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1. Introduction

Throughout the development of HRM studies over the decades, employees have been an important
actor. The use of the term employee voice and silence is becoming more frequent (Wilkinson & Fay,
2011). Several studies define employee voice as an informal and discretionary form of communication
by an employee which consists out 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 improvement or change (Detert & Burris, 2007, Morrison, 2011, Van Dyne & LePine,
1998). The assumption among HRM scholars is that employee voice can contribute to the commitment
and engagement of employees (Farndale et al., 2011). Employee engagement is found to have a
positive relationship with individual performance and organizational performance (Li Sun &
Bunchapattanasakda, 2019).To follow up on this, increased attention has been given to employee voice
and silence (e.g. Nechanska et al., 2020; Wilkinson et al., 2018; Wilkinson & Fay, 2011). The main
priority of employee voice is that its provision may secure general improvements and changes within

an organization (Wilkinson & Fay, 2011).

However, Wilkinson et al. (2014) questions whether employees are able to express their concerns and
voice. According to Yan (2018), voice can be seen as an ‘offensive’ nature and that leaders might see
voice as ‘an employee who is complaining about work’ which could silence voice. Employee silence
has been a more ‘recent’ construct as referred to by Morrison (2014). Silence is defined as the
withholding of potentially important input by employees (Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Pinder &
Harlos, 2001). Silence is not only a ‘lack of speech’, as there can be many reasons for a person not to
speak up, such as fear, disengagement behavior and protecting others interests (Dyne et al., 2003).
Silence refers to not speaking up when an employee or a collective of employees, has a suggestion,
concern or information in a situation that might be useful or relevant to share (Milliken et al., 2003;
Van Dyne et al., 2003). Whilst some forms of employee voice are purposely designed to give
employees a modest role in the decision making process, some give the employees a more significant

say in organizational governance (Cox et al., 2006; Wilkinson & Fay, 2011).

Many previous studies on voice and silence can be traced back to Hirschman (1970), where he views
voice as a vehicle for changing the objectionable state of affairs (Hirschman, 1970). Employee silence
however remains underexplored (Nechanska et al., 2020). Engaging into voice and silence have
significant implications for an organization. Not sharing ideas, suggestions and concerns could
damage organizational performance. Individual employees being willing to speak up could be image
enhancing and could lead them to be seen as ‘better performers’ within the organizations (Morrison,
2014). The most frequent reason for employees to remain silent was the fear of being labeled

negatively, and as a consequence damage valued relationships (Milliken et al., 2003). Several studies



link the initiation of voice and silence initiatives to the organizational leaders within an organization
(e.g. Morrison, 2014; Dyne et al., 2003).

Despite the contributions of these studies on the impact of voice and silence and how organizational
leaders contribute to voice and silence, these studies still have several limitations. Despite the
increasing studies into employee voice and silence, employees still feel unheard at their workplace
(Wilkinson et al., 2018). Which means that there still lies an unknown area on the details of these
unheard employees. Furthermore, despite that voice can contribute to team and organizational
effectiveness (e.g. Detert et al., 2013; Mackenzie et al., 2011), many employees still are not speaking
up (Morrison, 2014). With that being said, power structures within organizations are often overlooked
and the way how these power structures are constructed within an organization. Since one of the
foremost reasons for employees not to speak up was fear (Milliken et al., 2003), there are still little

studies into the effects of power into the employee voice and silence construct.

To address the limitations of these previous studies, this study takes on a critical management studies
approach. Within CMS, the basic assumption of, typically managerial, rationality is being questioned
(Bévort et al., 2021). This means that the underlying assumptions and implications of management
theories for voice and silence behaviors will be reviewed in this research. By doing so, this research
focusses on how power is constructed within organizations and how it affects employee voice and
silence within an organization. Furthermore, the power perspective within CMS focusses on power
dynamics within organizations and how power is distributed. It emphasizes on the inequalities and
power imbalances within organizations. Within CMS is argued that formal HRM practices often fail
because they are not embedded in a situational assessment of the tacit, organizational “underbelly” of
power battles related to privileges, disadvantages and resistance (Bévort et al., 2021). This could mean
that power dynamics are not taken into account whilst implementing voice initiatives, thus resulting in

these privileges, disadvantages and resistances.



1.1 Research goal and question

Many studies concluded that employee voice and silence have an impact on employee and
organizational performance (e.g. Li Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019; Morrisson. 2014; Sing &
Vanka, 2019). This study will try to identify new insights on how employee voice and silence is being
constructed within organizations. Voice and silence are often linked to organizational leaders, this
research aims to identify the role of power dynamics and its effect on employee voice and silence (e.g.
Morrison, 2014; Dyne et al., 2003). Wilkinson et al. (2018) mention that employees still feel unheard
at their workplace. This research aims to help identify the underlying reasons on why this is still the
case, whilst keeping the power perspective from CMS in mind. Furthermore this research aims to

bring new insights the complexity of the voice and silence concept.

By doing so, this research brings new qualitative research insights with a critical perspective. By
focusing on a qualitative approach, the aim of this research is to gain insights into the complex
dynamics of employee voice and silence in organizations and into how organizational processes help

or hinder employee voice and silence.

The following research questions will act as guideline throughout this research: 1) How is employee
voice and silence constructed in organizations; and 2) how do organizational processes affect

employee voice and silence?

1.2 Relevance

This study’s scientific relevance lies in the lack of research within the field of employee voice and
silence and how organizational processes affect employee voice and silence. Furthermore, most critical
HRM studies tend to be interested in seeing HRM as a “strawman”. A part of this problem is the
shortage of critical studies genuinely interested in what goes on in terms of HRM (Alvesson et al.,
2009 p. 59). Morrison (2014) identified a gap in the literature about the experiences of employees
about their voice and silence and the consequences of possible silence. Wilkinson et al. (2018) adds
onto this by saying that employees are still feeling unheard at their workplaces. Despite the increase in
studies, the CMS perspective is often left out. This study expands the literature on employee voice and
silence by shedding light on employee voice and silence using a critical management perspective. This
research contributes by gaining insights into the complex dynamics of employee voice and silence and

how organizational processes help or hinder employee voice and silence.

Besides the scientific relevance this study also shows practical relevance to HRM and management
departments. By examining how employee voice and silence are constructed within certain
organizations, conclusions could be drawn about the do’s and don’ts while shaping HR practices to

stimulate voice and avoid silence. As mentioned, the mainstream literature suggests that employee



voice or engagement could lead to the improvement of individual or organizational performance (Li
Sun & Chanchai Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). Within this research, we take a critical perspective on
how voice and silence is constructed and what the consequences are for employees and the role of
HRM departments and managements. This study tries to determine how organizational processes
affect employee voice and silence and how HR can foster employee voice and prevent being silenced.
By reviewing these experiences and identifying their link to power dynamics within an organization,
organizations could draw conclusions out of this study for their HR and management choices

concerning voice and silence initiatives in the future.

1.3 Outline

This research proposal is organized in five sections. Firstly, the research goal and question was be
discussed. Next, a theoretical framework will be discussed in which this research will operate. After
that the qualitative methodology will be discussed, including the research approach, data collection,
data analysis and quality assessment for the upcoming research. After that the results of the data will
be discussed, followed by a discussion, suggestions for future research, limitations and practical

implications.



2. Theoretical framework

In this chapter, the most essential concepts of the study will be examined and analyzed. The theoretical
framework serves as the conceptual backbone of this research endeavor, providing a structured lens
through which to interpret, analyze, and understand the thermology that is being used throughout the
research. Established theories and conceptual frameworks will be discussed. Below is a list of the
terms to be addressed in the theoretical framework:

Critical Management Studies, Power perspective within CMS, Employee voice, Employee

silence.

