 

of them as effective managers will suffer and that they will lose their credibility or social 

status. Consequently, we argue that managers perceiving image threat will respond more 

defensively, with lower levels of endorsement. At the same time, we also highlight that 

managers’ evaluation of new information is often coloured by how trustworthy and lika-

ble they perceive the source to be (Menon & Blount, 2003). We thus propose that the 

nature of the relationship between the manager and the voicing employee likely affects 

the extent to which image concerns become salient when employees voice in public set-

tings. Hence, we theorize how leader-member exchange (LMX; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) 

between the manager and the voicing employee might moderate managerial image 

threat experienced in public settings. Drawing on contrasting insights in the LMX litera-

ture suggesting that high LMX can accentuate or mitigate managers’ experience of image 

threat at work, we develop and test competing hypotheses on LMX’s moderating effects. 

Figure 3.1 illustrates our theoretical model. 
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Figure 3.1 Proposed moderated mediation model 

 
We contribute to the literature in several ways. First, emerging research has deline-

ated that attributes of the people involved (i.e., who) or the content of voice (i.e., what 

is said) can impact managerial endorsement (Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014; Sijbom et al., 

2015a, 2015b). We extend this research by highlighting the role of the social setting (i.e., 

where). Further, we explicate competing predictions about how public (vs. private) ex-

pression of voice from employees in the “in-group” (high LMX, in contrast to those in the 

“out-group”, low LMX) can affect managerial endorsement of such voice. We thus nuance 

our understanding of the effects of relational attributes (who are involved in the voice 

event and how they are related) on voice endorsement. In this process, we address calls 

for a greater explication of the psychology underlying managers’ reactions to employees’ 

input and conditions under which voice incurs favourable (vs. defensive) reactions from 

managers (Ashford, Sutcliffe, & Christianson, 2009; Morrison, 2014). 

Second, we establish how threat posed by voice can come in a differentiated manner 

and that, when developing theory, it is important for research to specify the particular 

form of threat that a voice episode might induce in managers. In particular, we argue that 

voice in public settings evokes a special kind of threat, image threat, triggered by the 

presence of others. Image threat is distinct from other forms of threat that voice might 

elicit. For instance, voice from employees can also increase anxiety in managers about 

their own decisions, choices, and self-worth—that is, ego threat (Leary, Terry, Allen, & 

Tate, 2009). We demonstrate that ego threat, although an important explanation for 

managers’ defensiveness toward voice (e.g., Fast et al., 2014), would not specifically ex-

plain their negative reactions toward publicly expressed voice. In this way, we add to our 

understanding of the differing mechanism underlying managers’ (lack) of voice endorse-

ment. 
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3.2 Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development  

Conveying a positive image to others is a fundamental human motive (Baumeister, 1982; 

Goffman, 1959, 1967). A positive image affords individuals with social advantages and 

desired outcomes, such as improved interpersonal relationships, belongingness and in-

clusion in relevant groups, as well as occupational successes (Baumeister, 1982; 

Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Vohs, Baumeister, & Ciarocco, 2005). As a result, to influence 

how others perceive them, individuals claim desired social images (Schlenker & Leary, 

1982). In work settings in particular, people closely consider the possible effects of their 

actions on their image (Bolino, 1999). People may even avoid engaging in otherwise func-

tional actions when they believe that such actions might harm their image (Ashford, 

1989). For example, although individuals may see instrumental benefits in seeking feed-

back, they are reluctant to seek it if they believe it might signal their incompetence or 

lack of personal confidence to others (e.g., Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 2003). 

Managers can be especially sensitive about their social image at work. Due to their 

position, managers are expected to project a sense of competence and appear in control 

of events and issues in their teams even when, in reality, they might objectively lack such 

control (e.g., Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985). Managers who create and maintain such 

an image gain status (Ashford, 1989; Greenberg, 1990) and obtain power and resources 

(Lucas & Baxter, 2012). As a result, managers can experience an elevated pressure to 

come across as effective, autonomous, and self-assured even when such appearances 

come at the expense of achieving organizationally functional goals (Pfeffer, 1992). 

Thus, from the managers’ point of view, employee voice presents a tricky terrain to 

navigate. On the one hand, voice provides instrumental benefits to managers, as it can 

reveal new ideas, expose errors, and highlight previously unknown information 

(Morrison, 2011, 2014). At the same time, voice can be challenging for managers 

(Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Given that via voice, employees, often on their own or pro-

actively, bring up novel ideas and suggestions (Parker & Collins, 2010), voice can shift the 

initiative or control over issues raised in the team from the managers to the employees. 

Moreover, voice involves a criticism (albeit constructive) of the status quo or the way 

things are at work (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). Managers, as occupants of positions of 

power within the team, often come to represent the status quo (e.g., Edmondson, 2003). 

Therefore, voice can come across as a challenge of prior managerial actions and put in 

question judgments or choices underlying such actions (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). 

Hence, even as voice may contribute to the work-group effectiveness, it holds the poten-

tial to threaten managers’ desired appearance as competent leaders who control the 

flow of events within their teams. 
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3.2.1  Public versus Private Voice and Image Threat 

In this regard, we suggest that not all occurrences of voice elicit similar levels of image 

threat. Instead, we propose that the presence of others is an important determinant of 

whether voice elicits image concerns, such that when voice occurs in public (vs. private) 

managers are more likely to experience image threat. By public voice we refer to situa-

tions where voice is expressed in the presence of other people besides the voicing em-

ployee and the manager. When voice occurs in public, other people become immediately 

privy to the ideas, opinions, or dissent raised by the employee. We use the term “others” 

broadly to refer to co-workers, other managers or superiors, or customers, who typically 

constitute salient social presence at the workplace. In contrast, by private voice, we refer 

to situations where voice is expressed only to the manager, such that no other person is, 

at that particular moment, exposed to the ideas, opinions, or dissent raised by the em-

ployee. 

In public settings, individuals tend to feel as if they are on a stage and become con-

scious of how they are coming across or appearing to others (Goffman, 1959, 1967; 

Sproull et al., 1996; Triplett, 1898; Zajonc, 1965). This should especially be the case for 

managers who have to constantly project an image of a competent actor who is in control 

of events and issues in their team (e.g., Pfeffer, 1977). Hence, in public settings, managers 

should not only feel evaluation apprehension due to the social presence of others but 

also find their attention distracted from tasks or work goals toward threats to their self-

presentation (Uziel, 2007). Consequently, it is likely that in public settings (as compared 

to private settings) managers might fail to focus on the functional value or utility of voice 

that is coming their way (i.e., the extent to which such voice might help address problems 

or opportunities confronting the team), but rather focus on how such voice is making 

them look in front of the observing audience. That is, when an employee publicly chal-

lenges the status quo by expressing one’s ideas, opinions, or concerns, and thereby indi-

rectly the manager, the manager, rightly or not, might worry that others could read this 

as a signal of the manager’s weakness or incompetence. Moreover, when the employee 

proactively and publicly presents or argues ideas or opinions, managers might feel that 

their ability to project a sense of control over issues or events in the team is jeopardized. 

Therefore, managers might feel an enhanced sense of image threat when confronted 

with voice that is publicly raised by their employees (in contrast with voice that is privately 

raised). Given possibilities of such adverse managerial reactions to public voice, it is not 

surprising that people frequently hold lay theories that managers might feel betrayed, 

humiliated, or blindsided when confronted with public voice (e.g., Detert & Edmondson, 

2011). Putting all this together, we propose the following: 

H1:  Employees’ voice expressed in public (vs. private) settings enhances managers’ 

image threat. 
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3.2.2  Image Threat and Voice Endorsement 

Employees often lack the influence needed to turn their ideas or opinions into real con-

structive change in a work-group or organization (Morrison, 2014; Tangirala & 

Ramanujam, 2012). Hence, they rely on their managers to evaluate their opinions fairly, 

sponsor—where necessary—ideas to the top management, and allocate resources to 

testing or implementing their suggestions (Mollick, 2012; Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). In 

other words, employees critically depend on their managers to endorse their voice for it 

to have any meaningful influence in the organization (Detert et al., 2013; Dutton & 

Ashford, 1993). We suggest that image threat reduces manager’s endorsement of voiced 

ideas. 

People experiencing image threat are strongly motivated to defend their image and 

are likely to engage in defensive reactions (Goffman, 1967). Such reactions are charac-

terized by negative emotions including anger and hostility toward objects that are per-

ceived as causing image harm as well as counter attacks (Cupach & Carson, 2002) or pub-

lic discounting of the credibility or validity of any challenging information (Ilgen, Fisher, & 

Taylor, 1979). For example, individuals who feel threatened by unfavourable evaluations 

become less receptive to feedback which they simply might ignore or dismiss (Ashford et 

al., 2003; DeNisi & Kluger, 2000; Tuckey, Brewer, & Williamson, 2002). 

Consequently, we argue that in circumstances when employees’ voice heightens 

managers’ image threat, it should elicit lower endorsement from managers because, by 

endorsing such voice, managers might feel that they are legitimizing the implicit chal-

lenge or criticism inherent in such voice, thus solidifying harm to their social image. As a 

result, managers experiencing image threat, as a consequence of any particular form of 

voice, are likely to be motivated to maintain their image by rejecting employee’s ideas or 

opposing to provide support and resources for their further implementation (Burris, 

2012; Wolfe, Wright, & Smart, 2006). In contrast, when voice does not elicit image threat, 

managers do not need to protect their image and thus are more likely to show receptive-

ness to the voice and endorse it. Using the above logic and combining it with our earlier 

arguments that managers are more likely to experience image threat as a result of public 

voice, we propose that managers will endorse voice in public (vs. private) settings less 

and that experience of image threat will explain this effect. Thus, we formally hypothe-

size: 

H2:  Managers’ image threat is negatively related to voice endorsement. 

H3:  Managers’ image threat mediates the negative relationship between employees’ 

voice expressed in public (vs. private) settings and voice endorsement.  
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3.2.3  The Moderating Role of LMX: Two Competing Views 

Interactions between managers and employees do not occur in social isolation; rather, 

they are embedded within ongoing recurring relationships at work. Thus, the relationship 

the employee who speaks up in public has with the manager is likely to matter to the 

extent to which the manager find voice to be image threatening. In particular, people do 

not evaluate a new piece of information at face value. Instead, the relationship they en-

tertain with the source of this information colours their evaluation (Menon & Blount, 

2003). That is, people react differently to similar messages by others who they perceive 

to be in their “in-group” versus “out-group.” 

For managers, the distinction between in-group and out-group members is a core part 

of LMX theory (Graen & Cashman, 1975; Liden & Graen, 1980). According to the theory, 

managers typically develop differentiated relationships characterized by loyalty, liking, 

respect, and mutual support with only a few members (e.g., Liden & Maslyn, 1998). The 

relationships with other members, in contrast, are mostly based on formal job descrip-

tions and prescribed employment contracts (Liden & Maslyn, 1998). Generally, there is 

public awareness within teams of employees who constitute the loyal circle of confidants 

to the managers and those who fall outside such a circle (e.g., Duchon, Green, & Taber, 

1986; Herman, Ashkanasy, & Dasborough, 2012; Hu & Liden, 2013). Thus, LMX relation-

ships are critical to understanding image threats because they explain how managers 

evaluate and interpret the actions of employees and because they affect how managers 

believe others will view these actions, as they create expectations about how employees 

and managers should behave toward each other.  

Drawing from the LMX literature, we propose two perspectives leading to opposite 

predictions on how the LMX relationship moderates the way that the manager responds 

to publicly expressed voice. On the one hand, high LMX can enhance threats resulting 

from public voice. Manager likely expect the high LMX employee to behave in a loyal 

manner and refrain from public challenges. In other words, high LMX employees, more 

than others, are expected not to behave in ways that might potentially hurt or embarrass 

their managers (Bowler, Halbesleben, & Paul, 2010; Z. Chen, Lam, & Zhong, 2007). Con-

sequently, due to such violation of expectations, public voice by high LMX employee 

might enhance managers’ perceived image threat. On the other hand, high LMX can 

buffer threats resulting from public voice. Because high LMX employees are trusted, their 

actions are likely viewed more positively by the manager (e.g., Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). 

As a result, managers might not perceive their voice as a challenge or threat to their im-

age, reducing the negative effects of public voice. We expand on these two arguments 

and propose a set of competing hypotheses. 

LMX as threat enhancer. Employees with whom the manager shares high LMX might 

be especially socially expected to demonstrate public loyalty to their manager (Bowler et 

al., 2010; Z. Chen et al., 2007) because closer and more trusting relationships beget 
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stronger obligations of loyalty and social support (P. Brown & Levinson, 1987). As voice is 

a form of dissent, many people feel that in public settings, it holds potential to come 

across as a display of disloyalty intended to embarrass the manager (Detert & 

Edmondson, 2011). In fact, publicly defending the manager (even when dissent, argu-

ments, and disagreements might privately take place) is considered a critical and essential 

role of in-group members (Graen & Scandura, 1987). Thus, from this social expectation 

of loyalty perspective, managers might experience greater image threat when they are 

the target of voice in a public setting from employees with whom they share a higher 

quality LMX relationship. Indeed, expectancy-violation theory (Jussim, Coleman, & Lerch, 

1987) suggests that when in-group (vs. out-group) individuals violate stereotyped expec-

tations, their behaviours are evaluated more extremely. Further, people expect conflicts 

and challenges from out-group members, but not from in-group members, and when the 

latter disagree with them, they react more negatively (Phillips & Loyd, 2006). Similarly, to 

the extent that an event falls out of an expected schema, it makes people closely evaluate 

given information and exaggerates people’s reactions so that negative events elicit more 

intense negative affect (Kahneman & Miller, 1986; M. G. Kim & Mattila, 2010; Olson, 

Roese, & Zanna, 1996; Ortony, Clore, & Collins, 1988). 

Moreover, such social expectations may have important influences on managers’ be-

liefs about how others would interpret publicly expressed voice of high LMX employees. 

Therefore, managers might believe that a violation of the norm of public loyalty by a close 

employee will come across to observers as an indication of loss of faith even within the 

manager’s in-group. That is, managers might feel that others will interpret such an act by 

the employee as a strong negative signal concerning their credibility and ability to retain 

firm control over issues and events within the team. In contrast, because managers do 

not have strong social expectations of public loyalty from low LMX employees, voice from 

such employees is less likely to come as a surprise for managers. Thus, we hypothesize 

that managers are more likely to experience image threat as a result of public voice from 

a high LMX employee as opposed to similar voice expressed by an employee with whom 

they do not share such a relationship that, in turn, will decrease endorsement of such 

voice: 

H4a: LMX moderates the positive relationship between employees’ voice expressed in 

public (vs. private) settings and managers’ image threat such that the relation-

ship is stronger when LMX is higher. 

H4b: LMX moderates the mediated relationship between employees’ voice expressed 

in public (vs. private) settings and voice endorsement via managers’ image threat 

such that this relationship is stronger when LMX is higher. 

LMX as threat buffer. Typically, managers treat employees with whom they share 

high-LMX relationships more favourably by providing them with tangible and intangible 
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resources (Dulebohn, Bommer, Liden, Brouer, & Ferris, 2012; Loi, Mao, & Ngo, 2009). 

One such intangible resource is favourable evaluations. That is, managers might evaluate 

ideas and contributions of high-LMX employees more positively and attribute more be-

nign intentions to such employees as compared to more distant employees (Burris et al., 

2009; T. Kim et al., 2009; Whiting et al., 2012). As a result, it is likely that, in general, 

managers will evaluate voice from high LMX employees more favourably. Thus, from a 

threat as a judgment perspective, managers might experience lesser image threat when 

high-LMX employees voice in a public setting. That is, given that they perceive such voice 

in a favourable light, it is possible that its threat-inducing aspects are less salient to man-

agers and they consequently might recognize it less as a challenge to their social standing 

in the group even when the employee expresses it publicly.  

Extensive research suggests that people do not perceive reality in an objective man-

ner, but instead view it through a veil of prior schemas that affect what they search for, 

what they notice, and the value or importance they assign to what they observe (Fiske & 

Taylor, 2008; Nickerson, 1998; Snyder & Swann, 1978). As managers are likely to expect 

employees with whom they share high quality relationship to be less controversial, they 

are likely to view voice from such employees in a more benevolent or open manner. Fur-

thermore, because people often assume others share their beliefs and viewpoints of re-

ality (L. Ross, Greene, & House, 1977), managers, who might perceive voice from a high-

LMX employee as less of a personal challenge to them, would think that others in the 

team are equally likely to perceive such voice as less problematic. Hence, managers likely 

expect that observers would share their benevolent interpretation of voice, which should 

reduce experiences of image threat even when it occurs in a public setting. That is, the 

close, trusting relationship might positively colour managers’ evaluations of voice in a 

public setting. In contrast, because managers are more likely to perceive voice from low 

LMX employees as a challenge, they would think that others in the team are also likely to 

view such voice as a criticism. Hence, we hypothesize that managers perceive public voice 

from an employee with whom they share high quality LMX as a weaker threat to their 

social image due to their positively biased interpretations of acts of such employees, and, 

consequently, might not penalize their public voice with lower endorsement as opposed 

to similar voice expressed by an employee with whom they do not share such a relation-

ship:  

H5a: LMX moderates the positive relationship between employees’ voice expressed in 

public (vs. private) settings and managers’ image threat such that the relation-

ship is weaker when LMX is higher. 

H5b: LMX moderates the mediated relationship between employees’ voice expressed 

in public (vs. private) settings and voice endorsement via managers’ image threat 

such that this relationship is weaker when LMX is higher. 
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3.2.4  Alternative Explanation: Ego Threat 

Our primary argument is that managers more likely experience image threat when con-

fronted with public voice and this leads them to endorse such voice less. Hence, image 

threat plays a primary explanatory role in our arguments. However, threat might come in 

other forms rather than merely as image threat. For instance, individuals have a desire to 

maintain a positive self-view which is related to, but distinct from, their desire to maintain 

a positive social image (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Leary et al., 2009; Lievens, Van Hoye, & 

Anseel, 2007). When one’s positive self-view is threatened, one may experience what is 

called ego threat, or an internal or private sense of doubt about one’s choices and self-

worth. Germane to our discussion, voice, in general, can also elicit ego threat in managers 

because voice is a form of challenge to existing work practices that are presumably linked 

to managers’ (in)action (Ashford et al., 2009; Fast et al., 2014). We propose that although 

voice can, irrespective of the social settings (i.e., public vs. private) in which it occurs, 

elicit self-doubts in managers about their own ability, image threat—or managers’ con-

cern about how they are coming across to others—is more likely to vary as a function of 

such social setting. That is, managers can be sensitive to negative information that may 

diminish their self-worth or self-esteem irrespective of whether this information be-

comes known to others (Leary, Barnes, Griebel, Mason, & McCormack, 1987). By con-

trast, image threat arises when social presence of others is salient, even when the nega-

tive information presented to managers does not affect their self-evaluations (Leary et 

al., 2009). Thus, ego threat may be triggered by voice irrespective of whether this event 

is observed by others; whereas, image threat is likely triggered only when voice is publicly 

expressed. In our studies, we test our putative explanation (i.e., image threat) against 

alternative threat-based explanations (i.e., ego threat) to establish support for our con-

ceptual model more firmly. 

3.3 Overview of Studies 

To enhance internal and external validity, we conducted three studies using different 

methodologies and populations. First, we conducted two experiments (Studies 1 & 2) to 

progressively provide causal evidence for our model. In Study 1, conducted with under-

graduate students, we manipulated a voice event to be public or private and examined 

its indirect effects on endorsement via manager’s experience of image threat. In Study 2, 

conducted with an online panel of managers, we manipulated both the voice setting and 

LMX quality and examined our two competing hypotheses regarding the moderating ef-

fects of LMX quality on endorsement of publicly expressed voice via its influence on image 

treat. In Study 3, conducted with a sample of managers, we implemented an event-based 
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recall study. This allowed us to replicate findings from Studies 1 and 2 with managers 

recalling actual voice situations at their workplace.  