2.1 Critical management studies

Critical management studies, from now on CMS, started in the 1970s, where humanistic critiques of
bureaucracy and corporate capitalism arose (Adler et al., 2007). The labour process theory also began,
which emphasizes how employers exploit employees (Braverman, 1974). CMS has emerged as a
movement that mainly questions the authority and relevance of mainstream thinking and practice
(Alvesson et al., 2013). It provides researchers with various alternatives to mainstream management
studies, with the view to radically transform management practices (Willmott & Alvesson, 1992). It
revolves around the studying ‘of” and ‘against’ management instead of focusing on techniques or
legitimations ‘for’ management. Instead of developing these techniques and legitimations, the focus of
CMS is on challenging established social practices and institutional arrangements (Alvesson et al.,
2013). The core of CMS lies within a degree of deep skepticism towards existing literature and
assumptions. Where mainstream literature often take assumptions or theories for granted, challenging

the taken for granted is central to the CMS mission (Adler et al., 2007).

Fournier and Grey (2000), identified three distinguishing characteristics of CMS, de-naturalization,
non-performative and reflexivity. According to them these three factors are the core elements of CMS.
Firstly, the de-naturalization concerns the questioning of the taken for granted assumptions. For
example, hierarchy is a taken for granted assumption and with that the assumption ‘that people who
are in charge know more’. Greed and competitiveness are also widely assumed to be natural. ‘Natural’
assumption like these are being questioned within CMS (Alvesson et al., 2013).

Secondly, non-performative, also known as anti-performativity, entails the rejection of the means-ends
rationality that covers many organizational situations. Especially under neoliberal capitalism
characterized by a brazen cost-minimization/profit-maximization logic (Fournier & Grey, 2000).
According to, Fournier and Grey (2000), "non-performative" consists out of challenging the
theoretical and practical frameworks that limit ethical and political inquiries to merely reproducing or

maintaining the status quo.



The third characteristic of CMS is reflexivity, which refers to the ability to recognize how management
is influenced by the social positions of the actors involved and ‘by the associated use of power-
invested language and convention in constructing’ organizational reality (Adler et al., 2007). It means
how management is aware of its own beliefs, assumptions and practices. Where the self-awareness and

critical examination are important.

2.2 Power perspective within CMS studies

In everyday life, power is seen as a natural and everyday concept, power is something people often
envy or aspire to possess (Alvesson et al., 2014). Power can often be linked to personal attributes, like
welfare and status. This also resides in collectives like organizations, corporations, institutions or
nations states (Alvesson et al., 2014). Power can be seen as a determining force. However, power is
seen to be more abstract, it is residing within systems and/or societies. Power is seen to be as a driver
that impacts change within political and social systems. The power perspective focusses on power
dynamics within organizations and broader society. Within CMS this perspective seeks to understand
how power dynamics influence decision-making processes, social injustices and the distribution of
power, resources and opportunities within an organization or society (Alvesson et al., 2014). Networks
are also mentioned as a way of power, the ‘who knows who’ also determines power relations within
organizations and society (Tatli, 2011). Resistance to power and knowledge is often limited. There are
different attempts that are trying to resist power processes, for example through collective bargaining

or trade unions.

2.3 Employee voice

Wilkinson and Fay (2011) mention that academics and practitioners often use other terms for
employee voice, e.g. employee participation, engagement, involvement, or empowerment. Singh and
Vanka (2019) define employee voice as ‘the voice through which employees convey their thought,
ideas and views to the employer’. Morrison (2014) extended this definition by adding several other
factors from different academics (Detert & Burris 2007, Morrison 2011, Tangirala & Ramanujam
2008, Van Dyne & LePine 1998). He defines employee voice as 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 improvement or change. These voices can be expressed as an individual or as a
collective, e.g. unions and works councils. Unionization and collective bargaining are examples of
pluralist conceptualizations of collective worker voice (Turnbull, 2003). Due to the decline of unions
in the recent years, the attention of voice has often been focused on how employees communicate with

managers and whether employees are able to express their concerns about their work situation without



a union and on the ways in which employees have a say over work tasks and organizational decision-

making (Wilkinson et al., 2014).

To engage with employee voice, the literature refers to voice mechanisms. These mechanisms can be
defined as ‘any type of mechanism, structure or practice, which provides an employee with an
opportunity to express an opinion or participate in decision-making within their organization’ (Lavelle
et al., 2010, p. 396). A distinction can be made between formal and informal voice. Formal voice can
be defined as pre-arranged structures within organizations such as grievance, processes, quality circles,
work councils or team briefings (McCabe & Lewin, 1992; Wilkinson et al., 2013; Dundon et al., 2004;
Boxall & Purcell, 2011; Marchington & Suter, 2013). Whilst informal voice can be defined as no
explicit mechanism. Examples of this can be, informal discussions, open door policies, word-of-mouth
supervisor (McCabe & Lewin, 1992; Wilkinson et al., 2013, Dundon et al., 2004; Boxall & Purcell,
2011; Marchington & Suter 2013). The lack of formal voice mechanisms could lead to the stimulation

of employee silence (Morrison & Milliken, 2000).

Morrisson (2014) says that individual employees who are willing to speak up are often seen as better
performers within organizations, however it is unclear who dictates who are the better performers
when it comes to voice. Yan (2018) however says that employee voice is not always received as
positive as presumed. He suggests that leadership and employee voice go hand in hand. According to
Yan (2018) voice can be seen as ‘offensive’ nature and that leaders might see voice as ‘an employee
who is complaining about work’ which could silence voice. He suggests that therefore employee voice
has an direct or indirect influence on the leadership style of an organization. The argumentation of
Morrison (2014) and Yan (2018) lies within the power perspective of CMS, even though that
employees who speak up are seen as better performers, they can be seen differently by organizational
leaders as described by Yan (2018). The distribution of power plays an important role when it comes to

the interpretation and valuation of employee voice.

2.4 Employee silence

Employee silence is defined as the intentional withholding of ideas, information and opinions from an
employee point of view (Dyne et al., 2003). By definition, silence or holding back is hard to observe.
Although employees are aware of having a thought or concern that could be shared, riskiness,
appropriateness or unwelcomeness could be factors that could stimulate holding-back or silence
(Edmondson & Besieux, 2021). A distinction is made between personal level and institutional level
causes. Personal level causes concerns the risk of receiving demeaning comments. In contrast the
institutional level says it can be intimidating to point out potentially serious business risks in a

superior’s idea. This especially is intimidating if it’s an idea that is presented by a person in power



(Rosen & Tesser, 1970). Within this, the power perspective of CMS comes into play. Many leader are

still failing to see the importance of their own role (Edmondson & Besieux, 2021).

Sing and Vanka (2019) conclude that ignoring employees silence could be dangerous for
organizations. In the framework of Hirschman (1970) he suggests that employee silence could lead to
‘exit’ of employees. According to Morrison (2014) there are many forces that hold employees back
that stop them from speaking their mind and sharing ideas, However, Morrison and Milliken (2000)
emphasized the emotion of fear as a key motivator of organizational silence. Therefore they suggest
that organizational leaders should foster conditions that motivate and enable voice whilst breaking
down inhibitors such as the often legitimate fear of being dismissed or viewed negatively, this
however is easier said than done. The framework by Dyne et al. (2003) suggested that silence could be

divided in three different motives; acquiescent silence, defensive silence and prosocial silence.

Dyne et al. (2003) describe the first type of silence as acquiescent silence this type is based on
‘resignation’ of speaking up. According to Kahn (1990) this suggests disengaged behavior which is
more passive than active. The employees who use this type of silence would, for example, feel like
that speaking out would be pointless and not make any difference. Dyne et al. (2003) describes this
type of silence as fundamental resignation. According to them, when a employees feel like they cannot
make a difference they will withdraw and disengage from the organization. Overall acquiescent silence
could include intentional passive behavior and the withholding of information, ideas and opinions

from the organization based on a feeling of resignation.

Defensive silence is described as the second type of silence. This entails the deliberate omission based
on fear and the consequences that could happen for speaking up (Pinder & Harlos, 2001). Dyne et al.
(2003) define defensive silence as the intentional withholding of relevant ideas, opinions and
information from the organization based on a form of fear and self-protection, this could especially be
the case if it involves characters with more power within the organization (Rosen & Tesser, 1970). In
contradiction to acquiescent silence, defensive silence is characterized as a proactive behavior
according to Dyne et al. (2003). This entails that employees are aware of the alternatives and carefully
consider their options before deciding whether to speak up, based on the most suitable personal

consequences.

The third and final type of silence is described as prosocial silence. This type of silence was first
addressed in the framework of Dyne et al. (2003) complementary to the research of Morrison and
Milliken (2000). They define prosocial silence as the withholding of ideas, opinions and information
of employees towards an organization based on the goal of benefiting other people within the

organization. Prosocial silence is described as proactive and intentional. Prosocial silence is based on



the protection of another person’s interests. An example given by Dyne et al. (2003) was the

withholding of complaints on colleagues in order to not break confidences of their colleagues.

2.5 A framework of employee voice and silence

Based on the discussed theories, we distinguish two central voice mechanisms, (1) individual voice
and (2) collective voice mechanisms. Where individual voice mechanisms refers to the expression of
employee voice on the individual level, the collective voice mechanisms refer to unions, work councils
or a group of employees who unite to express their voice (Marchington & Suter, 2013). Furthermore
within this literature review, three different silence motives can be distinguished, acquiescent,
defensive and prosocial silence (Dyne et al., 2003). These three categories have different motives for
silence of employees and that not all employees can or are capable of expressing their voice and thus
remain silent. Also the review discussed the power perspective and defined power within
organizations. This theoretical framework provides the conceptual tools and themes to analyze the

voice, silence and power constructs within organizations.



3. Methodology
3.1 Research approach

By gaining in depth information on employee experiences with voice and silence, complimentary
additions can be made to existing theories on how employee voice and silence is constructed within
organization and the role of power structures on employee voice and silence. By employing a critical
lens throughout this research endeavor, existing assumptions on employee voice and silence were
questioned. A qualitative approach was used throughout this research. According to Aspers and Corte
(2019), a qualitative approach allows for a closer look at the phenomenon that is being studied. This is
why this research held a qualitative and explorative oriented research design and tried to find new
insights into the voice and silence of employees within these concepts and criticized existing
assumptions. In the book qualitative research in business management, Myers (2019) refers to
inductive reasoning as a ‘bottom up’ research approach. Since Nechanska et al. (2018) mention that
‘employee silence remains underexplored’. This research therefore adapted to a explorative research
design with an inductive approach to gain insights on how voice and silence is constructed and

identify how these two concept are affected by the power structures within organizations.

3.2 Epistemology

All research, whether qualitative or quantitative is based on underlying assumptions (Myers, 2019).
These assumptions sometimes might be logical or visible, but these can also be hidden. Therefore
Myers highlights the importance of knowing what these assumptions are. He emphasizes that it is
important that qualitative researchers should understand the grounds of their knowledge, which refers
to the validity and scope of the knowledge that the researcher wants to obtain, however they should
also need to understand the limits of that knowledge. This research held a critical research perspective,
critical research advocate values such as equal opportunity, environmental sustainability and open
democracy (Myers, 2019). This research aimed to do so by further investigating on the experiences of
employees on their voice and silence and also determining why “employees still feel unheard in their
workplace” (Wilkinson et al., 2018). Myers & Klein (2011) also suggest the principle of reveling and

challenging prevailing beliefs and social practices.

According to Alvesson et al. (2013), CMS challenge conventional approaches to research. They
mention that CMS embraces reflexivity, applying CMS this study aimed to engage with power
dynamics and question assumptions. The interrogation of notions of neutrality and universality stands
central within CMS (Alvesson et al., 2013). They also mention de-naturalization, which entails to
challenge assertions made by organizations. CMS aims to de-naturalize such assertions by recalling

their context dependence. Through the use of de-naturalization and reflexivity as described by

10



Alvesson et al., this study tried to critically analyze underlying biases and assumptions that are often

presumed as ‘standard’ on the topics of employee voice, silence, and the influence of power structures.

3.3 Data collection

The data was collected through semi-structured interviews. Interviews allow researchers to gather rich
data from people in various roles and situations (Myers, 2019). Interviews allow the researcher to ask
more freely about experiences of employees and get a view on how voice and silence is structured
within their organizations. Semi-structured interviews allow a research to combine the benefits from
structured and unstructured interviews, while minimizing the risks of the other approaches (Myers,
2019). With the help of semi-structured interviews the researcher holds structure of a few topics while
allowing for improvisation. This gave interviewees room to answer and explain more freely and the
opportunity to add important insights as they arose during the course of the conversation. This meant
that experiences with the concept of voice and silence were described freely and follow-up questions
were asked to go deeper into these situations. This way, situations were clearly outlined with all
underlying reasons for choices made by the respondent. These underlying reasons were important to
understand the experiences of the respondents. The pre-written topics were build out of concepts
within the theoretical framework of this thesis. An interview guide was created, which acted as a
guideline throughout the interviews with the pre-written topics as building blocks. An interview guide
helps to extract as much rich data from participants as possible to achieve the objectives of a study
(Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Kallio et al. (2016) concluded in their research that a qualitative semi-
structured interview guide contributes to the trustworthiness of studies, and also make results more

plausible.

For the data collection the research of Milliken et al. (2003) was used as example, since that study was
similar to this one. They also used employees from different sectors and a similar description of the
research was given as an open call for respondents. Nine respondents were randomly gathered through
existing networks, open calls on social media and through snowball sampling. The research was
described as whether or not respondents could openly communicate and express their ideas,
suggestions, concerns, information about problems, or opinions about work-related issues to their
managers, supervisors or other people in power within their organizations. These respondents all came
from different organizations with different functions to ensure variety within the sample group. Since
this led to different views and experiences of respondents, which helped to identify how silence and

voice is constructed within different organizations.
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3.4 Data analysis

As mentioned before at the research approach section, this study followed an inductive reasoning
approach. Since the research was of exploratory nature, this research tried to identify patterns and
themes within the data that was collected. Firstly, the recorded interviews were manually transcribed.
During the transcription of the interviews, all possible linkages to the respondents and organizations
were removed so that the interviews stayed completely anonymous. After the transcription phase, the
data was further analyzed by making use of the Gioia method. Gioia is a suitable analysis approach for
an inductive way of reasoning and a successful method of conducting and publishing single in-depth
case studies (Gioia et al., 2012). A key part of the Gioia method is a disciplined coding and analysis
process. The Gioia framework consists out of three different phases as a coding process. Starting with
participant perspectives as the (1) first order codes. The transcript was highlighted and shortly
summarized in the first table. These first order codes were similar to open coding. The coding
remained as close as possible to the original transcript. After the first order codes were identified, they
were followed by (2) second-order themes which are linkages of first order perspectives. These themes
were translated to overarching (3) aggerate dimensions as the final step. Which brought structure to
the first open codes and showed patterns and themes within the data. Gioia et al. (2012) argue that by

doing so, researchers structure the collected data and get a very comprehensive overview.

3.5 Ethics

Myers (2019) emphasizes the importance of describing ethics within the methodology. Before the data
was collected, several important ethic principles from Myers (2019) acted as guideline; the golden
rule, honesty, informed consent and ethics in interviews. The golden rule is according to Myers (2019)
the most fundamental principle of all. He refers to this principle as ‘you should do unto others as you
would have them do unto you’. During this research all stakeholders were treated with respect and
honesty. Respondents had the right to cancel the use of their interview at any given time and were
notified on this beforehand. Clear communication was an important element in this process.
Interviewees were informed and asked for consent for participation and recordings before the
conduction of the interviews. They were brought up to speed on the subject, the research objectives
and their role within the process. During these interviews, anonymity was ensured to the interviewees
and anything that could trace back to the organization or employee has been blurred. Permission was

asked to employees during the recording and is included in the transcript.
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3.6 Quality assessment

Ensuring the quality of this research is essential. Lincoln & Guba (1985) set two sets of criteria to

evaluate the quality of studies, Trustworthiness criteria and authenticity criteria.