3.4 Study 1: Method 

3.4.1  Sample  

We recruited 122 undergraduate students from a Dutch university to participate in Study 

1. We excluded nine participants due to incomplete data and ten participants due to in-

sufficient effort responding (Huang et al., 2015). This resulted in a final sample of 103 

participants (65% female, 46% German, 23% Dutch, Mage = 21.29).  

3.4.2  Procedure 

Scenario studies are especially appropriate when testing psychological processes on 

which participants can provide direct information (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014; Greenberg & 

Eskew, 1993). Following Aguinis and Bradley’s (2014) suggestion to “provide participants 

with adequate contextual background when using a between-subjects design” (p. 361), 

we adapted a scenario study (Appendix A) from Sijbom and colleagues (2015b). We asked 

participants to imagine that they were the head of a marketing department in a company 

specializing in frozen fast food and responsible for planning the marketing strategy of the 

company and managing the work of the department’s 12 employees. The company was 

about to introduce a new product called “Fat Free French Fries” and the campaign for 

the new fries was very important which meant the manager devoted considerable time 

and effort to develop it. To promote the product, the manager decided to use an event 

strategy, which involved advertising the healthy features of the French fries at various 

sporting events where customers had the opportunity to sample the product. We em-

phasized that the manager chose this strategy because it had been successfully imple-

mented in the past, and that this success had helped the manager to advance to the po-

sition of department head. 

Next, we described how, one day, an employee named Riley2 approached the man-

ager to raise concerns about the event strategy and to propose an online strategy instead. 

Riley emphasized the weaknesses and possible risks associated with the event strategy 

and supported the arguments with market research findings. In particular, Riley sug-

gested replacing the event strategy with an online strategy involving the advertisement 

of the product using online banners on social media because this approach should elicit 

more customer attention than the strategy developed by the manager. Because this was 

                                                      
2 We used a unisex name to rule out a possible effect of employee’s gender on voice endorsement (e.g., Howell 
et al., 2015). 
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a challenging but constructive form of upward communication with intent to benefit the 

organization, this behaviour fits our conceptualization of voice. 

Manipulation of voice setting. We randomly assigned participants to one of two set-

ting conditions. In the private (N = 53) condition, we informed participants that Riley ap-

proached them privately to communicate the suggestions: 

Suddenly, Riley, one of the employees, approached you and asked to pri-

vately speak to you, one–on–one, about your campaign. Alone in your office, Ri-

ley said privately… 

In contrast, in the public condition (N = 50) participants instead read: 

Suddenly, Riley, one of the employees, approached you and publicly, in front of 

the other 11 employees in the open office space, spoke up about your campaign. 

With the other 11 employees listening, Riley said publicly… 

To verify that our manipulation (private vs. public) worked as intended, we used a 

two-item measure (i.e., “Riley publicly spoke up about the marketing strategy in front of 

other employees” and “Riley spoke up about the marketing strategy privately to you, 

one–on–one” [reversed]; α = .97; 1 = “Strongly Disagree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree”)3. Sup-

porting the efficacy of our manipulation, participants in the public condition rated the 

setting as more public (M = 4.61, SD = .63) than participants in the private condition (M 

= 1.21, SD = .42), F(1, 101) = 1060.66, p < .001. 

3.4.3  Measures 

Image and ego threat. We assessed image threat using three items from Sijbom’s (2015b) 

adapted version of image threat appraisal measure (i.e., “…hurts my status as a depart-

ment head”, “…creates doubts in others about my ability to come up with a successful 

marketing strategy”, and “…undermines my position as a manager”; α = .84). To differen-

tiate image threat from ego threat, we measured participants’ experience of ego threat 

by adapting three items from Tuckey et al.’s (2002) ego defence motive measure (i.e., “I 

would feel negatively towards myself”, “I would doubt my own self-worth as a manager”, 

and “I would feel confident in my ability to set the marketing strategy” [reversed]; 1 = 

“Not at all” to 5 = “To a great extent”; α = .77).  

Managerial voice endorsement. We told participants that in two days they would have 

a meeting with the top management team where they were asked to present only one 

potential strategy for the marketing campaign. We operationalized endorsement through 

participants’ choice between presenting their own strategy (coded as 0) and presenting 

the strategy suggested by Riley (coded as 1). 

                                                      
3 Unless otherwise indicated, all measures reported in this paper included these response anchors. 
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3.5 Study 1: Results and Discussion 

We used bootstrapped OLS regression to test the effect of voice setting on image threat. 

Supporting Hypothesis 1, employee’s voice in public (vs. private) setting was positively 

related to image threat (B = 1.04, SE = .14, p < .001, R2 = .34). Second, we used boot-

strapped binary logistic regression to test the effect of image threat on voice endorse-

ment. In support of Hypothesis 2, image threat was negatively related to endorsement (B 

= -.70, SE = .41, p = .048, R2 = .07)4. Finally, to test whether voice setting (private vs. public) 

affects endorsement indirectly through manager’s image threat, we used the PROCESS 

SPSS macro (Model 4, Hayes, 2013). Supporting Hypothesis 3, the indirect effect of voice 

setting condition on endorsement via manager’s image threat was significant (-.89 [SE = 

.47], 95% CI: -1.86, -.07). As expected, ego and image threat were positively correlated (r 

= .32, p < .001). To rule out the alternative explanation of ego threat, we tested the effect 

of voice setting on ego threat. The effect of employee’s voice in public (vs. private) setting 

on ego threat was not significant (B = .21, SE = .14, p = .137, R2 = .02). Furthermore, even 

after adding ego threat as a control, image threat continued to predict voice endorse-

ment. 

Study 1 suggested that voice setting indirectly affects voice endorsement via image 

threat. That is, when learning that the employee spoke up in public, putative managers 

experienced more image threat (Hypothesis 1), and, as a result, endorsed voice less fre-

quently (Hypotheses 2 and 3). As expected, in contrast to image threat, ego threat did 

not vary across private versus public settings, thus supporting our theoretical arguments 

that it is not the general threat inherent in voice that explains our results but specifically 

the image threat induced by the social presence of others. 

Although via Study 1, a scenario-based experiment, we were able to demonstrate 

causality in our base-line (unconditional) relationships, participants imagined a hypothet-

ical employee with whom they had no relationship. This limits its external validity and did 

not allow us to test hypotheses relating to LMX (which is potentially best captured in the 

context of real relationships between the manager and the employee at work). There-

fore, we conducted Study 2, which replicated Study 1, but utilized working managers in 

the context of their actual relationships with employees. 

                                                      
4 R2 in this case refers to estimate of Cox and Snell R-square. 
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3.6 Study 2: Method 

3.6.1  Sample 

We recruited 398 participants via Prolific Academic, a crowdsourcing online platform de-

signed for academic research. Recent studies indicate that quality of responses on this 

platform is higher than those obtained on other online platforms such as Amazon Me-

chanical Turk (Peer, Brandimarte, Samat, & Acquisti, 2017). As opposed to other online 

platforms, Prolific Academic allows pre-screening based on selected criteria. We utilized 

the direct reports criteria to recruit active managers who worked full time and had at 

least 2 direct reports. We excluded 18 participants who spent less than 30 seconds (vs. 

an average of 126 seconds) on our scenario, resulting in a final sample of 380 participants 

(62% male; Mage = 36.28 [SD = 10.05]; 58% from the United Kingdom and 41% from the 

United States; 94% having a college degree or higher; number of direct reports: 59%–

between 2 and 6, 41%–7 or more). 

3.6.2  Procedure 

We implemented a 2 (voice setting manipulation: private vs. public) × 2 (LMX: low vs. 

high) between-subjects design. Voice setting (private [N = 188] vs. public [N = 192]) was 

manipulated using the same materials as in Study 1. To manipulate LMX, following previ-

ous research (e.g., Sherf & Venkataramani, 2015), before we presented the scenario, we 

asked participants to think of an employee with whom they currently work together or 

with whom they worked in the past. Participants provided the initials for this employee 

and we embedded these initials to appear in the scenario as the name of the voicing 

employee (i.e., replacing “Riley” in Appendix A). We instructed the participants to take 

into account their real relationship with the employee when imagining the situation. Im-

portantly, we manipulated LMX through the instructions so that in the low LMX condition 

(N = 187), we asked them to think about: 

Someone whom you do (or did) NOT professionally trust or respect enough to 

have a close personal or working relationship with. 

In contrast, in the high LMX condition (N = 193), we instructed them to think about:  

Someone whom you professionally trust(ed) and respect(ed) very much and have 

(had) a close personal or working relationship with.  

This approach allowed us to capture and manipulate LMX, which can be especially 

difficult to represent outside real relationships at work, while still retaining the ad-

vantages of an (quasi) experimental set-up in which we could manipulate our other inde-

pendent variable.  
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Manipulation checks. To verify that the voice setting manipulation worked, we used 

the same two-item measure as in Study 1 (α = .99). As expected, participants in the public 

condition rated the setting as more public (M = 4.76, SD = .66) than did participants in 

the private condition (M = 1.24, SD = .57), F(1, 376) = 3,061.50, p < .001. Our LMX manip-

ulation did not affect the extent to which participants perceived the setting as public ver-

sus private, F(1, 376) = .14, p = .710. To establish that our LMX manipulation worked as 

intended we used the LMX-7 measure (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Managers rated these 

items using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly Disagree” to 7 = “Strongly Agree”). As 

expected, participants in the high LMX condition (M = 5.95, SD = .61) evaluated quality of 

the relationships with the employee more positively than did participants in the low LMX 

condition (M = 4.16, SD = 1.03), F(1, 376) = 427.04, p < .001. Our voice setting manipula-

tion did not affect the LMX ratings, F(1, 376) = 1.08, p = .299. These results indicate that 

our manipulations worked as intended. 

3.6.3  Measures 

Image and ego threat. We used the same 3-item measures of image (α = .88) and ego (α 

= .80) threat as in Study 1 (1 = “Strongly Disagree” to 7 = “Strongly Agree”).  

Managerial voice endorsement. We used the same measure of managerial endorse-

ment as in Study 1, that is, that participants would present the employee’s strategy to 

top management, not their own strategy. Additionally, we also asked participants to allo-

cate a budget of $70,000 per month between their strategy and the one suggested by 

the employee. This measure aligns with our conceptualization of endorsement as involv-

ing support to higher management and allocating resources to implement suggestions. 

We used the amount participants allocated to the employee’s strategy as а support meas-

ure of endorsement. As there is no correct amount, this helps reduce socially desirability 

concerns, especially in between-person designs (Folger & Skarlicki, 1998). The two 

measures of voice endorsement were strongly positively correlated with one another (r 

= .69, p < .001). 

3.7 Study 2: Results and Discussion 

As seen in Table 3.1, which displays the results of our bootstrapped moderated OLS re-

gression analysis, supporting Hypothesis 1, participants in the public condition indicated 

more image threat as compared with those in the private condition (B = 1.43, p < .001). 

Furthermore, image threat was negatively related to both choice endorsement (B = -.27, 

p = .003) and budget endorsement measures (B = -1868.42, p = .005), supporting Hypoth-

esis 2. To examine whether voice setting (private vs. public) impacts endorsement indi-

rectly through manager’s image threat we used the SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). 
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The unconditional indirect effect of employee’s voice in public (vs. private) on choice en-

dorsement via manager’s image threat was significant (-.45 [SE = .14], 95% CI: -.75, -.20). 

Also, the unconditional indirect effect of employee’s voice in public (vs. private) on the 

budget endorsement measure via image threat was significant (-3351.19 [SE = 977.55], 

95% CI: -5451.37, -1540.61). These results support Hypothesis 3. The interaction between 

voice setting and LMX conditions on image threat was significant (B = -.52, p = .047). We 

plotted this interaction in Figure 3.2. Simple slopes analysis supported Hypothesis 5a (but 

not 4a) suggesting that when LMX was high the relationship between voice setting and 

image threat was weaker (B = 1.17, p < .001) as compared to the same relationship when 

LMX was low (B = 1.69, p < .001).  

To test our overall model, we estimated how the indirect effect of voice setting on 

endorsement via image threat varied across different levels of LMX using the SPSS PRO-

CESS macro (Hayes, 2013). Results supported Hypothesis 5b (but not 4b) as the indirect 

effect of voice setting on manager’s choice to present the employee’s strategy was 

weaker when LMX was high (-.37 [SE = .12], 95% CI: -.65, -.17) as compared to when LMX 

was low (-.53 [SE = .17], 95% CI: -.89, -.24). The index of moderated mediation (Hayes, 

2013) indicated that the difference between the indirect effects at high and low LMX was 

significant (.17 [SE = .11], 95% CI: .01, .43). Similar results were revealed for the allocation 

of funds to the employee’s suggested plan. In particular, the indirect effect was weaker 

when LMX was high (-2763.58 [SE = 896.97], 95% CI: -4873.78, -1261.52) as compared to 

when LMX was low (-3998.87 [SE = 1149.03], 95% CI: -6335.43, -1819.48). The index of 

moderated mediation (Hayes, 2013) indicated that the difference between the indirect 

effects at high and low levels of LMX was significant (1235.29 [SE = 737.39], 95% CI: 98.55, 

3012.40). 

As expected, ego and image threat were positively correlated (r = .31, p < .001). To 

again rule out the alternative explanation of ego threat, we tested the effect of voice 

setting on ego threat. This effect was not significant (B = -.004, SE = .08, p = .960). Also, 

the interaction term for voice in public (vs. private) and LMX on ego threat was not sig-

nificant (B = .09, SE = .17, p = .587). Even after adding ego threat as a control, image threat 

continued to significantly predict voice endorsement. 

Results of Study 2 suggested again that managers experience more image threat as a 

function of publicly expressed voice. Furthermore, using two different forms of opera-

tionalization of voice endorsement, we found that image threat explains the effects of 

the setting in which voice is enacted (private vs. public) on voice endorsement. Addition-

ally, the study provided support for the role of LMX as threat buffer—that is, it suggested 

support for a “threat as a judgment” perspective rather than for a “social expectation of 

loyalty” perspective. In support of Hypotheses 5a and 5b (but not 4a and 4b), the effect 

of a public setting on image threat was weakened when LMX quality with the voicing 

employee was higher. Together, Studies 1 and 2 provide internally valid evidence for our 
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model. Furthermore, as expected, in contrast to image threat, ego threat did not vary 

across private versus public settings or as a function of LMX, supporting our theoretical 

arguments that image (but not ego) threat is a unique mechanism explaining the effect 

of social setting on voice endorsement. 
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Figure 3.2 Interaction effect of voice setting and LMX on image threat (Study 2). Error bars indicate one standard 

error above and below the mean. 

 
Although the use of a scenario-based experimental methodology provides control and 

thereby allows for greater internal validity, it might limit the external validity of our find-

ings (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). In this context, research does suggest that people can 

imagine and experience threats from hypothetical situations involving receiving negative 

feedback and that responses to such hypothetical threats are similar to responses to 

threats in a real-life context (Gurmankin, Baron, & Armstrong, 2004a, 2004b; Sedikides & 

Green, 2004). However, it is entirely possible that participants (as managers) might not 

have felt as defensive merely by reading about a hypothetical voice situation (involving 

their putative employee) as they would when they have to react to publicly expressed 

voice in a real-life work context. To address this limitation, we conducted Study 3. 

3.8 Study 3: Method 

3.8.1  Procedure 

We recruited managers to participate in Study 3 from a variety of industries in the Neth-

erlands and Germany (e.g., industrial sector, retail and wholesale, healthcare, financial 

services) using a snowball sampling approach (e.g., Mitchell, Vogel, & Folger, 2015). A 

recent meta-analysis has suggested that such samples are comparable to organizational 
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samples (Wheeler, Shanine, Leon, & Whitman, 2014). The research team contacted man-

agers through personal networks to invite them to participate in a study on the role of 

leadership in facilitating open communication at the workplace. As a guideline, only re-

spondents who held a formal managerial role and had some supervision experience were 

approached. We recruited participants in two stages. First, we sent potential participants 

an introductory letter, to explain the study’s purpose and assure confidentiality. In return, 

we promised participants a report on the main study results including some advice on 

how to foster open communication. We directly sent a link with the survey to 250 man-

agers who consented to participate. One month after, we sent out a reminder to manag-

ers who did not complete the survey. The survey was conducted in English. 

Given that our research interest was in setting-specific reactions of managers (i.e., 

reactions towards voice in private vs. public), we used the event reconstruction method 

(ERM) developed by Grube and colleagues (2008). ERM is based on a general reconstruc-

tion approach (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004) and implies explicit 

vivid re-experiencing of the specific job events from the past (Grube et al., 2008). We 

instructed managers to recall the very last time that one of their employees communi-

cated “ideas, suggestions, concerns, information about problems, or opinions about work-

related issues.” To make the recall task vivid, we asked managers to indicate when and 

where the voice event took place. Such recall cues activate access to episodic memory 

which reduces self-report and retrospection biases and facilitates re-experiencing 

thoughts and feelings associated with a specific event (Dinh & Lord, 2012; Grube et al., 

2008; Iida, Shrout, Laurenceau, & Bolger, 2012; Reis & Judd, 2000). After managers re-

ported about events, we asked them to complete measures on the focal variables and 

demographics, including the gender of the employees from the voice event (62% female). 

3.8.2  Sample 

Overall, 120 managers completed our survey, out of which we excluded ten participants 

due to incomplete data on focal variables. In addition, we removed three participants 

from the subsequent analysis as they provided conflicting responses (i.e., they indicated 

that the voice event was both private and public). This resulted in a final sample of 107 

managers (58% male, Mage = 43.00 years, Morganizational tenure = 11.00 years, Mwork experience = 

19.56 years, Mnumber of employees = 14.43 employees). 

3.8.3  Measures 

Voice setting. To the best of our knowledge, no measure existed to assess whether a cer-

tain event occurred in a private versus public setting, and most previous organizational 

research manipulated rather than measured private versus public setting as part of la-

boratory experiments (Ashford & Northcraft, 1992; Hornsey, Frederiks, Smith, & Ford, 
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2007). We therefore assessed voice setting in multiple ways. First, we asked managers 

“How many people overall (besides you) heard the communication by your subordinate?” 

Responses ranged from 0 to 26, (M = 2.07; SD = 3.66). We dummy coded “0” responses 

as 0 and all other responses (i.e., ≥ “1”) as 1. Second, we asked managers to indicate who 

else heard the communication, providing them with the following options: “a superior,” 

“another employee,” “another peer,” “a client/customer,” “another person,” and “no-

body.” We dummy coded the responses with “nobody” as 0 and the other five options as 

1. As mentioned earlier, three cases were excluded because these managers provided 

conflicting information regarding these two questions on the setting of voice. 

Image and ego threat. To measure image and ego threat, we adapted Tuckey et al.’s 

(2002) 8-item measure of the defensive impression management motive scale (e.g., “Dur-

ing the communication episode I was concerned about my colleagues hearing the content 

of the suggestions and concerns I received” and “During the communication episode I 

was not concerned about what my colleagues would think of me” [reversed] ; α = .81; 1 

= “Extremely untrue” to 5 = “Extremely true”) and 8-item measure of ego defence motive 

scale (e.g., “During the communication episode it was hard to feel good about myself” 

and “During the communication episode it didn’t really lower my self-worth [reversed]”; 

α = .85; 1 = “Extremely untrue” to 5 = “Extremely true”).  

LMX. Participants rated LMX with their employees using the LMX-7 (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 

1995). A sample item was: “What are the chances that you would use your power to help 

your subordinate solve problems in his/her work?” (α = .78). 

Endorsement. To assess voice endorsement, we asked managers to think of the event 

they described and, referring to it, respond to a 5-item endorsement measure developed 

by Burris (2012). A sample item was: “I supported (I am planning to support) this subor-

dinate's comments” (α = .95). 

Control variables. We included several measures as controls to remove the influences 

of other factors related to voice endorsement. First, as male and female managers might 

differently judge ideas raised by their male and female employees due to possible gender 

biases (Howell et al., 2015), we controlled for manager and employee gender. Second, 

managers with low levels of self-efficacy are more aversive toward employee voice (Fast 

et al., 2014), which can result in experience of threat and lower endorsement. Therefore, 

we controlled for managerial self-efficacy using Chen, Gully, and Eden’s (2001) 8-item 

general self-efficacy measure. Our results, however, were unaffected by these control 

variables and we present our results without control variables (Spector & Brannick, 

2011).5 

                                                      
5 We assessed the distinctiveness of the five variables (voice setting, LMX, image threat, ego threat, and en-
dorsement). For image and ego threat as well as LMX, we calculated item-parcels such that 3 indicators repre-
sented each factor (Landis et al., 2000). Analysis indicated that the five-factor model fit the data well (χ2 = 90.08, 
df = 81, p < .001, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .05). Chi-square difference tests indicated that this model fit 
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3.9 Study 3: Results and Discussion 

Table 3.2 displays descriptive statistics and correlations for the focal variables. As seen in 

Table 3.3, which presents the results of our bootstrapped moderated mediation regres-

sion analysis, supporting Hypotheses 1, managers reported more image threat when em-

ployees spoke up in public as compared to in private (B = .24, p = .047; Table 3.3, Model 

1). Furthermore, supporting Hypothesis 2, image threat was negatively related to voice 

endorsement (B = -.36, p = .002, Table 3.3, Model 4). To examine the indirect effect of 

voice setting on endorsement through manager’s image threat, we used the SPSS PRO-

CESS macro (Hayes, 2013). The unconditional indirect effect of employee’s voice in public 

(vs. private) on endorsement via manager’s image threat was significant (-.17 [SE = .10], 

95% CI: -.40, -.02). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported. Moreover, a significant interaction 

between voice setting and LMX on image threat emerged (B = -.51, p = .016; Table 3.3, 

Model 2). We plotted the interaction in Figure 3.3. Similar to the results of Study 2, in 

support of Hypothesis 5a and contrary to Hypothesis 4a, simple slopes analysis suggested 

that when LMX was low manager’s image threat was higher when voice was communi-

cated in public versus private (-1SD; B = .50, p = .004) but such differences between pri-

vate and public settings did not emerge when LMX was high (+1SD; B = -.02, p = .931). 

Table 3.2 Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and Reliabilities (Study 3) 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Voice settinga 0.51 0.50 –    

2. Image threat 2.53 0.73 .19* (.81)   

3. LMX 3.83 0.51 -.05 -.52** (.78)  

4. Voice endorsement 3.78 0.87 -.03 -.50** .60** (.95) 

Note. N = 107. Numbers in parentheses along the diagonal are Cronbach’s alphas.  
a Dummy coded: 0 = private, 1 = public. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01. 

 

  

                                                      
the data better than alternative models that combined (a) image threat and ego threat (Δχ2 = 32.29, Δdf = 1, p 
< .001, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .06), (b) image threat and endorsement (Δχ2 = 61.66, Δdf = 1, p < .001, 
CFI = .93, RMSEA = .09, SRMR = .08), and (c) LMX and endorsement (Δχ2 = 60.30, Δdf = 1, p < .001, CFI = .93, 
RMSEA = .09, SRMR = .08). This supports the discriminant validity of our measures. 
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Table 3.3 Moderated Mediation Regression Analysis Results (Study 3) 

 Image Threat   Voice Endorsement 

 Model 1 Model 2   Model 3 Model 4 

 B (SE) B (SE)   B (SE) B (SE) 

Constant 2.41*** (.08) 2.40*** (.08)   3.78*** (.10) 3.73*** (.10) 

Voice settinga .24* (.12) .24* (.12)   .00 (.14) .09 (.13) 

LMX -.74*** (.11) -.44** (.15)   1.13*** (.24) .97*** (.26) 

Voice setting × LMX   -.51* (.21)   -.18 (.31) -.36 (.30) 

Image threat         -.36** (.11) 

R2 .30*** .33***   .36*** .42*** 

ΔR2    .03*b     .06**b 

Note. N = 107. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported with standard errors in parentheses. 

All predictors were centered prior to analysis. 
a Dummy coded: 0 = private, 1 = public; b Incremental variance over previous model. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 

 

 

 
Figure 3.3 Interaction effect of voice setting and LMX on image threat (Study 3). High and low levels of LMX 

represent one standard deviation above and below the mean. 

 
To test the overall model, we utilized the SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) and 

estimated how the indirect effect of voice setting on endorsement (via manager’s image 
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(-1SD, -.31 [SE = .12], 95% CI: -.59, -.12). We calculated the index of moderated media-

tion (Hayes, 2013) which suggested that the difference between the indirect effects at 

high and low levels of LMX was significant (.31 [SE = .13], 95% CI: .09, .62). Thus, Hypoth-

esis 5b, but not 4b, was supported. 

As expected, ego and image threat were positively correlated (r = .56, p < .001). To 

again rule out the alternative explanation of ego threat, we tested the effect of voice 

setting on ego threat. This effect was not significant (B = .11, SE = .12, p = .347). Also, the 

interaction term for voice in public (vs. private) and LMX on ego threat was not significant 

(B = -.35, SE = .25, p = .162). After adding ego threat as a control, image threat continued 

to significantly predict voice endorsement. 

The results of Study 3, conducted with working managers recalling actual voice 

events, were consistent with Studies 1 and 2. Employee voice in public (vs. private) set-

tings was associated with a stronger experience of image threat. Manager’s image threat, 

in turn, was related to lower levels of voice endorsement. Finally, LMX acted as threat 

buffer—that is, our findings support a “threat as a judgment” perspective rather than a 

“social expectation of loyalty” perspective. Specifically, the indirect negative effect of em-

ployee’s public voice on endorsement via image threat was significant when LMX was low 

as compared to when it was high. Moreover, ego threat, in contrast to image threat, did 

not vary across public versus private settings, supporting our arguments that image 

threat is a unique explanatory variable for the effects induced by the social presence of 

others. 

3.10 General Discussion  

We explored whether and when the setting in which voice is expressed influences voice 

endorsement by managers. We theorized and found that managers’ endorsement of 

voice differs depending on whether voice is communicated in a public versus private set-

ting. In particular, public setting increased the likelihood that voice will be associated with 

image threat, and, consequently, with reduced managerial endorsement of such voice. 

Furthermore, our findings indicated that managers felt less of a threat to their image as 

a consequence of public voice when they had a high quality LMX with the voicing em-

ployee. Our paper makes a number of theoretical contributions.  

3.10.1  Theoretical Contributions 

Challenging assumptions about managerial endorsement of voice. Managers play an im-

portant role as linking pins in organizations, connecting frontline employees with upper 

management. Therefore, delineation of the conditions under which they endorse em-
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ployees’ ideas, suggestions, and concerns can have important implications for organiza-

tional success (Morrison, 2014). Emerging research on the topic has primarily focused on 

the attributes of the receivers (managers) or the senders (employees)—that is, “who” is 

involved in the voice event, and the message (content of voice)—that is, “what” is being 

communicated (Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014; Sijbom et al., 2015a, 2015b). Hence, im-

plicitly, this line of research ignores the possibility that situational features can also shape 

managerial endorsement of voice. Drawing on prior literature suggesting that behaviours 

and reactions can change when settings are public as opposed to private (Ashford et al., 

2003; Markus, 1978; Platania & Moran, 2001; Uziel, 2007), we argue that by examining 

“where”—that is, in which social setting—voice events occur, the psychology of manag-

ers’ voice aversion can be understood in theoretically novel ways. 

Research has noted that behaviours and reactions can change when settings are pub-

lic as opposed to private (Ashford et al., 2003; Markus, 1978; Platania & Moran, 2001; 

Uziel, 2007). Consistent with this work, our theory and findings suggest that the social 

setting in which voice occurs can affect managerial reactions to it. In our studies, voice 

that was communicated in public was endorsed less by managers than voice communi-

cated in private. These findings empirically support lay theories people often hold about 

how managers do not like to be challenged or receive bad news in front of other people 

and prefer to have employees discuss these issues with them in private (Detert & 

Edmondson, 2011). 

Although we focused on endorsement, the impact of employees’ voice on other work 

outcomes has been inconsistent. Whereas some studies indicate that voice is positively 

associated with managers’ evaluation of employees (Whiting et al., 2012, 2008), other 

studies indicate voice has negative personal outcomes for employees (Seibert et al., 

2001). One possible explanation for this is that prior research treated voice expressed in 

private and public settings similarly. Our studies indicate that, because of the image 

threatening nature of public voice, it might lead to outcomes that are more negative. We 

urge future research to consider how the social setting affects personal and organiza-

tional outcomes of voice. 

Distinguishing image threat from ego threat. Our studies also delineate image threat, 

not ego threat, as the unique mechanism underlying our findings (Ashford et al., 2009). 

Although prior research has relied on a threat-based logic to explain managers’ aversion 

to voice (e.g., Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014), it has not always articulated how voice can 

elicit differentiated forms of threat appraisal. Although voice, irrespective of “where” it 

is expressed, can possibly elicit ego threat or self-doubts in managers, we argue that 

when it is expressed publicly, it uniquely triggers managerial concerns about social image. 

Potential solutions to reducing ego threat (e.g., self-affirmation interventions; e.g., Fast 

et al., 2014) are likely distinct from potential solutions to reducing image threat (e.g., 
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creating organizational conditions where managers feel that it is normative and not unu-

sual for people to challenge each other publicly and that such circumstances are not so-

cially negatively evaluated). Not surprisingly, given such practical implications, there have 

been recent calls in the social psychology literature to conceptually and empirically dis-

tinguish between these two forms of threat (Leary et al., 2009), which we answer via our 

studies. 

LMX and managerial reactions to voice. A growing line of research delineates the role 

that close relationships play in managerial reactions to voice (e.g., Burris et al., 2009). We 

contribute to this line of scholarship by testing two competing predictions about how 

LMX affects image threats elicited by public voice. Our findings indicate a buffering ac-

count of LMX (rather than an enhancing one) and suggest that high LMX relationships 

may mitigate image concerns associated with voice expressed in the presence of others. 

That is, our results provide support for a “threat as a judgment” perspective rather than 

for a “social expectation of loyalty” perspective. This highlights how public expressions of 

voice by in-group members may not be perceived by managers as strong violations of 

loyalty and mutual support expectations, but instead might be perceived as less threating 

to their social status. In line with our findings, prior research has indicated that employees 

having high quality relationships with their managers have a stronger sense of psycholog-

ical safety and, as a result, are less concerned that their voice might be perceived as a 

threat by managers (Liu et al., 2017). We complement such studies by highlighting that 

high LMX with the voicing employee colours managerial evaluation of possible image 

threats associated with voice in public settings. Our study thus emphasizes the need for 

a dyadic level of analysis to account for relationship quality between managers and em-

ployees when studying managerial reactions to voice. 

Although we did not find support for the competing prediction that publicly expressed 

voice from high LMX employees enhances managers’ image threat, we do not preclude 

the possibility that, under certain conditions, this prediction may still hold. One possible 

reason for why we found that high LMX buffers image threats evoked by public voice 

could have to do with the characteristics of the audience in the reported voice events in 

our studies. For instance, managers might perceive publicly expressed voice from in-

group members more negatively when it is communicated in front of audiences with 

higher status (e.g., managers’ peers or skip-level managers). Given that we did not di-

rectly measure or manipulate such audience characteristics, it would be useful for future 

research to continue testing the complex ways in which LMX might influence managerial 

reactions to public voice.  
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3.10.2  Limitations   

Our studies have several limitations. For instance, although our scenario studies (i.e., 

Studies 1 and 2) provide internal validity, their psychological realism is constrained. How-

ever, previous research suggests that people imagining such hypothetical events are able 

to accurately report on psychological states such as threat, and thus findings from such 

studies tend to generalize and replicate findings from studies conducted in a real-life con-

text (Gurmankin et al., 2004a, 2004b; Sedikides & Green, 2004). Additionally, we tried to 

leverage managers’ existing relationships to make the experience of LMX more realistic 

in Study 2. Furthermore, Study 3 was cross-sectional. Future research can supplement 

our current package of studies by employing lagged designs that help better establish 

causality in real work settings. 

In addition, findings from Study 3 might have been affected by common method bias 

because all of our variables were reported by managers (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & 

Podsakoff, 2003). Although we acknowledge this as a potential limitation, we believe that 

the only relationship that might have been affected by common method bias is the effect 

of manager’s image threat on voice endorsement as interaction effects are ro-

bust to common-method bias (Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira, 2010). Furthermore, we should 

note that our decision to design Study 3 in this way was deliberate, as we believed that 

managers were the most reliable and precise source for our variables. Specifically, only 

managers could report their experience of image and ego threat, and the extent to which 

they endorsed or planned to endorse employees’ suggestions (cf., Chan, 2009). Moreo-

ver, it was important to get managers’ evaluation of LMX as our theory focused on man-

agers’ perceptions of the quality of the relationship (see Sin, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 

2009). However, future research should explore other ways to capture some of the key 

variables, perhaps relying on more objective criteria for endorsement, which could re-

duce concerns about common method bias. Despite the above limitations of each of our 

studies, we believe that as a whole, they provide strong evidence to support our theoret-

ical arguments. The fact that our findings were consistent, across populations and meth-

ods, increases the confidence in our results. 

3.10.3  Directions for Future Research 

Our study provides several opportunities for future research. First, our studies examined 

managerial reactions to a single voice episode. Managers’ reactions to voice might vary 

based on whether an employee consistently brings up issues in the public or whether he 

or she does so infrequently. Future research should investigate how, over time, employ-

ees’ tendency to raise issues publicly versus privately influences their ability to gain man-

agerial endorsement for their ideas or concerns. 
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Second, in this paper we conceptualized the distinction between private and public 

voice setting as binary variable based on number of people present during voice events. 

However, in reality the extent to which people view a setting as public may depend on 

who is present in the audience. In particular, when managers do not trust the audience 

then the setting is likely to be perceived as more public. Furthermore, an audience in-

cluding managers’ peers and employees might be perceived differently than an audience 

including managers’ supervisors. All these factors may have implications on how manag-

ers react to voice in such settings. For example, managers in particular do not want to 

receive critical comments or bad news in the presence of their own supervisors (Detert 

& Edmondson, 2011). Thus, we encourage researchers to examine the various aspects of 

public versus private voice setting and to examine how these aspects may moderate man-

agerial reactions to voice. 

Third, though we delineated image threat as an underlying psychological mechanism 

explaining the link between public voice setting and endorsement, it is also possible that 

there are other pathways. Earlier research on issue-selling has suggested that ideas com-

municated in public are more likely to be endorsed by managers than ideas communi-

cated in private because in the presence of other people managers experience higher 

pressure to display responsiveness and consider employee’s input (Dutton & Ashford, 

1993). We do not discount the possibility that a manager’s sense of accountability could 

be an alternative pathway though which an employee’s voice in public (vs. private) relates 

to managers’ voice endorsement. Thus, it is possible that a manager’s image threat and 

accountability may act as two mediators that lead to two opposing effects of public voice 

social setting on endorsement. Future studies should simultaneously examine image 

threat and accountability as to further extend our understanding of the effects of public 

voice setting. Furthermore, it is possible that when employees express voice in public, 

managers are more likely to attribute to such employees pro-self rather than prosocial 

intentions. Because when managers attribute more benign intentions to voicing employ-

ees, they react more favourably to provided input (Grant, Parker, & Collins, 2009; T. Kim 

et al., 2009; Maynes & Podsakoff, 2014; Whiting et al., 2012), as a result, such attributions 

can affect voice endorsement. Thus, future studies should explore these putative medi-

ating mechanisms.  

3.10.4  Managerial Implications 

Our findings suggest that managers should be aware that their reactions to upward voice 

might depend on the setting in which it was communicated. To reduce the influence that 

the setting has on managerial reactions to voice, organizations can highlight to managers 

and employees that voicing in private as well as in public is welcomed and considered 

normative. This can potentially reduce managers’ image concerns when employees do 
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speak up in public and encourage managers to facilitate open airing of differing perspec-

tives from their employees that prevents issues from remaining marginalized or lost to 

one-on-one private settings. Furthermore, managers need to be aware that their reac-

tions to voice can be coloured by the quality of their relationships with employees. Man-

agers may ignore and not promote constructive ideas and suggestions from employees 

who are not part of their in-group but express their voice in public. Finally, employees 

should be cognizant that, in certain circumstances, they can be more successful in gaining 

managerial endorsement by expressing their ideas, opinions, or concerns in private ra-

ther than in the presence of other people. 

3.10.5  Conclusion 

When an employee voices in public, managers experience image threat and endorse such 

voice to a lower extent. These relationships become weaker when the employee and the 

manager share a high LMX relationship. We highlight the importance of examining the 

social setting in which voice is expressed and hope that our findings will stimulate further 

research on how situational factors influence managerial endorsement of voice. 
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4.1 Introduction 

Organizational leaders may greatly benefit from having employees who approach them 

with suggestions or concerns on work-related issues. This is because frontline employees, 

due to their unique position in the organization, hold intimate knowledge about day-to-

day processes and practices that managers cannot observe (Edmondson, 1996). Thus, 

employees’ improvement-oriented upward voice—that is, the expression of constructive 

ideas, opinions, or concerns about work-related issues (Morrison, 2014)—helps organi-

zational leaders to promptly respond to unexpected changes, detect hidden problems, 

identify emerging opportunities, and enhance learning (Edmondson, 1996, 2003; Milliken 

et al., 2003; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). 

However, voice implies a challenge to the status quo (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998) and 

therefore is risky for employees. Managers often misread employee voice as a personal 

criticism to their own performance and, consequently, may react aversely (Milliken et al., 

2003). Existing literature suggests that to avoid negative reactions, employees assess the 

riskiness of voice and based on that, decide to either speak up or remain silent (see 

Morrison, 2014). We challenge this perspective by arguing that employees mitigate such 

potential risks by also carefully adjusting their voice tactics. 

In particular, voice can be carried out in public or private settings. The larger (smaller) 

the number of people present when an employee speaks up, the more public (private) 

the voice setting is6. We argue that it is riskier for employees to express voice in public 

settings as compared to private settings, because in the presence of others employees 

are more likely to evoke in managers image-related concerns, which may cause more 

defensive reactions (Detert & Edmondson, 2006, 2011). At the same time, public voice 

may have benefits not present in private voice. For example, public voice creates oppor-

tunities for more in-depth discussions as involving more people is likely to supply a 

greater variety of solutions (V. R. Brown & Paulus, 2002; Mesmer-Magnus & DeChurch, 

2009; Paulus, Levine, Brown, Minai, & Doboli, 2010), which are often lost in private 

closed-door meetings. We thus believe that because of the risks as well as potential ben-

efits associated with public voice, employees in general would try to “read the wind” and 

carefully consider the setting in which to voice. But how do employees read the wind—

based on what factors do employees decide in which setting to express voice? 

We draw on previous research which suggests that managers’ self-efficacy, which is 

one’s belief about one’s ability to perform well on specific tasks (Bandura, 1977), provides 

employees with social cues about managers’ responsiveness to voice (Fast et al., 2014). 

The less managers believe that they are capable to meet expectations associated with 

                                                      
6 Hence, in this paper we treat public-private voice as a continuum ranging from no people present (i.e., be-
sides the voicer and the manager; i.e., private voice) to a relatively large number of people present during a 
particular voice event (i.e., public voice). 
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their managerial role, the less they are responsive to employee input and the more averse 

they might be to voice (Fast et al., 2014). We expect employees to rely on cues that man-

agers send when deciding in which setting to voice their ideas, suggestions, or concerns. 