Firstly, within the trustworthiness there are four different aspects, credibility, transferability,
dependability and confirmability. To ensure the credibility of this research, there was often peer
debriefing to discuss insights, interpretations and conclusions with fellow HRM scholars. After the
interviews the respondents were also asked how they had experienced the interview and to clarify
some statements when necessary. These evaluations have been written up into an reflection of the
interview found in Appendix 2. The transferability has been encouraged by describing specific
situations and contexts within the results, the reader could interpret this to their own context. To keep
an high dependability and confirmability, everything within this research has been well documented.
Within the methodology the process of this research has been described clearly, also an reflexivity has
been drafted at the end of this research. As mentioned before, after every interview there was a short

evaluation and reflection written which were used whilst analyzing the transcripts.

Secondly, the authenticity criteria which consists out of fairness, ontological, educative, catalytic and
tactical authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The fairness was guaranteed by conducting interviews in
which every respondent could freely speak and express their voice. The ontological authenticity was
ensured by asking about respondents experiences and asking deeper questions about these experiences
to let them share their interpretations of situations. The catalytic authenticity will be ensured by
sharing the findings with the participants. Most of them were curious about the results. The tactical
authenticity will be reinforced by delivering them the findings and helping them to possibly improve

their and their colleagues current situation within the organization.
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3.7 Personal reflexivity

Within a CMS perspective, reflexivity on the research is important (Alvesson et al., 2013). The
methodological choices guided this research. Holding a critical perspective helped with analyzing
quotes differently. CMS also influenced me as a researcher when collecting and analyzing the data.
The CMS provided insights such as the power perspective and questioning assumptions acted as a
guideline. For instance, there was deeper questioning on certain themes such as managers and power
within the interviews, that otherwise might have been omitted or perceived differently without initially

engaging into a CMS perspective.

My work and study related experiences influenced my approach and interest for this study. This could
however influence certain biases and assumptions. Whilst analyzing the data, there was an occasional
realization that there could have been more follow-up questions, which might have led to less useful
data. Furthermore, the structure in some interviews was rather lacking and I often switched topics due
to my own chaotic behavior, which meant I had to switch back to previous topics. This made the
analyzing process more difficult as certain themes were spread around the interviews. As a person I
often get feedback that people talk easily to me. This was noticeable in some interviews where at some
points even less talkative respondents loosened up and engaged with me into a dialogue. The short
reflection on the interviews helped me with reliving and understanding certain pieces of the collected

data, these reflection can be found in Appendix 2.
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4. Results

This study is dedicated to the construction of employee voice and silence within organizations.
Drawing on a critical perspective, the main aim of this research is to gain insights into the complex
dynamics of employee voice and silence in organizations and how organizational processes help or

hinder employee voice and silence.

Through conducting qualitative interviews and analyzing them, this study attempted to question and
challenge assumptions regarding voice, silence and power. Assumptions such as that speaking up is
image enhancing (Morrison, 2014) will be questioned. Furthermore current literature says that that
employees are still feeling unheard at their workplaces (Wilkinson, 2018). Through analyzing the
collected data on beliefs and experiences on employee voice and silence, this research seeks to bring
new insights on how employee voice and silence is constructed within the organization and how power

can affect employee voice and silence.

Whilst conducting and examining the interviews, it appeared that employee voice and silence is a
broad concept about which most respondents have different opinions and beliefs. The experiences that
employees have had with voice and silence determine how they view the concept. For this reason,
while conducting the interviews, respondents' experiences at either a previous employer or the current
one were specifically addressed, to engage the underlying reasons for their different opinions and
beliefs. These experiences will be made clear by citing quotes derived from the interviews. Within the
result section different themes will be discussed that are deemed neccesary for answering the research
question. These themes emerged from the interviews. However, not all quotes could be cited within

every theme. Remaining quotes that further clarify each theme can be found in Appendix 3.

4.1 Voice mechanism

During the introduction of the interview, respondents were asked how they viewed employee
engagement or employee voice, it became clear that they viewed employee voice in three different
facets, individual voice mechanisms, collective voice mechanisms and ‘forwarding’ voice

mechanisms.

4.1.1 Individual voice mechanisms

Individual voice mechanisms entail how employees can express their voice as an individual to
someone who might be able to take appropriate action (Morrison, 2014). Within the voice mechanisms
a distinction can be made in formal and informal voice mechanisms. Individual was often viewed as
informal voice mechanisms whilst collective voice mechanisms were often seen by the respondents as

a form of formal voice instead. Individual voice is often expressed with ‘casual hallway talks’ whilst
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individual formal voice are the planned HR conversations such as, performance and appraisal
conversations. There are several ways respondents indicated how they express individual voice.
Direct contact with a manager was mentioned as a way of expressing individual voice. Respondents
gave many examples of individual voice mechanisms within their organization. Below are two

examples given;

R1: That almost, almost always happens in face to face or live. That does not happen through e-mail or something
like that.

RS: There is always room for yourself to step up and speak to your manager.

Face to face conversations or team meetings were often mentioned were employees could express
voice. Shot lines and direct contact made it easier to express individual voice. Examples differed from
having informal chats at work, whilst informal contact as how many times they saw a manager. The
ability to have ‘walk-in’ conversations was the most recurring answer. These informal conversations

make it so there is less of a barrier to express individual voice.

4.1.2 Collective voice mechanisms

When first being asked the question about how they view employee engagement or employee voice,
almost every respondent turned directly to a collective voice mechanism, before mentioning a way of

expressing their individual voice. An example of this:

R3: When we set up a new projects or whatever within the organization or want to go in a different direction. We
often start with a kind of project group in which we actually invite, well certain stakeholders to start sparring: well,

what is needed?

Besides a project group, employees often mentioned test-teams, works councils, co-decision councils
or even expressing voice together with a single colleague. The respondents mentioned benefits of

expressing voice through a collective voice mechanism.
R4: Yes, that you can collectively take a stand, together you are stronger anyway.

Despite the initial approach towards collective voice mechanisms, many critiqued the works council.
The works council is an organ within the organization which consists out of a group or employees who
form an collective to express joint positions. Many respondents had access of reaching the work
council through a direct colleague who is part of this organizational organ. However respondents gave
several issues with how a works council functions. Many thought that the works council lacked
engagement and came to the conclusion that communication towards a works council was often

difficult because of its accessibility. Examples as lack of visibility and the experience that the works
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council had no influence were given. The lack influence aspect descended from the power of the
management. Because employees get the feeling that a works council is not necessarily for their voice

expression, but is also helping managements.

R1: No, an employee participation council, a works council was not allowed at that time, but there was an
employee participation council. But that was ah well, that was more of a futility, because it was required as of so

many employees, but it was no big deal.

R4: Yes, I think they could still make themselves more visible. I don't think that the employees all know that that's
how it goes, that that's the way it goes. I think many employees don't know how that goes in terms of

communication. So they can definitely make themselves more visible in the organization.

R8: I have rarely experienced a works council being on the work floor asking for information. Well I cannot
remember is going that way, and that seems strange to me. Because then you dance to the tune of the management

and not to the floor or other employees.

Respondent 1 and 8 imply that not only does the lack of engagement affect the purpose of these
collective voice mechanisms, but that the lack of engagement also help to empower the position of the
people in power within the organization. By not being there for the employees, this organ can help

facilitate the imposition of the management's will.

4.1.3 Forwarding voice mechanisms

Individual and collective voice mechanisms are mentioned within the literature, however respondents
gave examples of a ‘forwarding’ voice mechanisms. Respondent indicated this as a way of passing on
your individual voice to people in positions who could take actions on it or who have a better
understanding of the lines of communication. This could be seen as a way of individual voice, since
the main priority is trying to let individual voice be heard. However, by the way respondents phrases
this voice mechanism, this will be called ‘forwarding voice’. This is a voice mechanism which is
mostly used when the lines of communication are longer and employees have more difficulty reaching

the people in positions who could take actions on it.