In particular, employees should be less worried about speaking up in public towards man-

agers with high self-efficacy, as these managers are more likely to send signals suggesting 

that voice is welcomed. In contrast, managers who send defensive cues, grounded in low 

managerial self-efficacy, are prone to discourage employees from expressing voice in 

public settings. As a result, employees will be more likely to choose a relatively low-risk 

voice tactic and thus speak up in more private settings. Furthermore, as existing research 

suggests that leader-member exchange (LMX) quality affects employee voice behaviour 

(e.g., Liu et al., 2015, 2017; Liu, Tangirala, & Ramanujam, 2013), we integrate both liter-

atures. To this end, we develop and test two competing hypotheses contrasting how LMX 

quality affects the extent to which employees rely on social cues associated with their 

managers’ self-efficacy when choosing the setting in which to express voice. Figure 4.1 

illustrates our conceptual model. 

 

 
Figure 4.1 Proposed moderation model 

 
We make several theoretical contributions to the voice literature. First, extant litera-

ture suggests that when employees have ideas, suggestions, or concerns, they have a 

binary choice to either speak up or remain silent (see Morrison, 2014). We challenge this 

view by arguing that employees can and often do choose from a wider repertoire of voice 

tactics, including whether to engage in more public (vs. private) voice. Thus, we under-

score how voice research can enhance conceptual precision by studying not only em-

ployee voice frequency but also voice tactics (Morrison, 2011). 

Second, we add to the existing voice research by studying managerial self-efficacy as 

a predictor of employees’ preference to voice in more public (vs. private) settings. It is 

well known that manager self-efficacy influences employee voice behaviour (Fast et al., 

2014). Prior research, however, has not examined its impact on employee voice tactics. 
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We thus contribute to the nascent literature on manager self-efficacy and voice by high-

lighting that when managers’ self-efficacy is low, employees may not necessarily voice 

less often, but they may change the way they speak up by giving preference to private 

over public voice. 

Third, previous voice research has primarily focused on studying the main effect of 

manager-employee relationship quality on voice behaviour (Burris et al., 2008; Liu et al., 

2013; Van Dyne et al., 2008). We extend this line of research by investigating two com-

peting predictions on how LMX, in conjunction with manager self-efficacy, predicts public 

(vs. private) voice. By testing these predictions, we highlight how entertaining close, trust-

ing relationships with managers affects the extent to which employees rely on social cues 

associated with their managers’ self-efficacy when choosing the social setting in which to 

express voice.  

4.2 Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development 

4.2.1 Social Setting of Voice 

Voice is a discretionary behaviour (Morrison, 2011, 2014). This implies that employees 

can choose whether to engage in more public or private voice. Public voice refers to situ-

ations where employees speak up in the presence of a bigger audience besides the voicer 

and the manager. When voice is communicated in public settings, more people are ex-

posed to the ideas, suggestions, or concerns raised by the voicer. We use the term audi-

ence broadly to refer to other people from the workplace including the voicer’s peers, 

the manager’s peers, people higher in the organizational hierarchy, or other employees 

or customers. In contrast, private voice refers to situations where employees speak up in 

the presence of a smaller audience, including situations when there is no one else present 

besides the voicer and the manager. When voice is communicated in private settings, 

fewer people (or no one other than the manager) are exposed to the voicer’s ideas, sug-

gestions, or concerns. 

The choice of voice social setting may have implications for the self as well as for the 

work-group. In particular, engaging in more public voice is a high-risk strategy for em-

ployees (Detert & Edmondson, 2006, 2011; Dutton & Ashford, 1993). In public settings, 

individuals generally are more concerned about their social image than in private settings 

(Goffman, 1959, 1967; Sproull et al., 1996; Triplett, 1898; Uziel, 2007; Zajonc, 1965). As 

a result, when employees express their voice in the presence of other people, they are 

more likely to trigger in managers concerns that the employees’ critical comments may 

bring to the fore their managerial flaws and weaknesses, thereby possibly questioning 

their credibility as effective managers. Managers may thus respond more negatively to 

public voice. In contrast, in private settings managers are less likely to be concerned that 
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voice may detrimentally impact their social image, thus making private voice less risky for 

employees (Detert & Edmondson, 2006, 2011; Dutton & Ashford, 1993). 

Although public voice may bear costs for the individual, it may be of advantage for the 

work-group (e.g., team or department). First, public voice, as compared to private voice, 

is more functional because it allows employees to tap on multiple perspectives and thus 

stimulates important collective processes. For instance, the larger literature on dissent 

indicates that when contrary opinions are expressed in the presence of others, they trig-

ger more in-depth discussions, thus increasing decision quality (Nemeth et al., 2001) and 

innovation (De Dreu & West, 2001) as well as generation of wider and more novel sets of 

solutions (V. R. Brown & Paulus, 2002; Mesmer-Magnus & DeChurch, 2009; Paulus et al., 

2010). In contrast, voice that is privately expressed in the confines of closed-door one-

on-one meetings with the manager can fail to similarly mobilize collective contemplation 

of issues. Furthermore, when employees withhold public displays of their ideas or con-

cerns and instead wait to express their voice in one-on-one setting, their voice might 

come too late when managers can no longer implement it (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). 

Second, early theorizing on related topics such as issue selling has suggested that man-

agers are more likely to pay attention to and act upon ideas communicated in public set-

tings because “selling an issue to top managers in front of an audience (public channel) 

increases the probability that top management will spend time on the seller’s issue” 

(Dutton & Ashford, 1993, p. 419). That is, this literature has suggested that accountability 

pressures force managers carefully consider and deliberate on employees’ publicly 

voiced ideas or opinions because managers feel a need to justify their reactions to the 

observers in public settings; whereas, when employees raise issues in private, in the ab-

sence of pressure to justify one’s actions to a broader audience, managers likely find it is 

easier to disregard and dismiss such input (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). 

In sum, it appears that public voice may hold certain advantages but also carry certain 

risks. Consequently, the question arises of how employees decide in which setting to 

voice. What cues do employees rely upon when making this decision? 

4.2.2 Manager Self-Efficacy and Public (vs. Private) Voice 

Managers may feel pressured to perform well and demonstrate their competence 

(Georgesen & Harris, 2006) because this helps them in gaining status and compliance 

from their followers (Blader & Chen, 2012; Lucas & Baxter, 2012). Yet, not all managers 

perceive that they are capable to meet the expectations associated with their managerial 

role. In particular, managers differ in their level of self-efficacy—that is, one’s belief about 

one’s ability to perform well on specific tasks (Bandura, 1977). 

Managers with high self-efficacy believe that they are capable to successfully accom-

plish managerial tasks, achieve assigned goals, demonstrate strong competence, and pro-

duce desired outcomes. Such managers are less concerned about how they appear to 
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others but rather focus on task requirements (Bandura, 1977). In contrast, managers with 

a low self-efficacy experience a discrepancy between their actual and desired self-evalu-

ation (Carver, Lawrence, & Scheier, 1999). Such discrepancy is threatening for managers 

as it undermines their self-worth and therefore they do not want the perceived discrep-

ancy to become salient to others (Fast et al., 2014; Schlenker & Leary, 1982). This leads 

to performance anxiety in managers (Bandura, 1977), which implies that they fear poten-

tial failures. To counter these anxieties, managers may act in ways meant to demonstrate 

their competence. As a result, managers with low self-efficacy, in contrast to managers 

with high self-efficacy, may feel more vulnerable towards their employees and thus may 

be more likely to act defensively towards them (Cho & Fast, 2012; Fast & Chen, 2009). 

In this regard, we propose that managers’ self-efficacy provides employees with rele-

vant social cues that help employees in deciding in which setting to express their voice. 

When interacting with a manager, the employee may closely monitor the manager’s be-

haviours in order to judge how responsive the manager might be to voice (Burris et al., 

2008; Detert & Burris, 2007; Detert et al., 2013; McClean, Burris, & Detert, 2012). Man-

agers who are low on self-efficacy respond more aversely to voice by denigrating the 

voicer and by dismissing the input provided (Fast et al., 2014). Such defensive reactions 

are likely to signal to an employee that public voice is too risky and might have negative 

personal outcomes. Consequently, the employee is more likely to voice in more private 

settings, where voice is not brought directly to the attention of a bigger audience and 

thus is less likely to evoke aversive managerial reactions. In contrast, managers who are 

confident in their abilities to perform well demonstrate higher support of changes and 

continuous improvements in their work-group or organization (Paglis & Green, 2002) and 

show higher solicitation and openness to their employees’ voice (Fast et al., 2014). Such 

behaviours help reassure the employee that his/her input is welcomed and that public 

voice is rather unlikely to elicit defensive reactions. Consequently, the employee is more 

likely to voice in more public settings. Hence, we formally hypothesize: 

H1:  Managers’ self-efficacy is positively related to employees’ voice expressed in 

more public (vs. private) settings. 

4.2.3 The Moderating Role of LMX 

Drawing from the LMX theory (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), we argue that the effects of 

manager self-efficacy on employee public (vs. private) voice are contingent upon the re-

lationship quality between a manager and the employee. LMX theory suggests that man-

agers tend to develop different relationships with their employees (Dienesch & Liden, 

1986; Henderson, Liden, Glibkowski, & Chaudhry, 2009; Kozlowski, Mak, & Chao, 2016). 

Due to the scarcity of time and resources, managers typically do not invest in building 

high LMX relationships with all employees but only with a selected few. Relationships 
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with these employees are characterized by loyalty, liking, and respect (Liden & Maslyn, 

1998). Managers perceive such high LMX employees as closer to them, trust them more, 

and believe them to engage in behaviours instrumental to the achievement of managerial 

goals; in contrast, relationships with low LMX employees are rather formal and are pri-

marily based on official job descriptions and prescribed employment contracts (Liden & 

Maslyn, 1998).  

Employees typically have a good understanding of whether their managers consider 

them to be part of their favoured in-group or not (e.g., Duchon et al., 1986; Herman et 

al., 2012; Hu & Liden, 2013). As a result, the quality of the LMX relationship that a man-

ager entertains with the voicing employee is likely to influence the extent to which the 

employee will rely on social cues associated with the manager’s self-efficacy. Here, draw-

ing from prior research, we outline two competing perspectives on how LMX will moder-

ate the link between manager self-efficacy and employee public (vs. private) voice. 

LMX as risk enhancer. Close, trusting relationships develop over time and are based 

on certain patterns of interactions; thus, there is an element of predictability in high LMX 

relationships in terms of behaviours that managers and their employees expect from 

each other (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). One such expectation relates to the idea 

that employees need to demonstrate support and loyalty towards their managers (P. 

Brown & Levinson, 1987). In other words, in-group employees sense that they, more than 

others, should not engage in behaviours that might potentially hurt or embarrass their 

managers (Bowler, Halbesleben, & Paul, 2010; Z. Chen, Lam, & Zhong, 2007). Thus, such 

employees may feel particularly torn between providing sensible input and maintaining 

a close, trusting relationship with their manager. 

In this regard, public voice is particularly risky for high LMX employees. This is because 

in public settings high LMX employees are expected to defend and support their manager 

(Graen & Scandura, 1987). Therefore, in-group members are likely to be especially con-

cerned that their public voice may come across as a violation of loyalty expectations. Such 

a violation is likely to have especially negative implications for high LMX employees be-

cause when in-group (as opposed to out-group) individuals violate stereotyped expecta-

tions, such behaviours are evaluated more extremely (Jussim et al., 1987). In particular, 

expressing voice in public may harm the trusting, close relationship with one’s manager. 

In this regard, high LMX employees are likely to feel a stronger need to monitor their 

mangers’ behaviour in order to learn whether it is risky to voice publicly. Consequently, 

we expect high LMX employees would pay more attention to social cues associated with 

managers’ self-efficacy, when choosing the social setting in which to express voice. 

H2a: LMX moderates the positive relationship between managers’ self-efficacy and 

employees’ voice expressed in more public (vs. private) settings such that the re-

lationship is stronger when LMX is higher. 
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LMX as risk buffer. LMX positively biases the way managers perceive employee be-

haviour. In particular, managers are likely to view voice from high LMX employees more 

favourably and to ascribe more benevolent intentions to them, as compared to voice ex-

pressed by more distant employees (Burris et al., 2009; T. Kim et al., 2009; Whiting et al., 

2012). Because managers evaluate input from their high LMX employees more favourably 

and show greater responsiveness towards it, these employees should feel more confident 

to express their voice. That is, high LMX employees believe that their voice is unlikely to 

be interpreted by managers as a criticism and thus unlikely to elicit defensive reactions. 

Hence, when an employee has a close, trusting relationship with the manager, the em-

ployee is less likely to feel the need to monitor social cues associated with the manager’s 

self-efficacy level and thus should feel more confident to express voice in more pubic 

settings. In contrast, low LMX employees are more likely to be concerned that their voice 

expressed in more public settings may elicit negative reactions. Hence, low LMX employ-

ees would pay more attention to social cues grounded in managers’ self-efficacy, when 

choosing the social setting in which to express voice. 

Some indirect support for our proposition comes from research on the effects of man-

ager affective states on employee voice behaviour (Liu et al., 2017). The study suggests 

that when a manager and an employee entertain high LMX relationships, the employee 

is less likely to use social cues, such as the manager’s affective states, when deciding 

whether to speak up or not. This is because close, trusting relationships enhance employ-

ees’ perceived psychological safety. Similarly, the effect of a peer’s positive mood on the 

employee’s intentions to engage in promotive voice toward that peer was stronger when 

the quality of the relationship between the peer and the employee was poor (Liu et al., 

2015). Combining it with our arguments above, we hypothesize: 

H2b: LMX moderates the positive relationship between managers’ self-efficacy and 

employees’ voice expressed in more public (vs. private) settings such that the re-

lationship is weaker when LMX is higher. 

4.3 Method 

4.3.1 Procedures 

We collected data from managers located in Germany and Belgium across occupational 

fields, including the industrial sector, business and personnel services, government, and 

healthcare. Data was collected by two graduate students working on their master thesis 

under the supervision of the first author. Using a snowball sampling method (e.g., Grant 

& Mayer, 2009; Mitchell et al., 2015), the two graduate students approached managers 

(i.e., working adults with a formal supervisory role) relying on their personal networks. 
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The managers were invited to participate in a study on the role of effective leadership in 

fostering open communication at the workplace. To recruit managers, the students sent 

potential participants an introductory letter. In the letter, we explained the study’s pur-

pose and ensured anonymity and confidentiality. Furthermore, we indicated that, in re-

turn, participants would receive a consultancy report including the recommendations on 

how to facilitate open communication at the workplace.  

We collected data over six consecutive days. On day 1, we sent a link with a general 

survey to managers who had consented to participate. In this survey, we asked managers 

to rate their level of manager self-efficacy and to provide LMX quality ratings for up to 

three of their employees (i.e., employees 1, 2, and 3). On days 2 to 6, we sent participants 

an email with a link to the daily survey. In the daily survey, the managers were instructed 

to recall whether during the course of the day before, employees 1, 2, or 3 communicated 

to them “his/her ideas, suggestions, concerns, information about problems, or opinions 

about work-related issues.” To help the managers re-experience the specific voice events, 

we asked them to describe where and in which setting the voice event occurred (Grube 

et al., 2008). Such recall cues have been found to reduce self-report (Reis & Judd, 2000) 

and retrospection (Iida et al., 2012) biases and help re-experience specific events more 

vividly (Dinh & Lord, 2012; Grube et al., 2008). We asked managers to complete the meas-

ure on the extent to which the particular voice event was public (vs. private). Once the 

managers completed the survey for employee 1, we inquired whether employees 2 and 

3 had also spoken up, and if so, invited managers to also fill in the survey with regard to 

employee(s) 2 and 3. Otherwise, the survey closed for that day. Overall, on each day man-

agers had the possibility to report up to three different voice events each elicited by three 

different employees. When the managers indicated that no employees had spoken up, 

they were directed to the end of the survey. General and daily surveys and responses 

related to the same employee were matched based on a unique code. 

The surveys were conducted both in English and in German. For the German version 

of the survey, we used validated translated scales. For the scales for which German ver-

sions were not available, we adopted the commonly used back-translation procedure 

(Brislin, 1980). 

4.3.2 Sample 

In total, 60 managers agreed to participate in the present study. Eight of them were ex-

cluded from the analysis, as the codes provided in the general survey did not match with 

the codes provided in their daily surveys. This resulted in a final sample of 52 managers 

(64% male, Mage = 47.10 years [SD = 8.29], Morganizational tenure = 13.26 years [SD = 11.02], 

Mtenure in the current position = 8.77 years [SD = 8.50]). The final sample of 52 managers reported 

that 112 employees (59% female, Mage = 38.36 years [SD = 9.85], Mrelationship tenure = 6.55 
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years [SD = 7.56]) spoke up between 1 and 5 times during 5 consecutive days. The man-

agers reported between 1 and 13 voice events (M = 4.25 [SD = 2.74]). In total, we ob-

tained information on 228 voice events. We removed seven voice events from the anal-

ysis because managers provided conflicting responses regarding the extent to which 

these voice events were public7. This resulted in a final sample of 221 voice events. 

4.3.3 Measures 

Manager self-efficacy. To assess manager self-efficacy, we used an 8-item general self-

efficacy (GSE) scale developed by Chen, Gully, and Eden (2001). A sample item was: “I will 

be able to achieve most of the goals that I have set for myself” (from 1 = “Strongly Disa-

gree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree,” α = .78). For the German version of the survey, we used a 

validated translation of the GSE scale by Urbig (2008). 

LMX. Managers assessed LMX with their employees using the LMX-7 (Graen & Uhl-

Bien, 1995). A sample item was: “What are the chances that you would use your power 

to help your employee solve problems in his/her work?” (α = .74). For the German version 

of the survey, we used a validated translation of the LMX scale by Schyns (2002). Follow-

ing the recommendations by Newman (2014) on how to treat missing data, non-re-

sponses for items of the LMX-7 scale were accepted (the maximum number of non-re-

sponses was two). 

Voice setting. To measure voice setting (private vs. public), we asked managers “How 

many people overall (besides you) heard the communication by your subordinate?” Re-

sponses ranged from 0 to 18. To reassure the fidelity of our measure of voice setting, we 

also asked managers to indicate who else heard the communication, providing them with 

the following options: “a superior,” “another employee,” “another peer,” “a client/cus-

tomer,” “another person,” and “nobody”. This question allowed us to reveal conflicting 

responses. In particular, there were 20 cases where managers reported in the first ques-

tion that there was one person who heard the communication by the employee, while 

indicating that no one else heard the communication in the second question. As manag-

ers might have misinterpreted this first question (i.e., thinking of themselves as this one 

person), we still coded these responses as 08. Furthermore, there were seven cases 

where managers indicated in the first question that there were two other people present 

overhearing the communication, while indicating that no one else heard the communi-

cation in the second question. As mentioned earlier, these seven cases were excluded 

because of the conflicting information managers provided9. 

                                                      
7 For more detailed information on the conflicting responses, see the voice setting measure description. 
8 Additional analyses indicated that coding these 20 cases as 0 or 1 did not affect the statistical significance of 
our results. 
9 Analysis indicated that including these seven cases did not affect the statistical significance of our results. 
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Control variables. As managers and employees might differently assess public (vs. pri-

vate) voice by male and female employees due to gender bias in work settings (Howell et 

al., 2015), we controlled for manager and employee gender. 

4.3.4 Analytical Approach 

Our data contained a hierarchical structure in which voice events were nested within em-

ployees and employees were nested within managers. In our models, voice setting was 

an event-level (Level 1) variable, LMX quality and employee gender were employee-level 

(Level 2) variables, and manager self-efficacy and manager gender were manager-level 

(Level 3) variables. We group-mean centred LMX quality, and we grand-mean centred 

manager self-efficacy10 (Enders & Tofighi, 2007; Hofmann & Gavin, 1998; Scott, Simonoff, 

& Marx, 2013). 

We first computed intraclass correlations (ICC), which indicated that differences 

across managers accounted for about 7.17% (ICC = .07) of the variability in voice setting 

(private vs. public), and differences across employees accounted for about 8.99% (ICC = 

.09). Results revealed that the between-manager variance in voice setting is τα = .18, the 

between-employee variance is τᵦ = .23, and the between-voice event variance is τc = 2.14. 

Hence, these results provide evidence for a nested data structure. Therefore, to test the 

effects of manager self-efficacy on employee public (vs. private) voice and the moderat-

ing hypothesis, we used hierarchical linear modelling (HLM; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002), 

assuming a negative binominal distribution. We used negative binominal distribution be-

cause voice setting is a discrete count measure ranging from 0 to 18. 

4.4 Results 

Table 4.1 displays the means, standard deviations, and correlations among all study vari-

ables. Table 4.2 presents the regression results based on hierarchical linear modelling. 

Hypothesis 1 proposed that manager self-efficacy would be positively related to em-

ployee public (vs. private) voice. In support of this hypothesis, manager self-efficacy was 

positively related to employee public (vs. private) voice (γ002 = .71, p = .028, Table 4.2, 

Model 2). Next, we tested two competing predictions on the moderating role of LMX. 

Results indicated that the cross-level interaction between manager self-efficacy and LMX 

was significant (γ022 = –1.85, p = .039, Table 4.2, Model 3). We plotted the interaction in 

                                                      
10 We did not center manager and employee gender as the variables had a meaningful zero point because of 
the dummy coding. 
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Figure 4.2 (Aiken & West, 1991), which depicts voice setting (private vs. public) as a func-

tion of manager self-efficacy at low LMX (-1SD) and high LMX (+1SD). Results indicate that 

manager self-efficacy positively relates to employee public (vs. private) voice when LMX 

was low, but unrelated to public (vs. private) voice when LMX was high. Furthermore, 

Figure 4.2 shows that when LMX is high, employees express voice in more private set-

tings. Thus, Hypotheses 2a and 2b were not supported. 

Table 4.1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

Level 1: Event level        

1. Voice setting 1.62 2.81 –     

Level 2: Employee level        

2. Employee gendera 0.59 0.49 .02 –    

3. LMX 4.16 0.48 -.15* -.01 –   

Level 3: Manager level        

4. Manager gendera  0.37 0.49 .00 .23** -.09 –  

5. Manager self-efficacy 4.20 0.38 .15* .19** .20** .12 – 

Note. For the Level 1 variables, N = 221, for the Level 2 variables, N = 112, and for the Level 3 variables, N = 52. 
a Dummy coded: 0 = male, 1 = female. 
*p < .05; **p < .01. 

 

Table 4.2 Regression Analysis Results Based on Hierarchical Linear Modeling 

 Voice Setting (Number of People Present) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant .23 (.18) .24 (.17) .25 (.18) 

Employee gender (γc010) .01 (.20) -.05 (.22) -.08 (.23) 

Manager gender (γc001) .14 (.25) .12 (.26) .12 (.26) 

Manager self-efficacy (γ002) 
  

.71* (.32) .73* (.31) 

LMX (γ020)   -.57* (.28) -.11 (.31) 

Manager self-efficacy × LMX (γ022)   
  

-1.85* (.87) 

-2 × log likelihood 841.68 837.66 834.36 

Difference of -2 × log (df)  4.02 (2) 3.30 (2) 

Note. For the Level 1 variables, N = 221, for the Level 2 variables, N = 112, and for the Level 3 variables, N = 52. 
a Dummy coded: 0 = male, 1 = female. Numbers in parentheses are robust standard errors. 
*p < .05. 
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Figure 4.2 Interaction effect of manager self-efficacy and LMX quality on voice setting. High and low levels of 

LMX represent one standard deviation above and below the mean. 

4.5 Discussion 

Despite the significant progress made in voice research, organizational scholars have 

largely overlooked the factors that explain why employees would prefer a particular so-

cial setting over another when speaking up (Morrison, 2011). In this study, we theorized 

and examined the premise that the higher (lower) manager self-efficacy is, the more em-

ployees are likely to speak up in public (private). As hypothesized, manager self-efficacy 

was positively related to public (vs. private) voice. Further, high LMX quality mitigated the 

effects of manager self-efficacy on employee public (vs. private) voice such that when 

LMX was high, employees were reluctant to engage in public voice irrespective of their 

managers’ level of self-efficacy. This finding goes against both of our competing predic-

tions, thus suggesting a third perspective on the moderating role of LMX. In particular, 

the results highlight that high LMX employees are unaffected by whether their managers 

are higher on self-efficacy or not, and further indicate that it is likely that high LMX em-

ployees opt for more private forms of voice in general. One possible explanation for this 

finding is likely to rely in highly risky nature of public voice for high LMX employees. In 

particular, this finding suggests that, although high LMX employees may in general feel 

more psychologically safe to voice (Liu et al., 2017), they would be in general reluctant to 

voice publicly in order to preserve their close, trusting relationships. By demonstrating 

these effects, we make a number of theoretical contributions to the voice literature. 
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4.5.1 Theoretical Contributions  

Significant progress has been made in the voice literature by delineating how employees’ 

voice safety and efficacy considerations affect their decision to voice or remain silent 

(Morrison, 2011). Extant literature suggests that employees are likely to remain silent 

when they perceive the risks of voice to outweigh its benefits (Morrison, 2014). We seek 

to complement this viewpoint by arguing that employees, when facing risks, not only 

have the possibility to remain silent but also can choose between differently risky voice 

tactics. In particular, we distinguish between whether employees speak up in a more pri-

vate or public setting, two tactics that sharply differ in their riskiness. Our theorizing sug-

gests that perceived favourability of voice setting positively impacts an employee’s public 

(vs. private) voice. By studying when employees choose more public or private voice, our 

study responds to recent calls in the literature “to provide better understanding of em-

ployees’ choices about how to communicate concerns and suggestions” (Morrison, 2011, 

p. 399). Consequently, we highlight the need and importance for a shift in the voice liter-

ature from a discussion of voice frequency to a discussion of voice tactics. 

Second, this study enhances our understanding of the role of manager self-efficacy in 

affecting employee voice behaviour. Fast and colleagues (2014) demonstrated that man-

agers with low self-efficacy show less voice solicitation and endorsement, which, in turn, 

discourages employees from engaging in voice behaviour. However, the effects of man-

ager self-efficacy on voice tactics have remained unexplored. Our results demonstrate 

that manager self-efficacy is an important antecedent of employee public (vs. private) 

voice. Hence, we extend the study by Fast and colleagues (2014) by highlighting that the 

extent to which managers are confident in their abilities to perform well not only influ-

ences whether employees speak up or remain silent but also what tactics employees use 

when speaking up. We thus respond to multiple calls in the literature for a more nuanced 

investigation of how managers’ characteristics and associated behaviours affect em-

ployee voice (Fast et al., 2014; Gao, Janssen, & Shi, 2011; McClean et al., 2012). 

Third, our study underscores the fact that managerial personal dispositions and rela-

tional characteristics may interactively predict employee voice tactics. In particular, we 

add to the voice literature by demonstrating how LMX affects the relationship between 

manager self-efficacy and public (vs. private) voice. A number of studies have associated 

close working relationships between managers and employees with employee voice be-

haviour (Burris et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2013; Van Dyne et al., 2008). Yet, these studies have 

paid little attention to examining how relationship quality shapes the way employees read 

and react to managers’ social cues that convey information about their responsiveness 

to voice. Our theory and findings indicate that manager self-efficacy positively relates to 

public (vs. private) voice when LMX is low but is unrelated to it when LMX is high. This 

finding suggests that employees monitor and rely more on social cues associated with 

their managers’ self-efficacy when they do not entertain close, trusting relationship with 
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them. In particular, our results indicate that public voice is more likely when a manager 

has a high level of self-efficacy and the voicing employee is not part of the manager’s in-

group. This suggests that high LMX employees generally are reluctant to engage in public 

voice as they fear undermining the loyalty-based relationship that they entertain with 

their managers (P. Brown & Levinson, 1987; Burgoon, 2009; Cupach & Carson, 2002). 

4.5.2 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

As any other study, our study has several limitations. First, our focal variables were all 

reported by managers which suggests that some of the relationships might have been 

influenced by common-method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Although we acknowledge 

this as a potential limitation, we believe that the only relationship that might have been 

affected by common-method bias is the main effect of manager self-efficacy on public 

(vs. private) voice as the interaction effects are robust to common-method bias (Siemsen 

et al., 2010). At the same time, common-method bias is unlikely to explain the main effect 

because we used an objective criterion (i.e., number of people who heard employee’s 

voice) to assess the extent to which voice was public (vs. private).  

Second, our theoretical arguments are based on the well-founded assumption that 

managers’ self-efficacy manifests in their behaviour (see Fast et al., 2014), which, in turn, 

signals employees whether public (vs. private) voice is welcomed or not. However, em-

pirically, we did not directly assess this assumption because we did not measure the pos-

sible mediators linking manager self-efficacy and employee public (vs. private) voice (e.g., 

manager openness to voice, employee judgment of public voice safety). Thus, future re-

search should investigate these putative mediating mechanisms to provide a more nu-

anced understanding about the effects of manager self-efficacy on employee public (vs. 

private) voice. 

Third, our theorizing suggests that the extent to which employees rely on managerial 

social cues (i.e., manager self-efficacy) when deciding whether to speak up in public or in 

private depends on the given relationship quality between leader and employee. In the 

present study, we operationalized LMX quality by asking for the manager’s perception. 

Given that employees and managers may differ in their LMX evaluation (Sin et al., 2009), 

our findings should be taken with caution. At the same time, in our analysis we used 

group-mean centred values of LMX, thereby focusing on the relative managers’ evalua-

tions of perceived LMX. Given that employees are generally aware of their relative stand-

ing in a group (Henderson et al., 2009; Henderson, Wayne, Shore, Bommer, & Tetrick, 

2008; Herman et al., 2012; Vidyarthi, Liden, Anand, Erdogan, & Ghosh, 2010), we believe 

that this issue is of lesser concern. 

We believe that future research should further examine and extend our understand-

ing of the antecedents of public (vs. private) voice. In the present study, we focused on 

the role of managers’ self-efficacy, however, there are likely to be other factors that can 
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potentially affect employees’ preference to engage in more public (vs. private) voice. In 

particular, the results of the present study suggest that there are situational factors that 

explain a significant amount of the variance in employees’ choice of voice social setting. 

Therefore, we urge scholars to examine and delineate situational factors, such as manag-

ers’ and employees’ affective states, that can explain within-person variability in engage-

ment in public (vs. private) voice across situations. 

It might be also fruitful for future research to use an alternative operationalization of 

our dependent variable. In particular, the extent to which voice is public (vs. private) 

could be captured not only by the number of people present during a particular voice 

event, but also by the extent to which the employee considers the audience to be part of 

the manager’s in-group or out-group. In particular, it is possible that the employee per-

ceives speaking up in front of one or two members from a different department as more 

public than speaking up in front of the manager’s entire team.  

4.5.3 Practical Implications 

Our study holds several practical implications for managers and human resources spe-

cialists. Managers may find it interesting to learn that their level of self-efficacy might 

have implications for how employees speak up to them. Thus, managers should be heed-

ful of how their self-efficacy manifests in their behaviour, because employees use such 

behavioural cues to decide whether to express voice in more public or private settings. 

Such awareness is particularly relevant for managers with low levels of self-efficacy be-

cause given their relative insecurity in their managerial role they might be especially likely 

to benefit from public voice. This is because public voice is more likely to provide them 

with multiple perspectives on the raised issues helping managers in making a carefully 

weighted decision. In a related manner, managers need to know that employees who are 

part of their in-group are reluctant to voice their suggestions or concerns in more public 

settings but would rather do so in private settings. This might result in not having con-

structive open discussions on the issues raised by high LMX employees as the ideas would 

be generally raised behind closed doors. 

Finally, human resources managers should encourage employees to consider more 

criteria when deciding to speak up in public or private settings, than they normally would. 

The more strongly other employees might be affected by the suggested change, the more 

sensible it seems to bring up the issue in public so that everyone can have a say on the 

potential consequences of a given bottom-up change initiative. Encouraging both private 

and public voice should be possible by fostering an organizational culture where every-

one feels that it is normal and commonly accepted to express suggestions and concerns 

both privately and publicly without any hesitation. Such interventions at the organiza-

tional level should reduce the effect of managers’ self-efficacy on employees’ public (vs. 

private) voice. 
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4.5.4 Conclusion 

Our results indicate that when managers have high self-efficacy employees engage more 

in public (vs. private) voice. This relationship disappears when the voicing employee be-

longs to the circle of the managers’ close confidants. Our research highlights the im-

portance of continued research into how managers’ personal dispositions and behaviours 

associated with these dispositions inform and direct employees’ voice behaviour. Finally, 

we hope that our findings will stimulate further theory-building and empirical research in 

the antecedents of public (vs. private) voice as well as other voice tactics. 
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5.1 Introduction 

In today’s dynamic business environment, employee voice—an upward expression of 

ideas, opinions, and concerns about work-related issues (Morrison, 2014)—plays a criti-

cal role in effective organizational functioning (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). The extent to 

which employees are motivated to voice their ideas and concerns impacts organizations’ 

ability to detect and promptly respond to emerging problems and opportunities 

(Nemeth, 1997). This is because when employees speak up they aid their groups by pre-

venting errors (Edmondson, 2003), facilitating learning and innovation (De Dreu & West, 

2001; Detert & Edmondson, 2006), and improving performance (MacKenzie et al., 2011). 

However, employee voice involves challenging the status quo and thus may indirectly 

question the manager’s prior decisions and actions (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Given 

that criticism inherent in voice, scholars have argued that employee loyalty may manifest 

in silence (Boroff & Lewin, 1997; Mayes & Ganster, 1988). Such conceptualisation takes 

its roots in the seminal work by Hirschman (1970) who considered employee voice versus 

(silence-based) loyalty as two opposing responses to organizational dissatisfaction. This 

historical foundation inspired numerous research studies contrasting voice with silence. 

Such binary conceptualization, however, might mask the fact that employees can be loyal 

and outspoken—in terms of voice behaviour—at the same time.  

Drawing on implicit voice theories (Detert & Edmondson, 2011), defined as taken-for-

granted beliefs about the risk or inappropriateness of speaking up, we propose that em-

ployees do not need to fall silent to show their loyalty, but instead they might speak up 

but do so in a way that might be more acceptable to managers, namely in private. 

Whether employees do so, we argue, will largely depend upon their implicit beliefs. Spe-

cifically, they will be guided by their belief about whether it is less appropriate to speak 

up in public settings (when other people are present besides the target manager) as com-

pared to private settings (when no one else is present besides the voicing employee and 

the manager) (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). Although Detert and Edmondson (2011) sug-

gest that such beliefs are likely to manifest in silence, we expand this view by arguing that 

they may also affect the specific ways in which employees speak up, that is, by preferring 

private over public voice.  

However, private voice might be less effective than public voice. We argue that em-

ployees who voice in private, rather than in public, will be less effective in initiating 

change within their work-group or organization because managers cannot easily dismiss 

voice expressed in public settings (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Thus, we suggest that em-

ployees with strong implicit public voice theories may face a problem of misplaced loy-

alty. In particular, employees who strongly believe that public voice is risky and who want 

to display their loyalty, will try to influence their managers by speaking up in private in-

stead of in public. However, by giving preference to private over public voice, employees 
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may fail to utilize the potential value of voice as private voice may be less effective in 

bringing about change. 

We do not believe that implicit voice beliefs, no matter how powerful, will influence 

employee voice behaviour independent of the work context. In particular, we propose 

that self-promotion climate—that is, a shared belief that it is appreciated to display be-

haviours that signal one’s competence—will moderate the indirect effect linking implicit 

public voice beliefs and voice effectiveness. That is, in organizations with a pronounced 

self-promotion climate, employees’ implicit beliefs about public voice might be less likely 

to prevent employees from speaking up in public and bringing about change. Figure 5.1 

illustrates our conceptual model. 

 

 
Figure 5.1 Proposed moderated mediation model 

 
With this study, we contribute to the literature in several ways. First, prior research 

has mostly considered employee decision to voice as a binary choice, suggesting that em-

ployees either voice or remain silent (see Morrison, 2014). We add to the voice literature 

by suggesting that employees may choose from a spectrum of voice tactics, including 

private and public voice. Given that existing measures of voice are not sensitive to its 

public versus private nature, we may potentially miss out on why in some situations voice 

translates into certain outcomes and in others it does not. That is, employees might fre-

quently engage in voice, but because they prefer to speak up in private, they may have a 

different capacity to engender changes than employees who speak up equally often but 

prefer to do so in public settings. Thus, we may be able to draw a more complete picture 

of voice by considering various voice tactics instead of thinking of voice and silence in a 

binary fashion. 

Second, the current voice literature implicitly assumes that expressing voice in the 

presence of other people is likely to lead to negative personal repercussions for employ-

ees (Detert & Edmondson, 2006, 2011). We challenge this perspective by highlighting the 

fact that public voice may also have potential benefits. In particular, we bring to the fore 
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the functional side of public voice by showing that employees who give preference to 

public over private voice are more likely to bring about organizational change.  

Third, we contribute to an increasing number of studies investigating how group cli-

mate may modify the effect of individual-level factors on employees’ voice behaviour 

(Frazier & Bowler, 2015; Frazier & Fainshmidt, 2012; Morrison et al., 2011; Tangirala & 

Ramanujam, 2008; Wang & Hsieh, 2013). We extend this line of research by examining 

how self-promotion climate moderates the relationship between employees’ public voice 

beliefs and their public (vs. private) voice behaviour. Hence, we respond to recent calls 

“to consider more fully the optimal level of voice climate specificity ” (Morrison et al., 

2011, p. 188) by theorizing and studying self-promotion climate and its role with regard 

to employees’ tendency to speak up in public (vs. private). 

5.2 Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development  

Voice is constructive in its intent and holds great potential for improving group and or-

ganizational performance (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). Employees who speak up tend to 

do so because they wish to bring about change and help improve the organization. Thus, 

voice is often driven by prosocial motivation (Van Dyne, 2003), duty orientation (Tangirala 

et al., 2013), as well as felt obligation for constructive change (Liang, Farh, & Farh, 2012). 

Yet, voice also carries costs. Employees are aware that by voicing their ideas or concerns 

they might come across as disloyal to the extent to which managers perceive their voice 

as criticism of existing processes, practices, and policies for which managers often feel 

responsible (Edmondson, 2003). This might be especially the case when voice is ex-

pressed in the presence of other people as it is likely to be seen by managers as a chal-

lenge of their social standing (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). Employees should be likely to 

take into account these image-related concerns of their managers, because evoking such 

concerns may have negative repercussions for employees, such as, being viewed as a 

troublemaker, being reprimanded in public, and having a bruised relationship with their 

manager (Detert & Treviño, 2010; Grant, 2013; Milliken et al., 2003). As a result, such 

reactions may discourage employees from voicing because employees want their man-

agers and organizational leaders to think of them as loyal (Bolino & Turnley, 1999; Bolino, 

Turnley, & Niehoff, 2004), as loyalty can engender higher rewards (Shore et al., 1995), 

better performance ratings (Whiting et al., 2008), and consideration as high potential 

(Shore et al., 1995). Hence, voice represents a tricky terrain for employees to navigate. In 

this regard, we argue that employees may minimize potential risks associated with voice 

by communicating their ideas or concerns in private versus public, and that implicit public 

voice theories are likely to explain when employees prefer one type of voice over the 

other. 
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5.2.1  Implicit Public Voice Theories and Public (vs. Private) Voice Behavior 

Employees often hold implicit voice theories—“taken-for-granted beliefs about when and 

why speaking up at work is risky or inappropriate” (Detert & Edmondson, 2011, p. 461). 