R4: 1 can imagine that a confidential advisor knows the internal lines of communication and find and talk to people

more easy.

RS: Yes, often through my colleague. On the top of my head I think that there is around seven or eight. Sometimes

everyone is brought up to speed who are a part of it.
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4.2 Voice dis/encouragers

From the interviews, a set of dis/encourages was derived that stimulated employees to speak up or

whether to stay silent. Below these dis/encouragers will be discussed.
4.2.1 Personality and personal experience

One of the most prominent determiners in whether to express your voice was in the personality and
experience of the employee. Almost every respondent mentioned the effect of personality and personal
experience on the expression of employee voice. Examples of these personalities and personal
experiences were; age, courses, character, proactiveness and previous employers. Also the fact that
people could be introvert or extravert could impact the expression of voice according to respondents 5

and 6.

R1: A younger girl who is around 22 years old, she thinks that is a lot harder, but that is logical. I was the same

when I had her age. It is part of a process.

RS: Of course it is a part of personality, absolutely. Some colleagues are more comfortable and faster to speak up.

Also when something is not right. And sometimes others are more on the background.

R6: If you're a bit very introverted and there's a lot of noise happening at our place and everything is like that. And

you're sitting very quietly, then you might be bothered by that, that you don't dare to express yourself.

R7: but I always say what is on my mind. So maybe that also lies or to myself I think.

These statements play a big part within the construct of voice and silence. Besides the personality, the
experiences that employees have had in the past on expressing their voice or staying silent, contribute
to the learning curve of this process. R6 for example mentioned that she followed a training in giving
feedback at a previous employer, and that this helps her till this day with expressing herself within the

organization.

RS5: I'have also had courses in, for example, giving feedback but that was with my previous employer and also I am

like that as a person, so I think that that also depends a lot on how you are as a person.

It appears that voice and silence is not only constructed on its contextual factors within an
organization, but that individuals are also considered responsible for the expression of their voice.
Within this process, power relations and other factors are being left out. This means that voice and
silence can also be seen as a responsibility of the individual employees and not only as an collective
construct within the organization. This causes and interplay between the different aspects that impact

voice.
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4.2.2. Engagement

However not all employees want to be seen or heard according to some respondents. It appeared from
the interviews that the engagement and proactive behavior changes for every employee. R3 gave an

example on how he feels like some of his colleagues differ.

R3: If you put on blinders and put in earplugs, you also manage not to hear and see anything. I also had that in the

beginning, then you don't know any better either.

The construct of voice and silence is also affected by the engagement of the employees involved.
Respondents mentioned if the engagement of employees does not thrive within the organization. That
they are less likely to express their voice without taking into account the contexts of a situation. Voice

and silence is again constructed as an individual responsibility of the employees.

4.2.3 Role of the manager

Multiple respondents mention the importance of a manager. This ranges from involvement into
decision-making to giving feedback to employees ideas or opinions or even acting on the employees
suggestions. This part of interaction is deemed to be very important to most respondents. Almost every
interviewee emphasized the importance of the direct manager and the reaction of the organization on

employee voice. Below are several quotes that indicate the importance of a manager.

R4: He shows no interest, he is only concerned with the organization and his own stuff, and you notice that

immediately. Then you keep stuff to yourself.

R1: That you feel that you are taken seriously. And that you are not only get that feeling, but that you also notice
that if you have something, that action is taken on it and that if it comes back and if it can't be done, that you also

get feedback on it.

RS: The leadership style as I call it, that that is also a very important thing, maybe even more important than how

close you are to the team.

One of the foremost dis/encouragers of employee voice was the direct manager. The leadership style
adopted by this manager determines how the team can express their voice or remain silent. It is
indicated how a ‘good’ manager really listens and that the manager also acts on employee voice.
Besides listening and acting on voice, a ‘good’ manager is distinguished by actually hearing
employees and giving feedback. When a manager listens but does not give hearing or feedback and is
instead more concerned with himself, this has a negative impact on expressing voice and can result in
remaining silent. Respondent 2 also indicated that listening to employee voice is not always work

related but also is necessary in a private setting.

19



Several examples were given on how leaders can facilitate or hamper voice. A ‘good’ leader
distinguishes himself by engaging in a dynamic interplay with the employees to facilitate voice
encouragers in order for the employees to express their voice. This interplay and the importance of the

manager in this facilitating or hampering process is important in order to encourage voice.

4.2.4 The role of the organization

Thus, many examples are given of how respondents feel like the managers are open to their voice and
are willing to listen to it. Although, many respondents still question whether the organization actually
acts on their ideas and input. Morrison’s (2014) definition of voice included the intention of employees
to bring improvement or change. Additionally, acquiescent silence was defined as silence by
resignation. Employee would feel like their voice would not make a difference within the organization

and that is why they stay silent (Dyne et al., 2003).

Respondents thought it was important that the organization not only listens but also acts on their ideas
or suggestions. Where in some cases there is understanding if nothing is done with the employee

voice. However, respondents often doubt if their voice has a true effect. Feedback and communication
is an important part in hearing employees. Below there are several quotes that indicate that employees

doubt if the organization actual does something with their voice.

R3: It's just I have the idea that well she understands me, however she doesn't do anything about it.
R6: You can bring in ideas, that doesn't mean that something is always done with them.
R8: They are open to it, but whether something is always done with it, I doubt that.

R8: I've raised it a few times and then it is dismissed with a statement like: that's only one or two percent of what

we convert. But well, then it stops for me. That does irritate, frustrate me.

Respondent 8 also indicates that it annoys and frustrates him. And if nothing is done about it, he will
just stay quiet about it as a result of not being acted on. Examples are also cited of how the
organization provides channels from which employees can express their voice. This is done, for
example, in the form of an engagement scan, online environments or setting up project teams. The
organization relocates the responsibility to the individual employee by giving them options. However,
they have to initiate this process themselves. Despite the fact that respondents also consider the
organization responsible for engaging with them, they still prioritize the direct manager to take the

decisive step in this.
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R3: We have an online environment, ****** ag they call it within the organization. Where basically all
developments etcetera are bundled and shared with the employees. And there is also the possibility to react or give

your opinion.
R7: Well, we have that engagement scan, for example, so that's very important.

Furthermore the results show that employees appreciate communication and inclusion in major
decisions. Also the ventilation or involvement of decisions to the work floor is deemed important to

the employees.
4.2.5 Safety and trust

Another important stimulus for the employee voice is safety and trust. The encouragement and
creation of a safe environment and gaining the trust of the employees contributes to more open
communication between managers and employees. According to the interviewees, this could help
expressing voice. The organization is seen as a facilitator for creating this safe environment. For
example, the confidential advisor appointed by the organization could be seen as a channel to express
your voice anonymously. Another example is a suggestion box in which employees could leave

anonymous messages towards managers.

R4: Yes, you then have protection for that and well that through a confidential advisor, but you have given your

opinion.

R6: So anyone can submit ideas, there is a kind of (mail) box. We have those for things like, if you think something

is important. Just put it in. So you do not always have to take that to the management.

As mentioned before, the work environment and the trust in the manager is important according to the
respondents. A manager could be really open to employees voice and willing to encourage it within his
leadership style. However if he does not have the trust of his team, no one will express his or her

voice. Respondent 7 even refers to trust in the managers as the most important stimulus for expressing

employee voice, or else they remain to be silent.

RS: Where I really see a difference is that some managers push very, very hard for example. And sometimes that is

totally okay. However if you do not have the trust of your team, there no point at all.

R7: Yes, but that is the most important thing of all. Exuding confidence, otherwise you just do not get people to
speak up.

As described above there are different voice dis/encouragers experienced by employees. These aspects
help or hinder the expression of voice of silence within an organization. However, the interplay

between the different aspects make for a dynamic and complex process. Despite that experiences,
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personalities, managers, and safety and trust are being stimulated, employees might still remain silent

when a manager or organization does not act on the voice of the employees.