Similar to other implicit theories (Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; Levy, Chiu, & Hong, 2006; 

M. Ross, 1989), implicit voice theories are cognitive structures or knowledge schemas 

that help individuals to process information and interpret their own and others’ behav-

iour. In comparison to scientific (explicit) theories, implicit voice theories represent sub-

jective perceptions that reside in the minds of employees and, thus, do not necessarily 

reflect the objective reality (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). Although implicit voice theories 

might be incorrect and untested, employees rely on these naïve models when assessing 

potential outcomes associated with voice (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). 

Prior research has identified five implicit voice theories, each referring to different 

situational features that individuals associate with voice riskiness. One of these theo-

ries—the implicit public voice theory “Don’t embarrass the boss in public”—highlights 

the role of the social setting in which voice is enacted and refers to taken-for-granted 

beliefs that one should not speak up with ideas, suggestions, or concerns in public set-

tings when other people are present besides the voicing employee and the manager (i.e., 

co-workers, other managers or superiors, and/or customers) (Detert & Edmondson, 

2011). Implicit public voice theories are based on cause and effect assumptions indicating 

that when voice occurs in public, such voice may come across as implicit criticism of man-

agers’ prior decisions and actions and question their social standing, thus, making man-

agers react in a more defensive manner. As a result, employees who hold such beliefs 

assume that speaking up in public is inappropriate as it may call in doubt their loyalty 

(Detert & Edmondson, 2011). 

We thus propose that implicit public voice theories affect in which settings employees 

express their ideas and concerns by preferring private over public setting. Prior research 

has demonstrated that holding such beliefs is likely to reduce voice frequency and result 

in silence (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). In contrast to this view, we argue that, instead of 

falling silent, employees may revert to private voice, and this is for two reasons. First, in 

one-on-one settings concerns about how one may appear to others are minimized 

(Goffman, 1959, 1967; Sproull et al., 1996; Triplett, 1898; Uziel, 2007; Zajonc, 1965). In 

other words, when speaking up in private, employees are less likely to worry that their 

voice may embarrass the manager or put him/her in a bad light. Second, employees hold-

ing lay theories about public voice may perceive private voice as a better tactic than si-

lence as it still allows them to raise their issues or concerns and thus helps one’s work 

group or organization. Hence, employees should perceive private voice as a safe option, 

which allows minimizing potential risks and nourishing benefits of voice. Consequently, 

we expect that implicit public voice theories will not only affect the frequency with which 
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employees speak up, but will also affect in which settings employees express their voice. 

Thus, we formally hypothesize: 

H1: Employees’ implicit public voice theories are negatively related to employees’ 

public (vs. private) voice. 

5.2.2  Public (vs. Private) Voice Behavior and Initiation of Change 

New challenges in business create new demands for employees (Ilgen & Pulakos, 1999). 

It is no longer sufficient for employees to demonstrate high performance on their core 

job tasks; they are also expected to leverage their impact on the workgroup and organi-

zational level (Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007). In other words, when making decisions about 

employees’ promotion and other career outcomes, organizational leaders place special 

emphasis on employees’ initiation of change—that is, the extent to which employees 

contribute to the workgroup and organizational effectiveness by working towards future-

directed change, finding new innovative ways to do things, and introducing better pro-

cesses and procedures (Welbourne, Johnson, & Erez, 1998). 

In this regard, voicing can be one of the potential ways in which employees can bring 

about constructive change in procedures or practices within their work-group or organi-

zation (Morrison, 2014). Yet, some employees are considered as more successful than 

others in turning their ideas into real change (Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton, Ashford, 

O’Neill, & Lawrence, 2001). To be effective change agents, employees need at a minimum 

to get their managers to recognize their voice (Burris, Rockmann, & Kimmons, 2017; 

Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton et al., 2001; Howell et al., 2015). This, in fact, is often 

one of the main obstacles that employees face because managers have limited time and 

resources (Pfeffer, 1992), which makes it hard or impossible for them to address all the 

issues at hand. Hence, when employees voice, it is important for them to get managers’ 

attention among all other potential issues (Burris et al., 2017; Dutton & Ashford, 1993). 

To make managers recognize the raised issue, employees may use different voice tactics 

(Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton et al., 2001). We propose that public voice may repre-

sent a voice tactic that will increase the chances that one’s voice is recognized, thus mak-

ing it more likely for employees who prefer public to private voice to bring about change 

to their work-group or organization. 

We base our argument on the idea that public voice, as compared to private voice, 

raises managers’ sense of accountability—that is, “an implicit or explicit expectation that 

one may be called on to justify one’s beliefs, feelings, and actions to others” (Lerner & 

Tetlock, 1999, p. 255). Managers possess power and greater access to resources and, 

thus, are expected to demonstrate consideration and support for the needs of their em-

ployees (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004; Tost, 2015). Conse-

quently, when ideas are brought to the attention of managers in the presence of others, 
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managers may find it more difficult to ignore the input because they need to factor in 

how this may affect their social standing (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). That is, the presence 

of other people puts elevated pressure on managers to consider voice. As a result, when 

voice is communicated in public, they are more likely to devote time and attention to the 

raised suggestions or concerns. In contrast, when employees speak up in private, manag-

ers may find it somewhat easier to disregard voice because perceived pressure to justify 

one’s actions is lower (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). In other words, when no one else is pre-

sent besides the voicer and the manager, managers are less likely to experience the need 

to consider employees’ input. Hence, employees who prefer public to private voice are 

more likely to create instances in which it is harder for managers to simply ignore and 

dismiss their voice (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Consequently, input from such employees 

is more likely to get managers’ attention, which is a minimum prerequisite for turning 

voice into real change (Burris et al., 2017; Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton et al., 2001; 

Howell et al., 2015). Hence, we expect that employees who engage in public voice more 

often than in private voice are more likely to initiate change within their work-group or 

organization. 

The core argument of our theoretical model is that employees holding implicit public 

voice theories engage more in private rather than in public voice, and this has negative 

implications on employees’ effectiveness in initiating change. Thus, employees’ prefer-

ence for private over public voice is the main explanatory mechanism in our argument. 

However, when investigating the effects of public (vs. private) voice on employees’ initi-

ation of change, one has to take into account employees’ general voice frequency. This 

is because the more employees speak up, the more they are likely to bring about positive 

constructive change in their work-group or organization (Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003; 

Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Van Dyne, Cummings, & Parks, 1995; Van Dyne & LePine, 

1998). Given the above outlined arguments, we expect the effect of employees’ general 

preference of public over private voice on the extent to which employees initiate change 

to be beyond and above the effect of voice frequency. 

H2: Employees’ public (vs. private) voice is positively related to employees’ initiation 

of change, and this effect is beyond and above the effect of voice frequency on 

employees’ initiation of change. 

Using the above logic and combining it with our earlier arguments that holding implicit 

pubic voice theories attenuates public (vs. private) voice behaviour, we propose that im-

plicit pubic voice theories will be negatively associated with initiation of change, and that 

public (vs. private) voice will explain this effect. 

H3: Employees’ public (vs. private) voice mediates the negative relationship between 

employees’ implicit public voice theories and employees’ initiation of change. 
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5.2.3  The Moderating Role of Self-Promotion Climate 

Up to this point, we have argued that employees with strong implicit public voice theories 

are less likely to engage in public voice but instead prefer to voice privately. However, 

although individual beliefs are strong predictors of employees’ behaviours, group-level 

perceptions are likely to also affect the extent to which individual beliefs manifest in em-

ployee behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). In particular, it is likely that the effect of implicit public 

voice theories on public (vs. private) voice might be weakened if those employees work 

in groups or organizations that value and appreciate employees who engage in public 

voice. Such misalignment between employees’ individual beliefs and beliefs shared in 

their current work-group may occur because employees’ individual beliefs are often 

formed during earlier socialization processes and depend on interactions with authority 

figures in the past (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). In this regard, we propose that self-pro-

motion climate is likely to capture values and norms which welcome public voice and, 

consequently, we argue that self-promotion climate moderates the effect of implicit pub-

lic voice theories on public (vs. private) voice. 

Following research on social climate (e.g., Frazier & Fainshmidt, 2012; Morrison et al., 

2011) and self-promotion (e.g., Giacalone & Rosenfeld, 1986; Turnley & Bolino, 2001), 

we refer to self-promotion climate as a shared belief that it is appreciated to display be-

haviours that signal one’s competence. In other words, work-groups with a self-promo-

tion climate encourage the norm of engaging in impression management by displaying 

one’s competence (Giacalone & Rosenfeld, 1986). In such a climate, employees are more 

likely to play up their abilities, strengths, and talents as well as point out their prior 

achievements and honours (Godfrey, Jones, & Lord, 1986; Rudman, 1998; Turnley & 

Bolino, 2001). In this regard, engagement in public voice is likely to represent a form of 

self-promotion behaviour. This is because when an employee speaks up about issues that 

other employees and managers have overlooked, it is likely to signal to others that the 

employee is competent (Burris, 2012; Stamper & Dyne, 2001). 

Hence, the behaviour of employees, who hold beliefs that public voice is risky and 

who work in a group with a high self-promotion climate, is likely to be affected by two 

opposite forces. That is, their implicit public voice theories suggest that they need to en-

gage in private voice, whereas the norms and values shared in their work-group favour 

public voice as a welcomed and appreciated form of speaking up. As a result, when the 

self-promotion climate is high, it may counteract the negative effects of employees’ im-

plicit public voice theories on public (vs. private) voice behaviour such that the relation-

ship will be weakened. In contrast, if the self-promotion climate is low, employees’ im-

plicit public voice theories are much more likely to show in their behaviour. Thus, we 

hypothesize: 
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H4: Self-promotion climate moderates the negative relationship between employees’ 

implicit public voice theories and employees’ public (vs. private) voice such that 

this relationship is weaker when self-promotion climate is higher. 

H5: Self-promotion climate moderates the mediated relationship between employ-

ees’ implicit public voice theories and employees’ initiation of change via employ-

ees’ public (vs. private) voice such that this relationship is weaker when self-pro-

motion climate is higher. 

5.3 Method 

5.3.1  Procedure 

We tested the hypotheses using dyadic survey data collected from managers and their 

employees, most of them working in the Netherlands and Germany in various occupa-

tional fields (e.g., banking and financial services, consulting, education). The participants 

in this study comprised alumni from a Dutch university and a convenience sample of 

working adults. Furthermore, to increase the number of respondents, we utilized a snow-

ball sampling technique (e.g., Grant & Mayer, 2009; Mitchell et al., 2015) by asking man-

ager-respondents to invite their colleagues in managerial positions to participate in our 

study. 

Potential manager participants (i.e., working employees who held a formal manage-

rial role and had at least one direct report) received an email inviting them to participate 

in a study on “Leading for organizational impact” with a link to an online survey. The man-

agers who agreed to participate were asked to choose one of their employees and rate 

the extent to which this employee initiates change. After the managers completed the 

survey, they were asked to redirect the employee survey link to this particular employee. 

Employees self-rated their implicit public voice theories, public (vs. private) voice, and 

self-promotion climate of their work-group. We used dyadic data sources to minimize 

common-method biases (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Unique identification numbers allowed 

us to match responses from managers and their employees. All participants were reas-

sured that their responses would remain confidential and anonymous. In return for their 

participation, participants were promised an executive research report with actionable 

recommendations on how to lead for organizational impact. We sent up to three remind-

ers to managers and their employees who did not complete the survey. The surveys were 

conducted in English. 
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5.3.2  Sample 

In total, 337 managers and 114 employees provided usable responses. After matching 

across these two sources, our sample resulted in 110 manager-employee dyads11. Of the 

managers, 75.5% were male, 90% had middle management positions or higher, and 96% 

completed a college degree or higher. Their mean age was 42.82 years (SD = 9.58), the 

mean organizational tenure was 11.00 years (SD = 9.06), the mean work experience was 

17.86 years (SD = 9.55), and the mean number of employees was 11.01 (SD = 12.39). Of 

the employees, 56% were male, and 91% completed a college degree or higher. Their 

mean age was 36.03 years (SD = 11.15), the mean organizational tenure was 7.50 years 

(SD = 8.34), and the mean work experience was 12.14 years (SD = 9.57). 

5.3.3  Measures 

Implicit public voice theories. Employees rated their implicit public voice theories using a 

4-item subscale “Don’t embarrass the boss in public” from the implicit voice theories 

measure (Detert & Edmondson, 2011) with a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly Disagree” 

to 5 = “Strongly Agree”). A sample item was: “You should always pass your ideas by [the 

manager] in private first, before you speak up publicly at work” (α = .75). 

Self-promotion climate. To measure self-promotion climate, we used Bolino and Turn-

ley’s (1999) 5-item measure of self-promotion strategy from the impression management 

behaviour scale. As this scale was originally used to assess individual self-promotion be-

haviour, we adapted it so that it would serve as a climate measure. Employees rated self-

promotion climate in their work-group using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly Disa-

gree” to 5 = “Strongly Agree”). A sample item was: “In my work-group it is valued and 

appreciated when people let others know that they have a reputation for being compe-

tent in a particular area” (α = .82). 

Public (vs. private) voice and voice frequency. We measured employees’ public (vs. 

private) voice and general voice frequency by using a 5-item constructive voice measure 

developed by Maynes and Podsakoff (2014). We asked employees to rate their public (vs. 

private) voice and voice frequency, as we believe that employees can provide the most 

reliable and precise ratings for these variables. This is because previous research suggests 

that managers do not always recognize employees’ voice, and, thus, employees and man-

agers have different perceptions of frequency and quality of employee voice. To assess 

                                                      
11 We compared whether the sample of managers whose employees did not participate in the study differed 
substantially from the sample of managers whose employees participated in the study. We compared both 
samples regarding the ratings of initiation of change and demographics. Results indicated that the managers 
whose employees participated in the study were older (M = 42.88, SD = 9.55) as compared to the managers 
whose employees did not participate (M= 39.56, SD= 8.50; F(1, 321) = 10.29, p = .001). However, there were 
no significant differences between the samples in the ratings of initiation of change, gender distribution, man-
agers’ position in the organizations, and their level of education. 
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public (vs. private) voice, we asked employees to rate in which setting, over the last three 

months, they engaged in voice behaviour using an adapted 5-point Likert scale (1 = “Al-

ways in Private”, 2 = “Usually in Private”, 3 = “Equally Often in Private and in Public”, 4 = 

“Usually in Public”, 5 = “Always in Public”). We provided the participants with definitions 

of private and public settings to reassure that they understood the question as intended. 

To assess voice frequency, we asked employees to rate how frequently, over the last 

three months, they engaged in voice behaviours using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “Very 

Rarely” to 5 = “Very Frequently”). A sample item was: “I spoke up to the manager with 

recommendations about how to fix work-related problems” (αpublic (vs. private) voice = .93; αvoice 

frequency = .88). 

We conducted a pilot study to evaluate the psychometric properties of our public (vs. 

private) voice scale and to show that public (vs. private) voice is distinct from voice fre-

quency. We also examined the discriminant validity of public (vs. private) voice from com-

mitment towards one’s manager because previous research suggests that commitment 

is highly correlated with different forms of organizational citizenship behaviour (e.g., 

O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986; Shore et al., 1995). We recruited 384 participants via MTurk 

(53% male; Mage = 37.49 [SD = 11.40]; 65% having a full-time job, 61% working 30 hours 

and longer, and 46% having no supervisory responsibilities). For the public (vs. private) 

voice and voice frequency measures, we used the same scales as in the main study. To 

measure commitment towards one’s manager, we used a 4-item commitment scale de-

veloped by Klein, Cooper, Molloy, and Swanson (2014). A sample item was: “How com-

mitted are/were you to your manager?” (α = .95). We conducted a confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) to estimate the distinctiveness of the three variables. The analysis indicated 

that the three-factor model fit the data well (χ2 = 160.27, df = 74, p < .001, CFI = .99, 

RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .03). Chi-square difference tests indicated that this model fit the 

data better than alternative models that combined (a) public (vs. private) voice and voice 

frequency (Δχ2 = 1705.82, Δdf = 1, p < .001, CFI = .68, RMSEA = .25, SRMR = .25), and (b) 

public (vs. private) voice and commitment to the manager (Δχ2 = 1638.94, Δdf = 1, p < 

.001, CFI = .69, RMSEA = .25, SRMR = .23). 

Initiation of change. We asked managers to assess the extent to which their employ-

ees initiate change using an adapted 3-item measure of the extent of work-unit change 

by Caldwell, Herold, and Fedor (2004) with a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly Disagree” 

to 5 = “Strongly Agree”). A sample item was: “The employee brings changes in my work-

unit's / organization’s processes and procedures” (α = .81). 

Control variables. To exclude alternative explanations, we controlled for several vari-

ables. First, we controlled for manager and employee gender as male and female man-

agers might differently assess public (vs. private) voice by male and female employees 

due to gender bias in work settings (Howell et al., 2015). Second, quality of relationships 

that managers entertain with their employees might also affect the way that managers 
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evaluate their behaviour (Burris et al., 2009; T. Kim et al., 2009; Whiting et al., 2012). 

Thus, to ensure that relationship quality would not confound our hypothesized effects, 

we asked employees to rate quality of their relationship with their managers by using the 

LMX-7 (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). 

Confirmatory factor analysis. We performed a confirmatory factor analysis to esti-

mate the distinctiveness of the five variables (implicit public voice theories, self-promo-

tion climate, public (vs. private) voice, voice frequency, and initiation of change) in the 

main study. We calculated item-parcels such that implicit public voice theories, public (vs. 

private) voice behaviour, and voice frequency factors were represented with three indi-

cators, and the self-promotion climate factor was represented with two indicators 

(Landis, Beal, & Tesluk, 2000). The analysis indicated that the five-factor model fit the 

data well (χ2 = 94.17, df = 67, p = .016, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .07). Chi-square 

difference tests indicated that this model fit the data better than alternative models that 

combined (a) public (vs. private) voice and voice frequency (Δχ2 = 74.56, Δdf = 1, p < .001, 

CFI = .82, RMSEA = .12, SRMR = .10), (b) public (vs. private) voice and initiation of change 

(Δχ2 = 109.67, Δdf = 1, p < .001, CFI = .75, RMSEA = .14, SRMR = .13), and (c) implicit public 

voice theories and self-promotion climate (Δχ2 = 10.53 Δdf = 1, p = .001, CFI = .93, RMSEA 

= .07, SRMR = .08). Hence, these results provided support for the expected factor struc-

ture of the variables. 

5.4 Results 

In Table 5.1, we provide descriptive statistics and correlations for the focal variables. As 

seen in Table 5.2, implicit public voice theories were negatively related to public (vs. pri-

vate) voice (B = -.18, p = .044; Table 5.2, Model 2), supporting Hypothesis 1. In contrast, 

the main effect of implicit public voice theories on voice frequency was not significant (B 

= -.02, SE = .09, p = .801). In support of Hypothesis 2, public (vs. private) voice was posi-

tively related to initiation of change (B = .24, p = .025, Table 5.2, Model 6). To examine 

the indirect effect of implicit public voice theories on initiation of change through public 

(vs. private) voice, we utilized the SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). Supporting Hy-

pothesis 3, the unconditional indirect effect of implicit public voice theories on initiation 

of change via public (vs. private) voice was significant (-.04 [SE = .03], 95% CI: -.12, -.001). 

Further, the implicit public voice theories interacted with self-promotion climate to pre-

dict public (vs. private) voice (B = .27, p = .039; Table 5.2, Model 3). In contrast, the inter-

action term for implicit public voice theories and self-promotion climate on voice fre-

quency was not significant (B = .10, SE = .13, p = .466). Figure 5.2 illustrates the first in-

teraction (Aiken & West, 1991). In support of Hypothesis 4, simple slopes analysis indi-

cated that implicit public voice theories were negatively related to public (vs. private) 
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voice when self-promotion climate was low (-1SD; B = -.29, p = .013) but not when self-

promotion climate was high (+1SD; B = .05, p = .721).  

Table 5.1 Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and Reliabilities 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Employee gendera 0.44 0.50 –        

2. Manager gendera 0.25 0.43 .26** –       

3. LMX 4.04 0.52 -.01 .18 (.88)      

4. Implicit public voice theories (IPVT) 2.95 0.78 -.04 -.07 -.19 (.75)     

5. Self-promotion climate 3.65 0.63 .12 .19 .31** -.24* (.82)    

6. Voice frequency 3.13 0.72 -.11 -.01 .04 -.03 .24* (.88)   

7. Public (vs. private) voice 2.37 0.72 .06 .05 .08 -.20* .29** .32** (.93)  

8. Initiation of change 3.37 0.74 -.12 -.03 .10 .16 .14 .28** .22* (.81) 

Note. N = 110. Numbers in parentheses along the diagonal are Cronbach’s alphas. 
a Dummy coded: 0 = male, 1 = female. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01. 
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Figure 5.2 Interaction effect of implicit public voice theories and self-promotion climate on employee prefer-

ence to engage in public (vs. private) voice. High and low levels of self-promotion climate represent one stand-

ard deviation above and below the mean. “IPVT” is “implicit public voice theories”. 

 
Finally, to test our overall model, we estimated how the indirect effect of implicit pub-

lic voice theories on initiation of change via public (vs. private) voice varied across differ-

ent levels of self-promotion climate. We examined this indirect effect using the SPSS PRO-

CESS macro with 1000 bootstrapping iterations (Hayes, 2013). Results indicated that the 

indirect effect of implicit public voice theories significantly differed as a function of self-

promotion climate. That is, the indirect effect was not significant when self-promotion 

climate was high (+1SD, B = .004 [SE = .03], 95% CI: -.05, .06), but was negative when self-

promotion climate was low (-1SD, B = -.06 [SE = .04], 95% CI: -.19, -.01). The index of 

moderated mediation (Hayes, 2013) indicated that the differences between the indirect 

effects at high and low levels of self-promotion climate were significant (B = .05 [SE = .03], 

95% CI: .002, .14). Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported. 

5.5 Discussion 

In the present paper, we investigated the premise that employees who believe that 

speaking up in public is inappropriate would prefer private to public voice and, as a result, 

will be less effective in initiating change. As hypothesized, we found that implicit public 

voice theories led to less public and more private voice, which, in turn, reduced the extent 

to which managers evaluated these employees as initiating change. We further showed 

that this indirect effect was weakened when employees work in groups with a high self-

promotion climate. Our paper makes a number of theoretical contributions. 
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5.5.1  Theoretical Contributions 

First, scholars have generally treated employee voice and silence as dichotomy implicitly 

suggesting that employees have a binary choice to either voice their ideas, suggestions, 

and concerns, or to withhold them (see Morrison, 2014). In particular, extant literature 

suggests that when employees perceive that voice is risky and might be associated with 

potential negative outcomes, employees are likely to remain silent. This idea traces back 

to Hirschman (1970) who proposed three responses to job dissatisfaction—exit, voice, 

and loyalty—and indicated that loyalty often manifests in silence. However, in reality, 

engaging in voice behaviour is not an “either-or” decision: employees may use a myriad 

of ways to speak up (Morrison, 2011). In this paper, we challenge the “either-or” per-

spective and argue that employees may react to risks associated with voice by carefully 

choosing a social setting in which to express voice. In particular, we found that holding 

lay theories that public voice is inappropriate and disloyal towards one’s manager does 

not only affect voice frequency but also makes employees more inclined to voice pri-

vately. This is important as our theory and findings suggest that by focusing solely on 

employee voice behaviour as a binary decision without considering relevant voice tactics, 

we may draw an incomplete picture of how potential antecedents may affect employee 

voice. In this regard, by outlining private voice as an alternative to employee silence we 

respond to calls in the voice literature for a more extensive discussion of the role of po-

tential voice tactics (Morrison, 2011). 

Second, prior theorizing has primarily focused on the costs of public voice by high-

lighting that voicing in the presence of others is more risky and is likely to trigger defen-

sive managerial reactions (Detert & Edmondson, 2006, 2011). We challenge this view by 

exploring the potential benefits of public voice. In particular, our study shows that em-

ployees who engage more in public rather than in private voice are more likely to bring 

about change. That is, we demonstrate that, although public voice might be seen as more 

risky behaviour, it is more effective in calling for managers’ attention. This finding is in 

line with the issue-selling literature which suggests that issues raised in public have more 

chances to be addressed by managers (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). By the same token, we 

add to the voice literature by focusing on initiation of change as an outcome variable. 

Earlier work has studied the effect of voice on employees’ general in-role performance 

(e.g., Burris, 2012; Whiting et al., 2012), career outcomes (e.g., Seibert et al., 2001), and 

managers’ willingness to implement ideas (e.g., Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014). However 

these studies have not explored the extent to which employees actually succeed in intro-

ducing change within their work-group or organization. Hence, we respond to the calls in 

the literature to focus more specifically on the conditions under which voice is more or 

less effective in initiating change (Morrison, 2014) by underscoring the utility of public 

voice. 
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Third, our finding that self-promotion climate moderates the relationship between 

implicit public voice theories and public (vs. private) voice behaviour contributes to voice 

research studying the interactive effects of individual factors and social climate (Frazier 

& Bowler, 2015; Frazier & Fainshmidt, 2012; Morrison et al., 2011; Tangirala & 

Ramanujam, 2008; Wang & Hsieh, 2013). Our study demonstrates that looking at the self-

promotion climate can be fruitful and relevant when studying the distinction between 

private and public voice (e.g., Frazier & Bowler, 2015). That is, our results indicate that 

the self-promotion climate cancels out the negative effects of employees’ implicit public 

voice theories on their public (vs. private) voice behaviour. 

Furthermore, in the existing literature, self-promotion, similar to other impression 

management tactics, has a somewhat negative connotation (e.g., Bolino, 1999). In par-

ticular, it is often associated with bragging and showing off (Hernez-Broome & 

McLaughlin, 2006). Furthermore, this literature suggests that engagement in self-promo-

tion behaviour leads to lower performance evaluations (Ferris, Judge, Rowland, & 

Fitzgibbons, 1994; Wayne & Ferris, 1990). By contrast, our study highlights that work-

groups and organizations may also benefit from a self-promotion climate as it makes pub-

lic voice appear more legitimate. In this regard, our study makes also an important con-

tribution to the impression management literature by demonstrating the functional side 

of self-proportion climate. 

5.5.2  Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

As with any research, this study has several limitations. First, as we employed a cross-

sectional design, this limits our ability to establish causality in the studied relationships. 

Still, the expected direction of causality is well aligned with theoretical considerations 

(Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 1998), as it seems implausible to assume that public voice 

behaviour would alter the deeply held taken-for-granted beliefs of employees. In a similar 

vein, there is strong theoretical evidence suggesting that employee voice leads to change 

in one’s work-group (e.g., De Dreu & West, 2001; Detert & Edmondson, 2011; MacKenzie 

et al., 2011). 

Second, another potential limitation stems from the fact that we asked employees to 

provide evaluations of the independent variables (i.e., implicit public voice theories and 

self-promotion climate) as well as of the mediator (i.e., private vs. public voice). Although 

we acknowledge that the resulting common-method bias may be a potential limitation 

(Podsakoff et al., 2003), we note that this issue is relevant only for the first stage of the 

mediation as we used managers’ ratings to measure the dependent variable (i.e., initia-

tion of change). Moreover, given that interaction effects are not affected by common-

method bias (Siemsen et al., 2010), the only potentially affected relationship is between 

implicit public voice theories and public (vs. private) voice. However, we believe that this 

issue is of lesser concern as existing literature provides strong evidence on the effect of 
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individual beliefs on actual behaviour (Levy et al., 1998). Finally, we took statistical pre-

cautions and conducted a confirmatory factor analysis in support of the discriminant va-

lidity of our measures reducing further potential common-method concerns. 

Third, in the present study we introduced private voice as alternative means (other 

than silence) to display loyalty and to minimize potential risks associated with voice. Fu-

ture research could extend this work by studying under which conditions beliefs about 

inappropriateness of public voice make employees speak up privately instead of falling 

silent and the other way around. Furthermore, future research should further examine 

other potential factors that may explain why and when employees would prefer private 

voice over silence (and vice versa). 

Fourth, we did not explicitly examine the underlying mechanisms that may explain 

why employees who voice in public are more effective in initiating change compared to 

their colleagues who go and see the manager in private. Although we provide solid theo-

retical arguments and explain this relationship by the fact that public voice is more likely 

to raise managers’ sense of accountability (Dutton & Ashford, 1993), we believe that fu-

ture research should examine this putative mediating mechanism. 

5.5.3  Practical Implications  

Our research highlights that employees’ willingness to display loyalty towards their man-

agers and avoid potential risks by preferring private to public voice may potentially work 

against them in the long run. This is because the stronger implicit public voice theories 

are, the more likely employees are to speak up in private rather than in public, which, in 

turn, limits employees’ capacity to affect change. The finding that implicit public voice 

theories–public (vs. private) voice relationship was not significant for employees working 

in a self-promotion climate suggests that human resources specialists willing to break the 

effect of employees’ ingrained beliefs about public voice should foster a self-promotion 

climate among employees. Our results also highlight that for employees to make their 

managers hear their input, it is important to engage more frequently in public rather than 

in private voice. At the same time, previous research also suggests that public voice is 

more likely to threaten managers’ image and trigger defensive reactions (Detert & 

Edmondson, 2006, 2011). Hence, employees need to be aware of both benefits and 

downsides associated with public voice and strive to speak up in the presence of others 

in a way that is less image threatening for managers. For example, employees may choose 

to frame the issue in such a way that managers do not perceive it as a criticism of their 

performance. 
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5.5.4  Conclusions  

Our study highlights a distinction between employees’ beliefs about outcomes of public 

voice and the actual outcomes of public voice. In particular, our results suggest that em-

ployees who consider public voice to be disloyal and inappropriate engage more fre-

quently in private than in public voice, which, in turn, negatively affects employees’ ca-

pacity to bring about change. Our results also indicate that this indirect relationship is 

mitigated when employees work in groups with a high self-promotion climate. Overall, 

the present study highlights that the antecedents and consequences of public versus pri-

vate voice are much more complex and diverse than previously considered in the litera-

ture. Hence, we hope that our study will encourage further research on the distinction 

between private and public voice.  
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6.1 Introduction 

In the last decades, there has been a growing interest in studying employee voice behav-

iour and in particular how managers respond to employee voice. Multiple studies have 

outlined factors that affect managerial reactions to voice by primarily focusing on the role 

of voice frequency and attributes of the voicing employee, the manager, or the message 

itself. Although research on managers’ reactions to voice is on the rise, we still lack a 

systematic understanding about the role of situational factors that may explain when and 

why managers react favourably (vs. defensively) to voice. Hence, the main research goal 

of this dissertation is to examine how the social setting in which voice occurs influences 

managers’ reactions to voice. By addressing this research goal, we studied how manage-

rial voice endorsement differs when voice is expressed in public as compared to private 

settings and how an employee’s tendency to voice in public versus private settings affects 

his/her capacity to initiate change. Furthermore, as the distinction between private and 

public voice is novel to the existing literature, we also examined and outlined factors that 

affect employees’ preference to engage in one or another type of voice. Hence, this dis-

sertation provides a comprehensive view of the distinction between private and public 

voice by highlighting both its consequences and antecedents. Next, we outlined the mod-

erating and mediating factors of the examined relationships. This dissertation draws from 

theories and findings from the previous literature on voice behaviour, leadership, and 

other related research streams. Finally, regarding methodology, we aimed for increasing 

both, internal and external validity, and, thus, we used a complementary set of designs 

and methods including event reconstruction, experimental vignette, as well as the cross-

sectional field methods. This approach also enabled us to look at the distinction between 

private and public voice on two levels: voice events and employees’ general preference 

for one or another type of voice. 

By combining different theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches, the 

three empirical chapters that constitute the core of this dissertation highlight the unique 

role that the distinction between private and public voice plays in explaining managerial 

reactions to voice as well as employee voice behaviour. In the following, an overview of 

the main findings of each of the three empirical chapters is provided. Furthermore, the 

theoretical implications to the voice literature and related research streams as well as 

limitations together with directions for future research are discussed. Finally, practical 

implications of this dissertation for employees, managers, and human resources special-

ists are outlined. 
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6.2 Overview of Main Findings 

6.2.1 Chapter 3. Keeping It between Us: Managerial Endorsement of Public 

versus Private Voice 

In Chapter 3, we studied whether and when the setting in which voice occurs influences 

managers’ voice endorsement. Drawing from the broader social psychology literature 

(Goffman, 1959, 1967; Sproull et al., 1996; Triplett, 1898; Uziel, 2007; Zajonc, 1965), we 

hypothesized that managers’ voice endorsement differs depending on whether voice is 

expressed in a public versus private setting. The logic behind this hypothesis is grounded 

in threat-based thinking (e.g., Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014). That is, we proposed that 

due to a desire to maintain a positive image, managers find the putative criticism inherent 

in voice that employees express in public, rather than in private, especially threatening, 

which makes them to react to such voice more defensively. Across three studies (experi-

mental and correlational), we demonstrate that managers endorse ideas raised in public 

rather than in private less and that this effect is explained by managers’ experience of 

image threat. To rule out alternative explanations, we also examined the indirect effect 

of public (vs. private) voice on endorsement via managers’ perception of ego threat. Re-

sults indicated that ego threat, as compared to image threat, does not explain lower lev-

els of voice endorsement in public settings. This implies that image threat, not ego threat, 

is the unique mechanism underlying managers’ aversion to public voice. This finding sup-

ports Leary and colleagues’ (2009) assertion that it is important to conceptually and em-

pirically distinguish between these two forms of threat. 

We also explicated how managers’ endorsement of public (vs. private) voice varies as 

a function of their leader-member exchange quality (i.e., LMX; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) 

with the voicing employee. Building on the LMX literature, we tested two theoretical per-

spectives suggesting opposing predictions about the moderating role of LMX: high LMX 

may either accentuate or mitigate managers’ experience of image threat triggered by 

public voice, depending on the theoretical standpoint taken. We found support for the 

mitigating argument in our data, that is, high-quality manager-employee relationships 

weaken the effect of public voice on image-related concerns. In other words, managers 

show a positive bias toward their in-group members—that is, public voice from such em-

ployees is less likely to trigger threat in managers about their social standing. This is in 

line with findings from the prior research indicating that managers evaluate input from 

their in-group members more favourably and attribute more benevolent intentions to 

those employees (Burris et al., 2009; T. Kim et al., 2009; Whiting et al., 2012). 
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6.2.2 Chapter 4. When Do Employees Speak Up Publicly: The Role of Manager 

Self-Efficacy and Leader-Member Exchange 

Chapter 4 outlines an event-based study examining the antecedents of employees’ pref-

erence for public versus private voice. Extending the work by Fast and colleagues (2014), 

we argued that managers’ self-efficacy affects not only employees’ binary choice be-

tween voicing ones’ ideas, opinions, and concerns or remaining silent, but also employ-

ees’ choice in which setting to express voice. As predicted, we found that managers’ self-

efficacy was positively associated with public (vs. private) voice. These results once again 

suggest that the level of managerial self-efficacy provides employees with social cues 

about voice riskiness and, thus, affects their voice behaviour. Furthermore, the results 

indicate that the nature of the relationship between a manager and a voicing employee 

(i.e., LMX quality; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) moderates the effect of the manager’s self-

efficacy on public (vs. private) voice such that the relationship holds only when LMX is 

low, but not when it is high. 

6.2.3 Chapter 5. Employees’ Misplaced Loyalty: Perceived Costs and Actual 

Benefits of Public Voice 

In Chapters 3 and 4, we examined consequences and antecedents of public versus private 

voice, respectively, by using an event-based perspective (i.e., focusing on specific voice 

events). In Chapter 5, by contrast, we study the general tendency of employees (i.e., 

across events) to engage in public versus private voice. In particular, we theorized that 

the more employees have internalized the belief that public voice is inappropriate (as it 

may harm managers’ social standing and thus lead to defensive reactions), the more they 

will be likely to voice privately because in private settings image-related concerns are 

minimized (Goffman, 1959, 1967; Sproull et al., 1996; Triplett, 1898; Uziel, 2007; Zajonc, 

1965). Yet, public voice is more likely to be heard and recognized as compared to private 

voice because in the presence of other people managers feel higher pressure to consider 

the provided input and cannot simply dismiss it (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Consequently, 

we argue that employees who prefer public to private voice are more likely to initiate 

change in their work-group or organization. As our findings revealed, employees holding 

implicit public voice theories prefer private voice, which, as a result, limits employees’ 

capacity to initiate change, as compared to employees who voice publicly. We also found 

that the negative effect of implicit public voice theories on public voice behaviour is mod-

erated by self-promotion climate (i.e., a shared belief that it is appreciated to display be-

haviours that signal one’s competence) such that the effect holds only when employees 

work in organizations with a low self-promotion climate. Thus, results indicate that 

shared beliefs on the work-group level about the appropriateness of engaging in self-
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promoting behaviours mitigate the effects of employees’ individual beliefs on public 

voice. 

6.3 Theoretical Contributions 

The findings of these three empirical chapters advance the voice literature by distinguish-

ing between private and public voice and by highlighting their role in explaining manage-

rial reactions to voice. Although research has suggested that examination of the social 

setting is important for understanding voice and its consequences, no systematic re-

search has addressed this topic. Therefore, this dissertation is the first to provide a com-

prehensive view on the distinction between private and public voice by looking at both 

its consequences and its antecedents. While in earlier sections the chapter-specific con-

tributions were outlined, here, I take a “macro” perspective and discuss implications and 

contributions of this dissertation in more general. 

6.3.1 New Perspectives on Managers’ Reactions to Voice 

Managers play a central role in shaping voice behaviour and its effects. Managers act as 

liaisons by carrying voice upward to top management and by providing resources needed 

to implement the ideas (Detert et al., 2013; Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Next, managers 

have formal power and authority to punish as well reward employees for engaging in 

voice behaviour (Seibert et al., 2001; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; Whiting et al., 2008). 

Therefore, to better understand the implications of voice behaviour, it is necessary to 

identify the conditions under which managers respond favourably versus defensively to 

voice (Morrison, 2014). 

Prior studies on managerial reactions to voice have primarily focused on the effects 

of voice frequency, the attributes of the manager, the voicing employee, and the content 

of the voice message (Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014; Seibert et al., 2001; Sijbom et al., 

2015a, 2015b). Hence, although important strides have been made towards getting a 

better understanding about managers’ responsiveness to voice, little to no studies have 

addressed how situational features may shape managers’ reactions to voice. We argue 

and show that by focusing on situational variability, we may enhance our understanding 

of the psychology of managerial reactions to voice in theoretically meaningful ways. 

In this dissertation, we focused on a fundamental situational aspect that might explain 

variance in managers’ reactions to voice— public versus private setting (Breckler & 

Greenwald, 1986; Triplett, 1898; Zajonc, 1965). Research in other domains has estab-

lished that individuals’ behaviours and reactions differ when they encounter situations 

that are public as opposed to private (Ashford et al., 2003; Markus, 1978; Platania & 

Moran, 2001; Uziel, 2007). Supporting this work, this dissertation demonstrates that the 
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social setting in which voice occurs does matter. First, our findings suggest that voice 

expressed in public triggers image concerns in managers, and, as a result, makes them 

endorse public voice less (Chapter 3). This is consistent with the shared perspective in the 

voice literature that public voice is riskier as managers do not like it when employees 

challenge them in the presence of other people (Detert & Edmondson, 2006, 2011). 