The lack of acting on voice might still cause employees to stay silent. In some cases, these aspects are
context dependent (e.g. the type of organization and the organization culture). This causes for even
more variables within this process. There is a continuous interplay between the individuals, managers
and the organization. However, not only the individuals and managers can stimulate these processes.

Employees also see structural influences as a help or hinder within the construct of voice and silence.

4.3 Structural influences

Employees experience that voice and silence is also amplified or hindered by structural influences.
Many employees mention how their experiences with employee voice and silence are determined by
several factors that prevail within an organization. These influences were narrowed down to three key

aspects, the power of management, organizational structure and difficulty reaching upper management.

4.3.1 Power of management

Firstly, the power of management was a determining influence in how employees think that employee
voice and silence is helped or hindered within organizations. The feeling that the people in power
determine everything was a common statement. Employees feel like they could not impact certain
decisions and that the people in power always have the last say. Employees experience that upper
management often has different ideals and forces its decisions regardless of what employees say. Not
listening to employee voice causes employees to be frustrated, remain silent and for respondent 3

overruling of his opinion/advice even made him quit his job and find a new one.

R1: They just determine and you are just very dependent on such associates in terms of salary and if it is awarded to

you or not, of course there was nothing objective about that anymore.

R2: We shouldn't do this, This is going to go wrong, however he just wanted to push through anyway. Fine by me,

you are the boss, you decide. But I don't agree.

R3: At some point it gets hammered through anyway and then you are overruled. But anyway, that was the moment

for me to do something else.

The power that is experienced at the employee level could also be a reason for employee to be more
silent. R5 said how some employee have more difficulty speaking their mind towards people who have
a higher function within the organization. Despite that their direct manager was more approachable,
the manager above him was less approachable, which made it more difficult to express voice within

the organization. The prestige that the management has within an organization makes it for certain
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employees harder to speak up. R8 also recognized that employees are more likely to remain closed and

silent, when someone in power join a meeting.

RS: For example, we had someone who was very top-down and then you also notice that some colleagues become a

bit more closed.

R8: The problem is that when the team head is there, you see a lot of people crawling into their shell and not daring

to say anything.

R1: No, barely, barely, barely and then the council had another meeting and then the management had to come, and

then they cancelled again an hour in advance and did not come and things like that.

R8: That is very sensitive what [ am saying now, that the chairman of the works council was also in my opinion

appointed by the management.

The dynamics for power within an organization are an influential factor on helping and hindering
employee voice or silence. Two examples were given where respondents felt like that the employees
had zero power within an organization. One even suggested that the president of the works council
was appointed by the people in power to keep the works council under their control. The other
example also suggested that the works council was being abused by upper management as a form of
showing of their power. Cases like this suppressed the expression of individual and collective voice
within an organization and spread a culture of fear within the organization, where fewer employees

dared to speak up.

4.3.2 Organizational structure

It was derived from the data that organizational structure also play an essential role in this process. The
organizational structure entails the lines of communication, the number of hierarchical layers and the
size of the organization. Longer lines of communication are considered a barrier to expressing voice

leading to acquiescent silence. With shorter lines, managers can be approached more easily.
RS: It's really nice that the lines are so short that we can just talk to each other easily.

R9: Back then when we were smaller, they did do a lot more with it. But now that it has become so big, youjust

notice that they cannot take everything into account anymore.

As mentioned before employees indicate that the largeness of the organization affects the voice and
silence of employees. This appears to be accepted by some employees as a way of coping with the fact
that they are not being listened to. By analyzing the results it appears that employees within bigger
organizations often tell themselves that being a large organization is a fair reason for the management

to not listen to them. This could lead to the acceptance of employees and might hinder voice
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expression. Also the lines of communication are more difficult to make clear for large organizations, in
the experience of employees. When these lines are clear, employees are more likely to step to their

managers.
R3: I do think that the bigger your organization is, the harder it is to have those lines all visible.

4.3.3 Reaching upper management

Although respondents indicate that the lines of communication should be clear, the biggest challenge
of voice letting it reach the upper management. Consequently, most employees feel that they cannot
reach upper management. Employees mention the more power someone has within an organization,
the more difficult it is to reach them. This also results in employees feeling that they cannot influence
a higher level than their own department. Quotations on having difficulty on reaching upper
management with their voice was mostly given in larger organizations with multiple locations.
Examples that are given on reaching upper management can be found below, whereas R2 works in a

small organization;

R2: And when I come into his office. So when you come into our director's office, who is all alone in a big cubicle,

I can just walk in there.
R3: The higher you get in the hierarchy, the harder to reach someone.

R7: Very high up, say at the management level of our organization in the Netherlands, where the decisions are

made, it is very low.

This means that there is a difference in smaller and larger organization on the way voice can be
expressed. The informal conversation with upper managements is different per organization. Within
larger organizations it is more common to reach upper management through formal, forwarding or
collective voice mechanisms, whilst small organizations use more of a walk-in policy, also known as

informal voice.
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4.4 Voice behaviors

Within the theoretical framework three different sorts of behaviors regarding employee silence were
discussed. There was a distinction between acquiescent, defensive and prosocial silence (Dyne et al.,

2003). Within the data, there was also a clear distinction between different sorts of silence behaviors.

4.4.1 Acquiescent silence

Acquiescent silence was the most common sort of silence. This entails, the feeling that speaking up
would be pointless and not make any difference (Kahn, 1990). Employees felt like that if an
organization did not act on their ideas or suggestions. It would be pointless or frustrating to try to

express their voice again. Below are several quotes taken from the interviews.

R2: There are even people who have left us, and they came back and they said: yes, we just know: it's never going

to be different, but it's not bad either. And that's it and it's very frustrating.

R3: You go into conversations a bit more skeptical beforehand, because you know, you have experiences, you just

know, well, nothing is going to happen with it anyway.

R8: But well, at that point you have to let it go. Because you are harming yourself with it and the team manager

goes to sleep and you lie awake thinking about the problems.

R9: That does lead to you just reporting less. that start thinking, I don't even report it anymore, I'll solve it myself,

and you also become less open and therefore less, what I just said of I'm less likely to go to meetings.

If employers did not act on the expression on voice and follow employees advice, they would also
remain silent and resign from any future comments. Employees would feel like they were talking to a
brick wall when not being listened to. However, there are different gradations. Some interviewees gave
examples of accepting and forgetting about it, whilst others gave examples of being less likely to
attend meetings or frustration. The feeling of powerlessness and the feeling that they cannot change
anything anyway was strongly shown within the interviews. This would result in frustration or

annoyance with policies or managers, often resulting in acquiescence silence.
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4.4.2 Defensive silence

The second type of silence that often emerged was defensive silence. This entails the deliberate
omission based on fear and scared of the consequences that could happen for speaking up (Pinder &
Harlos, 2001). This sort of silence varied widely and had different forms. For example, scared to be
seen as a complainer, avoiding conflicts and past experiences on voice expressions, these three

versions will be discussed below.

Being seen as a complainer was often mentioned, and that if you keep complaining people would stop
listening to your voice. The feeling felt that they kept nagging about something was a common feeling

and a shared experience among many. This could affect employees to remain silent.
R2: But you don't want to constantly complain either.

RS: If T just keep screaming and shouting that I don't agree, at some point, people will stop listening to me.

What emerged above all was that employees remained silent to avoid conflicts, not only towards the
manager, but also towards each other. There were even ideas or opinions that preferred not to be stated
in this anonymous interview, in which this respondent was afraid of the consequences of having his or

her voice heard. This came from previous experiences where speaking up had negative consequences.

R4: T knew he or she thought differently than me on that aspect, in some situations it is better to keep your mouth

shut for peace and a good future.

R8: Yes, I have some other stuff too, but I'm not going to name that now, I will keep that to myself. That's crossing

our department you understand. The head himself has to find out what happens there.

It appeared from the data, that defensive silence is organization-dependent. These kinds of examples,
mainly came from previous employers. For instance, respondent 1 even said how the labor market can
affect voice, and that she had also experienced this at her previous employer. According to her, the
extent to which employees are replaceable, influences the level at which employees dare to express
their voice. The voice within that organization was also silenced because there was one big culture of

fear, in which people did not dare to speak out.
R1: There was a banking crisis in the late 90s, around the year 2000 and also in 2009, and the organization really

thought, we could also hire ten other employees. There were many layoffs and that also makes it that people are less

likely to stand up for themselves.
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4.4.3 Prosocial silence

Prosocial silence was a less common behavior amongst the three. Prosocial silence is based on the
protection of another person’s interests (Dyne et al., 2003). The only examples that derived were from
respondent 8. This respondent kept things to himself to avoid coming across as a snitch to his
colleagues. This was partly because he often worked closely with his manager. The respondent was
afraid that his colleagues would face consequences if he spoke up. As a result, he chose to remain

silent about situations concerning his colleagues.

R8: Well, I have to be careful whenever I start shouting that my colleague does not get judged for it, that's possible

too.

R8: We sometimes discuss together about colleagues and he asks: what do you think? I have to be careful with that

of course, because it's not entirely fair.

The existing literature discusses how different aspects can affect employee voice and silence.
However, employees experience aspects that help or hinder employee voice and that these aspects can
occur simultaneously, which might cause for complex interplays. In the next chapter, the construct of
voice and silence will be discussed whilst looking at the results and the existing theory. Furthermore,

these complex interplays will discussed.
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5. Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this study was to gain new qualitative insights with a critical perspective into the complex
dynamics of employee voice and silence in organizations and into how organizational processes help
or hinder employee voice. Despite the existing literature, employees feel unheard at their workplace
(Wilkinson et al., 2018). This research focused on why this is the case. First, a better understanding
was gained of different employee experiences to see how voice and silence are constructed in
organizations. Second, by identifying the dynamics of voice and silence in organizations, a better
understanding of this complex interplay between the different participating aspects was gained.
Several aspects were identified that could help or hinder employee voice or silence within an
organization. Because voice and silence is often related to organizational leadership, the power
dynamics influence on voice was examined. First, the way how voice and silence is constructed will
be discussed based on employee experiences (A). Secondly, the dynamics of voice and silence will be

discussed (B).
A) The way voice and silence is constructed in organizations

Voice and silence can be divided into three different aspects, power of management, structural

influence and voice dis/encouragers.

The power of management is an important factor in the way how voice and silence is constructed. The
data showed multiple cases where all of the aspects are being linked to power. Whether people choose
to speak up or to remain silent depends on how the organization is managed from the upper
management. Apart from that, it is known that power affects defensive behavior (Dyne et al., 2003).
The results however show that the power dynamics of upper management also impact the acquiescent
and prosocial silence behavior. Management is considered responsible for listening and implementing
expressed voice by employees. The resignation of voice is stimulated by people in power when they
are not willing to act on the expressed voice of employees. Within this research it became clear the
direct managers were often not the problem of not being heard, the upper management also has an
important role in this construct. This corresponds with the way of thinking of Yan (2018) who claimed
that the distribution of power plays an important role when it comes to the interpretation and valuation

of employee voice.

The structural influences entail the ability of employees to reach upper management with their voice.
This often goes hand in hand with the organization size as the organization size often affect the lines of
communication. The way how upper management communicates with employees and ventilates its
decision determine the engagement and voice or silence of employees. Many leaders are still failing to
see the importance of their role (Edmondson & Besieux, 2021). However, Edmondson & Besicux
(2021) refer to the role of direct managers. Within this research, employees are experiencing the lack

of engagement of upper management instead of the lack of engagement of their direct manager. The
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analyses show that the lack of reachability to upper management often results into the resignation of

voice, also known as acquiescent silence as discussed by Dyne et al. (2003).

The third aspect are the voice dis/encouragers. There are many voice dis/encouragers described within
the data by employees. The results view the dis/encouraging of voice not only as an organizational
responsibility, but also emphasize the individual role of employees. The literature mostly refers to
voice dis/encouragers as an organizational responsibility, e.g. in/formal voice structures (McCabe &
Lewin, 1992) and the role of the managers (Yan, 2018). The individual voice dis/encouragers that were
most common were personal experiences, personality and the engagement of employees. These
individual dis/encouragers are similar to the distinction of personal and institutional causes for silence
(Edmondson & Besieux, 2021). However, these causes are only described as a cause for silence within
the literature. The results however show that these individual aspects can both help and hinder voice
according to employees. Every one of these individual and organizational aspects can be seen as a help
or as a hinder in the process of expressing employee voice and silence. All of these aspects can occur
simultaneously and affect one another. Causing for a dynamic complex interplay between stimulus and

hinders by organizational and individual dis/encouragers.
B) Dynamics of voice and silence

As mentioned, within the construction of voice and silence there are many aspects that help or hinder
the expression of employee voice. The interplay between these aspects that might happen when several
of these helps and hinders occur, causes for a complex situation. For example, even though the safety
and trust of employees is being stimulated within the organization, employees might still remain silent
whenever upper management does not act on the employee voice. Morrison and Milliken (2000)
established that organizations should foster conditions that stimulate voice whilst breaking down any
inhibitors that encourage silence. However this is easier said than done. The complexity of this
phenomenon appears to be forgotten. It seems that even though multiple aspects are being stimulated
that yet a single hindering effect can cause silence. Ignoring employee silence can be dangerous for
organizations (Sing & Vanka, 2019). Therefore organizations should actively act on these hampering
effects on voice. Since ignoring voice can lead to exit or disengagement of employees. Within this
process, an organization and managers should be aware that these help and hindering aspects of voice

can happen simultaneously and still cause different outcomes than on beforehand anticipated.

To summarize, there are many aspects that affect the expression of voice and silence. Organizations
should focus on not only fostering conditions to stimulate voice but also acting on the effects that
hinder voice (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Employees however, experience that especially power
dynamics within the organization determine the expression of voice within the organization. However,
voice and silence is constructed through many aspects which causes a dynamic complex interplay of

help and hinders that affect voice and silence in organizations.
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5.1 Limitations

This chapter outlines several limitation that occurred within this research. The first limitation is the
partially use of a personal network to gain respondents for the data collection. Several, but not all
respondents were already people known by the researcher. This required special awareness to limit
bias from the researcher. The second limitation is the ability of employees not to speak freely about
their current employer. Almost every employee was positive about their current employer and the ones
who were not sometimes decided to not even share the details of the situations, even though the
anonymity and deletion of the recordings was guaranteed multiple times, even within the interview.
This meant that perhaps useful examples were not given by the respondents. The third limitation is that
all respondent came from different organizations which made it difficult to analyze some
organizational contexts and gain insights of how some organizational processes were constructed. The
fourth and final limitations is that two of the interviews were held online, which might make it more
difficult to track subtle and nuanced responses to understand the respondent’s experience (Brown,

2022; Varma et al., 2021).

5.2 Suggestions for future research

Within this study, I focused on the complex dynamics of employee voice and silence in organizations
and into how organizational processes help or hinder employee voice and silence. In this, respondents
from different types of organizations were used interchangeably. As indicated in the discussion, there
is a difference in structural influences for each organization. Future research could focus on a single
large or small organization to see if these results are the same for everyone within this organization.
Also when studying this in a single organization, the organizational context can be studied and
observations made within this organization and can be used. There could also be a comparative study

between small and large organizations.

In addition, profit vs nonprofit organizations can be looked at. In the data collection, one respondent
indicated how profit and nonprofit organizations differ from each other in both hierarchically and in
employees working in them. It could be useful to see how profit and nonprofit organizations differ and
how these interplays are different in the two organizations. This might lead to important and useful
insights on what the differences are in power and other aspects of a profit or nonprofit organization.