Although Chapter 3 suggests that public voice leads to more negative outcomes in 

terms of managers’ voice endorsement, the findings of Chapter 5 highlight that still em-

ployees who prefer public to private voice are more effective in bringing about change to 

their work-group or organization. Thus, findings of Chapters 3 and 5 point to a more com-

plex picture about the potential consequences of public voice. In this respect, it is im-

portant to note that Chapter 3 focused on studying the consequences of public voice 

within particular voice events as compared to Chapter 5, which examined the effects of 

employees’ general tendency to voice publicly (vs. privately). Hence, our findings seem 

to suggest that, when employees voice publicly, managers are likely to show voice aver-

sion due to enhanced image-related concerns in that particular situation; however, alt-

hough public voice is more threatening for managers, they feel higher pressure to con-

sider the issue raised, quite in contrast to private voice events, in which voice can be more 

easily dismissed and ignored (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Consequently, employees who 

prefer public to private voice are more likely to create instances in which their voice calls 

on their managers’ attention, and, as a result, in the long run, such employees are more 

effective in initiating change in their work-group or organization. This dissertation thus 

highlights how the social setting in which voice occurs affects in complex ways managers’ 

reactions to voice. Our finding emphasizes the need for a more elaborate conversation in 

the voice literature on why and how situational factors shape managers’ reactions to 

voice. 

6.3.2 Shifting Focus from Voice Frequency to Voice Tactics and Outlining 

Antecedents of Public (vs. Private) Voice 

Scholars have generally treated employee voice and silence as dichotomy implicitly sug-

gesting that employees have a binary choice to either voice their ideas, suggestions, and 

concerns or to withhold them (see Morrison, 2014). In particular, extant literature sug-

gests that when employees perceive that voice is risky and might be associated with po-

tentially adverse outcomes, employees are likely to remain silent. However, in reality, 

engaging in voice behaviour is not an “either-or” decision: employees may use a myriad 

of voice tactics (Morrison, 2011). In this dissertation, we challenge the “either-or” per-

spective and argue that employees may react to risks associated with voice by carefully 

choosing a social setting in which to express voice. In particular, we found that employees 

were more likely to voice in more private settings when their managers had a low sense 

of self-efficacy (Chapter 4). Furthermore, we found that holding lay theories that public 



118 | Chapter 6 
 

 
voice is inappropriate and disloyal towards one’s manager does not only affect voice fre-

quency but also makes employees more inclined to voice privately (Chapter 5). Interest-

ingly, both these factors have been identified in previous research as antecedents of em-

ployee voice frequency (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; Fast, Burris, & Bartel, 2014). This is 

important as our theory and findings suggest that by focusing solely on employee voice 

behaviour as a binary decision without considering relevant voice tactics, we may draw 

an incomplete picture of how potential antecedents may affect employee voice. Hence, 

this dissertation highlights that it is important to shift the focus of existing research from 

studying only voice frequency to also exploring voice tactics. In this regard, by outlining 

private voice as an alternative to employee silence, we respond to calls in the voice liter-

ature for a more extensive discussion of the role of potential voice tactics (Morrison, 

2011). 

By the same token, we contribute to research on the distinction between private and 

public voice. The existing research suggests that when employees communicate their 

ideas, suggestions, or concerns in the presence of other people, such voice is more likely 

to evoke defensive reactions (Detert & Edmondson, 2006, 2011). However, this research 

has neglected to explore factors that may affect employees’ preference for one or an-

other type of voice. Thus, our findings that managers’ self-efficacy (Chapter 4) and em-

ployees’ implicit public voice theories (Chapter 5) impact employees’ choice of voice so-

cial setting advance our knowledge on the distinction between private and public voice 

by delineating its antecedents. 

6.3.3 Public (vs. Private) Voice and LMX 

A number of studies have provided evidence that employees who entertain close, trust-

ing relationships with their managers feel more psychologically safe and thus are more 

likely to engage in voice behaviour (Burris et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2013; Van Dyne et al., 

2008) and that managers, in turn, react to input from such employees more positively 

(Burris et al., 2009; T. Kim et al., 2009; Whiting et al., 2012). However, this research has 

neglected to study whether such effects hold when considering public voice. This is im-

portant as, due to the elevated challenge inherent in public voice (Detert & Edmondson, 

2006, 2011), such voice might be seen differently by managers and employees. In partic-

ular, our findings suggest that high LMX employees, as opposed to more distant employ-

ees, do not rely on social cues associated with their managers’ self-efficacy when deciding 

in which setting to voice, but, instead, in general prefer more private voice (Chapter 4). 

This implies that, although high LMX employees may in general feel safer when engaging 

in voice behaviour, they are reluctant to voice publicly as they are concerned that it may 

come across as a violation of loyalty and social support expectations associated with high 

LMX relationship and thus harm the relationship with their managers. At the same time, 

findings of Chapter 3 indicate that public voice expressed by high LMX employees reduces 
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managers’ experienced image threat associated with public voice and, as a result, leads 

to more voice endorsement. Hence, these findings from Chapters 3 and 4 add to the voice 

and LMX literature by highlighting differences in how managers and employees perceive 

public (vs. private) voice expressed by in-group members. Therefore, it would be useful 

for future research to further examine divergence in managers’ and employees’ evalua-

tion of public voice communicated by high LMX employees. 

6.4 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Notwithstanding the above-mentioned theoretical contributions of the dissertation, we 

should mention several limitations and new avenues for future research. First, in the 

three empirical chapters, the field studies that we conducted were cross-sectional, which 

may limit our ability to infer causality. However, we believe that this issue is of lesser 

concern as we provided strong theoretical evidence against the possibility of reverse cau-

sality and also addressed this potential limitation by replicating the findings in experi-

mental settings (Chapter 3) or by measuring variables at different time points (Chapter 

4). 

Second, given the within-person implications of our arguments (e.g., Chapter 3), it 

might be fruitful for future research to conduct longitudinal studies that would comple-

ment our between-person design and would examine within-person variability across sit-

uations (e.g., experience sampling). 

Third, although we demonstrated that image threat is an underlying psychological 

mechanism explaining the link between public (vs. private) voice setting and endorse-

ment (Chapter 3), Chapter 5 suggests that there are other possible pathways through 

which an employee’s voice in public (vs. private) relates to managers’ reactions to voice. 

In particular, in Chapter 5 we theorized that a manager’s sense of accountability (Tetlock, 

1983) influences the manager’s recognition of the raised issues. In particular, Dutton and 

Ashford (1993) suggest that when employees attempt to voice in the presence of others, 

they put higher pressure on managers to consider the raised idea. Hence, when voice is 

communicated in public, managers might feel more threatened, but also might feel more 

accountable as they cannot simply ignore the idea because of evaluation concerns. Thus, 

it seems possible that multiple mediating pathways (e.g., image threat, accountability) 

may act in parallel and possibly in opposite directions. This might also explain why we did 

not find the main effect of employee voice in public (vs. private) on endorsement in Stud-

ies of Chapter 3. Hence, future research should examine image threat and accountability 

as two parallel mediating mechanisms and delineate conditions under which one mech-

anism dominates the other. 
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Fourth, future research should investigate how reactions of an audience affect man-

agers’ responses. The more employees speak up in public, as compared to in private, the 

more likely they are to initiate instances of collective voice. This is because issues raised 

by an employee are often relevant not only for this particular employee but often affect 

a wider group of stakeholders in the organization (Edmondson, 2003; Van Dyne & LePine, 

1998). As a result, when voice is communicated in public, it is more likely to attract the 

attention of other employees and managers and thus provoke more in-depth discussions 

on the issue raised, as compared to voice expressed in one-on-one settings (Detert & 

Edmondson, 2011). Such public discussions often generate more acceptable solutions 

and reduce resistance to change (Furst & Cable, 2008). As a result, other employees may 

also identify with the raised issue (Yukl & Tracey, 1992) and thus support the employee 

in his/her attempts to address the issue. Creating such coalition may have implications 

on how managers react to voice. 

Finally, we believe that future research should further examine and extend our un-

derstanding of the antecedents of public (vs. private) voice. Specifically, when examining 

variance in public (vs. private) voice events, it would be useful in future research to do a 

more nuanced investigation of other potential situational factors (e.g., manager and em-

ployee affective states) that may explain why in particular situations employees voice 

publicly (vs. privately). At the same time, when examining employees’ general tendency 

to express voice in public (vs. private) settings, future research should investigate the role 

of employee personal dispositions (e.g., proactive personality, self-efficacy), position in a 

group (e.g., status) as well as manager characteristics (e.g., manager goal orientation). 

6.5 Practical Implications 

In the globalized and highly competitive world, it is critical for organizations to move 

quickly. Moving quickly involves avoiding costly mistakes and delays. In the knowledge 

economy in particular, with its complex supply chains and specializations, no individual 

can be expected to know everything. Managing a team with diverse skills and experiences 

in such a way that employees’ input is shared openly and followed up with actions would 

allow organizations to improve their effectiveness. Hence, the better understanding of 

employee voice and managers’ reactions to employee voice can help to build such envi-

ronments. In this regard, this dissertation has meaningful practical implications for em-

ployees, managers, and human resources specialists. 

Our findings suggest that public voice is associated with enhanced image concerns 

that make managers less likely to endorse employee voice. At the same time, employees 

who have a general tendency to voice publicly are more effective in initiating change as 
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opposed to employees who typically prefer private voice settings. This suggests that em-

ployees interested in bringing about change to their work-group or organization might be 

more successful by speaking up in the presence of other people but in such way, that is 

less image threatening for their managers. For example, to minimize potential image con-

cerns of managers, employees may choose to invest more time in developing a closer, 

trusting relationship with their managers. 

Furthermore, managers should be cognizant that high LMX employees, instead of 

openly discussing emerging issues, ideas, and suggestions in public settings, tend to bring 

up the issues in private, irrespective of whether the managers come across as more or 

less open to public voice. Thus, reducing the opportunities to discuss the topic in public. 

Here, human resources specialists should consider utilizing interventions that reduce re-

luctance to voice publicly. For example, organizations may want to highlight that voicing 

not only in private but also in public is encouraged and welcomed. Although indirectly, 

our findings from Chapter 5 suggest that by promoting a self-promotion climate public 

voice may come to be considered as normative. Such interventions may also help to min-

imize the effect of employees’ taken-for-granted beliefs about public voice on their ten-

dency to voice privately. 

6.6 Conclusion 

This dissertation started with the quote suggesting that we not only choose between en-

gaging in voice or remaining silent, but also between making “our moves” privately or 

publicly. Although scholars have acknowledged that employees might choose different 

social settings when engaging in voice behavior, we still lacked understanding about po-

tential consequences of this choice. Drawing on prior voice literature and literature on 

the related research streams, this dissertation provides strong evidence that the social 

setting in which voice is expressed matters. In particular, this dissertation contributes to 

the voice literature by highlighting the complex nature of managerial reactions to public 

voice. Our findings suggest that managers are less inclined to endorse ideas, suggestions, 

or concerns expressed publicly; however, at the same time, employees who voice publicly 

(vs. privately) still have a higher capacity to bring about change to their work-group or 

organization in the long run. To further explicate the role of the public versus private 

voice distinction for voice research, we demonstrated that by carefully adjusting the so-

cial setting in which voice is expressed, employees might potentially minimize the risks 

associated with voice without necessarily falling silent. In this regard, we found that man-

agers’ self-efficacy and employees’ lay theories about public voice affect not only how 

frequently employees engage in voice behavior but also in which settings they do so. 

Taken together, this dissertation provides a comprehensive theoretical framework and 
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an empirical investigation of consequences and antecedents of public (vs. private) voice 

as well as underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions of the studied relationships. 

By highlighting the importance of examining public versus private voice for getting a bet-

ter understanding of managerial reactions to voice as well as employee voice tactics, we 

believe that this dissertation builds a strong foundation for voice scholars to further ex-

amine the role of voice social settings. Finally, we hope that this dissertation will help 

practitioners to more effectively manage public voice in organizations by minimizing its 

potential risks and nourishing its benefits. 
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Appendix A: Scenario Texts 

You are the department head of the Marketing department of Xantippe, a company specializing in 

frozen fast food. As the head of the department, and its most experienced member, you plan and set 

the marketing strategy of the company and directly manage the work of the department’s 12 em-

ployees. 

  

For the last two months, you have worked hard on developing the company’s most important mar-

keting campaign for a new product called “Fat-Free French Fries”. After giving it much thought and 

drawing on your experience, you decided to go with an event marketing strategy. This strategy in-

volves organizing events where people can directly sample the product. In particular, to advertise 

healthy features of Xantippe’s French Fries, you are planning to promote it at events related to a 

healthy lifestyle, with a special focus on sporting events. You have had your employees run the num-

bers and you are sure that this strategy will be a great success. 

  

Your approach in the proposed campaign is based on similar strategies you have frequently used in 

this and in past roles with similar markets and products. This is the type of marketing strategy you 

are known for. Your ability to successfully implement and lead the marketing campaigns that use the 

event strategy is a big part of why you have advanced to the position of department head at Xantippe. 

  

Earlier today, you walked into the open office space where your 12 employees work. You were casu-

ally talking to some of the employees, checking in on their work. 

 

Suddenly, Riley, one of the employees, approached you and asked to privately speak to you, one-on-

one, about your campaign. 

  

Alone in your office, Riley said privately: 

  

Suddenly, Riley, one of the employees, approached you and publicly, in front of the other 11 employ-

ees in the open office space, spoke up about your campaign. 

 

With the other 11 employees listening, Riley said publicly: 

 

“I have been thinking about it and I have to say, I am really concerned about your current strategy for 

the new fries campaign. You are focusing on advertising our product at sporting events. But, do you 

truly believe people at these events really care about French fries? Recent market research shows 

that people don’t pay attention and easily forget products that they try at these kinds of events.  

  

I just can’t see it working! 

  

If it were up to me, I would go with an online campaign. Advertisement with online banners on social 

media like Facebook or Twitter should get customers attention much better than your current strat-

egy. Going ahead with your strategy is a big risk. We know that this campaign is extremely important 

and I am worried that we will completely miss our sales targets!” 

  

Baseline 

scenario 

Private 

Condition 

Public 

Condition 

Baseline 

scenario 
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Valorization Addendum 

Valorization Addendum 

In recent years, there were multiple cases in which whistle-blowers have brought media 

attention to major shortcomings of companies, government departments, and non-profit 

organizations. It would be naïve to suggest that openness and constructive responses to 

employee voice could have addressed all of the fundamental issues underlying these 

scandals. However, in many cases, a willingness to listen to employee voice, would have 

given organizations the chance to take steps to address problems away from the glare of 

cameras and social media. Many of the individuals who leaked stories to the press did so 

as a result of their frustration with internal processes that did not deliver appropriate 

action. While these may be dramatic examples of organizations resisting employee voice, 

they do demonstrate, at the extreme end of the spectrum, the destructive consequences 

of environments in which contrary opinions are not welcomed. 

In fact, although many practitioners develop programs and tools focusing on improv-

ing communication up and down the hierarchy, today’s organizations still often face prob-

lems with fostering open and transparent communication at the workplace, particularly 

when it comes to such challenging forms of communication as employee upward voice. 

One finds many examples of organizations that did not manage voice well, and, in conse-

quence, experienced serious problems or faced disasters. Prominent examples are the 

Enron scandal, the explosion of the space shuttle Challenger, and the Asiana 214 airplane 

crash. Hence, although everybody advocates the importance of being responsive to em-

ployees’ ideas and opinions, in reality managers, or people with power and resources to 

act upon upward voice, often disregard employee voice or react defensively to it. In re-

turn, employees who may possess critical knowledge grow reluctant to speak up or re-

main unsure about how to speak up most effectively (i.e., that they are heard and not 

punished). Consequently, better understanding of employee voice and managers’ reac-

tions to employee voice is highly relevant for today’s organizations. It is important to note 

that, although in this dissertation voice is primarily discussed in a business context, issues 

that I address are relevant for any organization with a hierarchical structure (e.g., govern-

mental organizations, educational institutions, etc.). Insights form this dissertation have 



128 |  
 

 
meaningful practical implications for managers, employees, and human resources spe-

cialists.  

For managers, this dissertation highlights the important role of the context in how 

they respond to upward voice. In particular, when reacting defensively to employee voice 

in public, a manager not only may lose the benefit of this specific piece of input, but also 

discourage other employees present from speaking up. This may have negative implica-

tions for team functioning. This is because when voicing publically employees likely ex-

pose other team members to new perspectives that they might not have previously con-

sidered, thus stimulating more in-depth discussions (De Dreu & West, 2001; Nemeth et 

al., 2001). In contrast, voice that is privately expressed in the confines of closed-door one-

on-one meetings with the manager can fail to similarly mobilize collective contemplation 

of issues (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). In addition, employees waiting for a private op-

portunity to express their ideas or concerns may speak up too late when their input is no 

longer useful or can no longer be implemented (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). Thus, man-

agers should be wary of the fact that by disregarding or discouraging public voice, they 

let their concerns about social image come in the way of more effective team functioning. 

Furthermore, the finding that managers react particularly negatively to public voice 

from employees who are outside the loyal circle of confidants illustrates to managers that 

they are likely to miss out on potentially contrary viewpoints to which they might not 

otherwise have access. This is because such employees are more likely to have non-over-

lapping perspectives vis-à-vis the manager (e.g., Granovetter, 1983). 

For employees, this dissertation also provides insights into the tactics that they may 

use when wishing to effectively raise suggestions, ideas, or concerns. If employees aim 

for bringing about change, they will be more likely to succeed if they speak up in public 

rather than in private. Yet, employees should be aware that public voice might trigger 

image-related concerns in managers, as a results of which the manager may initially react 

defensively by showing low willingness to endorse such voice. Hence, we recommend 

that when speaking up in public, employees be especially careful in order to assure that 

their voice does not come across to managers as criticism of their prior actions or deci-

sions. One way to do so is to invest more time in developing closer and trusting relation-

ship with one’s manager. Furthermore, employees who are in the loyal circle of confi-

dants to the manager may find it useful to know that their public voice is less threatening 

for managers; thus, they, more than other employees, should feel confident in expressing 

their voice in the presence of other people. This is a particularly important insight be-

cause, as we have seen in Chapter 4, regardless of whether managers come across as 

open and supportive of voice or not, high LMX employees typically prefer to voice in pri-

vate settings, thereby failing to utilize the benefits of public discussions. 
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For human resource specialists, these findings highlight the need to foster an organi-

zational culture in which both managers and employees perceive public voice to be nor-

mative. In this regard, we suggest that human resource specialists use the findings from 

this dissertation to develop specific training programs for both managers and employees 

which would foster such a culture. An important element in these programs should be 

the clear communication and explanation of the benefits and drawbacks associated with 

public voice. This may help reduce the possible negative effect of individuals’ implicit the-

ories about public voice. Furthermore, in such programs, managers should actively prac-

tice various techniques of how to actively solicit voice (e.g., organizing regular feedback 

meetings), while employees should discuss and practice the do's and don’ts of speaking 

up in public settings. Next to that, such training programs may include intervention pro-

grams directed at reducing managers’ concerns about their social standing in the group. 

Finally, we believe that both managers and employees would greatly benefit from having 

regular coaching sessions in which they can analyse and discuss their experiences of pub-

lic and private voice events. Development of such training programs seems especially rel-

evant because too many managers often assume that having “open-door policies” is suf-

ficient to motivate employees to share their ideas or concerns (Detert & Burris, 2016). In 

fact, such passive initiatives typically fall short, and organizations need to learn to create 

an environment where employees are comfortable in sharing their input and opinions in 

public and private settings. 

Finally, insights from this dissertation are also relevant for educational purposes. Lec-

turers in business and management schools and universities can incorporate findings 

from this dissertation in courses focused on organizational behaviour, leadership, effec-

tive communication, and human resources management. Today’s business and manage-

ment students are tomorrow’s employees and managers and discussing with them that 

the setting in which voice occurs matters will prepare them to be more effective in man-

aging and utilizing upward input. 

To conclude, findings from this dissertation provide insights to employees, managers, 

and human resources specialists on the relevance of the social setting in which voice oc-

curs. The recognition of differences in perception and consequences of public versus pri-

vate voice is a small but an important step in building an environment in which the po-

tential of upward voice is used to its best effects. 
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