And how they differ on affecting the construct of employee voice and silence.
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5.3 Practical implications

The practical contribution of this study is to stimulate critical thinking amongst HR academics and
practitioners about the dynamic interplays of aspects that affect voice and silence within organizations.
As described, various aspects can interplay simultaneously which causes employees to either express
their voice or to remain silent. Practical implications of the findings suggest that HR departments and
managers should actively focus on organizational processes that helps employee voice while
systematically focusing on the interplay between other aspects and dismantling those aspects that
hamper could voice. This can involve the implementation of feedback systems to managers to
stimulate feedback on employee voice, or inclusive decision-making processes where all employees
can speak up. What is important for HR departments is the mapping of these dynamic interplays that
happen while trying to stimulate employee voice and avoid silence. Within this, lies a task for HR
departments to not only focus on the aspects that encourage voice, but rather to dismantle the
processes that encourage silence or hinder voice. Because only focusing on the encouraging processes

and ignoring the processes that stimulate silence still could lead to employees remaining silent.
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7. Appendix

7.1 Interview guide

Introductie

Zoals eerder benoemd is dit een onderzoek naar de stem die medewerkers hebben/krijgen binnen een
organisatie, of juist dat ze geen stem krijgen. Ik ben benieuwd naar hoe dit zich uit in uw organisatie
aan de hand van uw ervaringen. Binnen dit onderzoek wil ik bekijken hoe machtsverhoudingen zich

uiten binnen uw organisatie en uw betrokkenheid bij de organisatie.

Kleine uitleg geven van voice/silence

Dit interview zal zoals eerder benoemd volledig geanonimiseerd worden en mocht u zich op een
moment bedenken om deel te nemen binnen dit onderzoek dan wordt dat uiteraard direct gedaan.

Voordat we beginnen wil ik u vragen of u akkoord gaat met de opname van dit interview. Heeft u zelf
nog vragen voordat we beginnen.

Algemene vragen
Kun je wat over u zelf vertellen? Privé/werkgerelateerd

1. Hoe is de hi€rarchie verdeeld binnen uw organisatie? (hoeveel leidinggevende heb je/ben je
leidinggevende)

2. Hoe is uw contact met collega’s?

3. Hoe is uw contact met uw leidinggevende(n)

Introductie naar de voice/silence

1. Hoe ziet u medewerker betrokkenheid of medewerker inspraak?

2. Vindt u dat de stem van medewerkers op prijs wordt gesteld binnen uw organisatie?

- wat er mee gedaan wordt?

- Wordt er altijd geluisterd naar medewerkers?

3. Via welke manieren kunt u zich uitspreken tegenover uw collega’s of leidinggevende?
- Wordt dit vanuit de organisatie gestimuleerd?

- Wat vindt u daarvan?

4. Heeft u het gevoel dat u gehoord wordt in de organisatie?

- Wat is volgens u de rol van uw leidinggevende bij dit proces?

Specificeren naar employee silence (deze vragen kunnen vaker gesteld worden om andere scenario’s
te schetsen)

1. Kunt u een specifieke situatie benoemen waarin u het gevoel had dat u niet vrij kon praten
tegen uw leidinggevende? (hierna over collega’s vragen)

- Waarom kwam dat?

- Wat vindt u hiervan?

- Alsu hiermee zat heeft u dit dan ook bespreekbaar gemaakt?

2. Herinnert u zich een specifieke situatie waar u vanuit uzelf bewust niks van zich heeft laten
horen binnen uw organisatie?

- Waarom kwam dat?

- Wat vindt u hiervan?

- Als u hiermee zat heeft u dit dan ook bespreekbaar gemaakt?
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3. Heeft u wel eens nuttige ideeén/suggesties voor u gehouden? Zo, ja waarom? Zo, nee hoe
komt dat?

Specificeren naar employee voice (deze vragen kunnen vaker gesteld worden om andere scenario’s
te schetsen)

1. In hoeverre kunt u open communiceren met uw leidinggevende over problemen of andere
dingen op het werk? (hierna stellen over collega’s)

2. Heeft u specificke situaties die u zich kan herinneren waarin een leidinggevende naar uw
mening vroeg?

- En dat er dan ook wat mee gedaan wordt?
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7.2 Reflection of the interviews

Respondent 1

Heel mooi contrast tussen vorige en huidige werkgever. Goed opletten met anonimiseren. Online was
minpunt, gelukkig was ze wel helemaal in beeld waardoor lichaamstaal nog wel een beetje afgelezen
kon worden. Doorvragen ging goed in sommige gevallen, andere thema’s hadden meer doorgevraagd
kunnen worden

Respondent 2

Iets strakker houden, tijd beter in de gaten houden, gesprek liep soepel, heel talkative, goed voor
resignation silence. Online = minder handig, lichaamstaal lastig in te schatten. Kon merken dat
naarmate gesprek vorderde hij meer comfortabel werd. Heel veel tekst, wordt lastig om informatie uit
te halen, wel veel nuttige dingen gezegd! Onderbreken was vrij lastig.

Respondent 3

Goede voorbeelden gap tussen uitvoerende kern en management. Niet noodzakelijk om informatie uit
te trekken maar ook niet heel uitgebreid. Doorvragen kon op sommige stukken beter. Wel een
natuurlijk dialoog gevormd. Misschien af en toe te veel sturende vragen gesteld.

Respondent 4

Angst om dingen te zeggen ivm geheimhouding. Nuchter en wilde vooral alleen praten over huidige
leidinggevende ook al vroeg ik om vorige leidinggevenden. Vorige leidinggevenden minder leuk.
Reflectie, meer doorvragen hoe hij die inspraak ervaarde of de ervaringen met ex leidinggevenden.
Niet talkative, lastig om informatie uit te halen. In tegenstelling tot #1.

Respondent 5

Aard van het beestje stond centraal. Het is hoe iemand zich opstelt dat bijdraagt aan voice of silence.
Vorige organisaties waarin geen ruimte was voor stem door o.a. hiérarchie was geen optie. Cursus
feedback die ze heeft gehad heeft haar geholpen om beter haar voice te laten horen en minder
gesilenced te worden, wat anderen er ook van vinden. Heel goed dialoog gehouden gesprek liep
natuurlijk en vragen werden vooral semi gestructureerd gesteld.

Respondent 6

Mannen eerlijk en vrouwen geniepig, politicke spelletjes niet fijn voor voice, gesprek liep goed, groot
verschil tussen huidige leidinggevenden en vroegere leidinggevenden. Kon frustratic merken als het
ging over oude leidinggevenden. Zelfs een kaartje laten zien van waardering van de leidinggevende,
wat interessant is voor de waardering van medewerkers.

Respondent 7

Heel kort interview, informatie moest eruit getrokken worden met doorvragen, hierdoor wellicht zo nu
en dan sturende vragen gesteld. Probeerde er mee op te passen maar lukte niet altijd. Na opname
benoemde ze nog wel dat de ”spelletjes” om macht de organisatie overnemen. ledereen wil ergens zijn
stempel op drukken en belangrijk gevonden worden, waardoor anderen zich niet gehoord voelen of
ondergewaardeerd.

Respondent 8

Durfde bepaalde dingen niet te zeggen, of vertelde hij liever niet. Was te merken toen zijn
leidinggevende binnenliep, toen viel hij gelijk stil. Daarna pakte hij de draad goed op. Kon merken dat
hij naarmate de dialoog “natuurlijker” werd meer los kwam. Mooie voorbeelden over wanneer niet
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gehoord. Vooral de frustratie kwam heel erg naar voren in lichaamstaal. Interview verliep goed
doorvragen op zijn situaties waren goed.

Respondent 9

Beetje slordig in structuur, had beter kunnen doorvragen op sommige onderdelen, hierdoor werd de
structuur van het interview een beetje warrig. Verder lastig om concrete voorbeelden van silence te

benoemen, ondanks dat hier goed op werd doorgevraagd. Relaxte sfeer gecre€erd door eerste lange
small talk te maken.
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