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Direct or Polite? Antecedents and Consequences of How Employees Express Voice
Abstract

Prior research on voice has focused predominantly on voicers’ perception of threats to the self,
paying significantly less attention to voicers’ perception of threats to the presumed voice targets,
such as to their manager. In this dissertation, | posit that voicers’ perception of threat to their
manager in a voice episode influences the methods of voice. In particular, I draw from politeness
theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) to propose that voicers actively mitigate anticipated threats to
their manager in a voice episode by varying the degree of directness (being explicit about desire
for change) and politeness (being mannerly, courteous, and respectful). | then explain how
interpersonal characteristics between voicers and their manager (in the form of psychological
power and leader—-member exchange) alter the voicers’ perception of how their manager
interprets and reacts to voice. Results from a diary study and a situated experiment provide
convergent evidence that employees are less direct and more polite when they raise an issue that
is perceived as potentially threatening to their manager. Moreover, these effects are mitigated
when the quality of the leader—member exchange relationship is stronger. Finally, results linking
voice directness and voice politeness with managerial responses to voice show that voice
directness is more strongly associated with idea endorsement, whereas voice politeness is more
strongly associated with subordinate liking. Theoretical contributions and practical implications

are discussed.



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Employee voice involves communicating ideas and suggestions intended to benefit one’s
workgroup or the organization (Hirschman, 1970; Morrison, 2011; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998).
Suggestions can be recommendations aimed at improving the status quo (Liang, Fahr, & Fahr,
2012; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998), or they can be concerns aimed at altering or modifying
existing procedures or workplace issues (Burris, 2012; Liang et al., 2012). Regardless of the
types of ideas employees raise, scholars have argued that increased employee voice can lead to
more effective decision making (LePine & Van Dyne, 1998), better error detection (Morrison &
Milliken, 2000), and a greater ability for organizations to adapt to a competitive business
environment (Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994). Empirical studies have
shown that voice is associated with enhanced team learning (Edmondson, 1999, 2003), better
decision making (Nemeth, Connell, Rogers, & Brown, 2001), improved work processes and
innovation (Argyris & Schon, 1978), better crisis prevention (Schwartz & Wald, 2003), and
stronger group performance (Frazier & Bowler, in press; Lam & Mayer, in press; Walumbwa,
Morrison, & Christensen, 2012).

Given these desirable effects of voice for organizations, the preponderance of research
has focused on studying factors that promote or deter voice (Burris, Detert, & Chiaburu, 2008;
Detert & Burris, 2007; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008a). In particular, past research has
suggested that employees may be discouraged from sharing useful suggestions with their
manager when they perceive that voice can cause potential threats to the self (i.e., voicer). Such

threats are defined as having the potential for material or social harm or loss incurred for



expressing ideas (Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit, and Dutton, 1998; Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton,
Ashford, Lawrence, & Miner-Rubino, 2002; Milliken, Morrison, & Hewlin, 2003; Morrison,
2011; Pinder & Harlos, 2001; Withey & Cooper, 1989). For example, Ashford et al. (1998)
found that female middle managers were less likely to raise issues related to women when they
perceived that raising such issues would harm their image in the organization. Similarly, Detert
and Edmondson (2011) found that employees remained silent at work based on socially acquired
beliefs about factors that made voice risky, such as the belief that speaking up could have
negative career consequences. Indeed, much research on voice has invoked some type of
expectancy logic (Ajzen, 1991; Vroom, 1964) to suggest that when employees make decisions
about whether to speak up or remain silent, they are particularly concerned about the potential
threats they may inflict on themselves.

In this dissertation, | contend that past research has not paid sufficient attention to
employees’ perception of potential threats, harms, or losses to their presumed voice targets, in
most cases, their manager. Empirical evidence shows that people often avoid sharing a message
when the message is deemed negative and reflects unfavorably on the recipient (Bisel, Kelley,
Ploeger, & Messersmith, 2011; Lee, 1993; Rosen & Tesser, 1970; Tesser & Rosen, 1972). In a
study examining voice and silence, Milliken et al. (2003) interviewed 40 full-time employees
about (1) whether they felt they could openly express their concerns and (2) the reason for not
raising their concerns. They found that as many as 20% of the respondents cited not wanting to
embarrass or harm their supervisor as a major reason for remaining silent. In this dissertation, |
argue that such perceptions have key implications for how employees engage in voice. When
employees assess whether or not to offer a suggestion or speak about an issue, the decision is

largely individual; it does not involve communicating with their manager. Therefore, concern for



self-oriented threat is more salient than concern for target-focused threat. After employees decide
to speak up, they must communicate the suggestion to their manager. At this time, employees’
perception of threats to their manager becomes more salient, and they are more likely to think
about how to mitigate those threats to their manager in addition to threats to the self.

To develop a framework that describes employees’ perception of threats to their manager
during the voice episode and how this perception influences the methods they use to express
voice, | draw on the theory of politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1987). According to politeness
theory, when speakers perceive that a social interaction is threatening to the face of their target,
they engage in linguistic strategies to mitigate face-threat to the target. In particular, these
linguistic strategies vary along two continua known as “directness,” which refers to the extent to
which speakers state the intention of their statement explicitly (as opposed to implicitly), and
“politeness,” which refers to the extent to which speakers is courteous and mannerly. In
particular, politeness theory argues that stronger perception of threat to the target recipients will
be associated with lower directness and more politeness.

Based on these insights, | propose that when voicers perceive that voice is potentially
threatening to their manager in a voice episode, they actively mitigate such potential threat to
their manager by using less direct and more polite voice tactics. In this way, politeness theory
provides a theory-driven model to describe general tactics in terms of their potential to mitigate
anticipated threat to the manager. | then explicate how individual psychological power (voicers’
perception that they can influence their manager) and leader—member exchange (the relationship
quality between employees and their manager) may influence voicers’ perception of how their
manager might interpret and react to voice. Specifically, | theorize that those with higher

psychological power or a more positive leader—-member exchange will perceive that their



manager will respond to voice in a benign and non-defensive manner. Such individuals will thus
be more willing to speak up in a more direct and less polite manner, even when they must raise
an issue that is potentially threatening to the manager in a voice episode. Finally, again drawing
from research and theory on politeness, | examine the potential interaction between voice
directness and voice politeness and how they influence idea endorsement and subordinate liking.
Specifically, | posit that levels of idea endorsement and subordinate liking are greater when
individuals are both direct and polite.

My dissertation makes several key contributions to the voice literature. First, | build on
existing research and theory on voice that has focused on personal threat and its deterring effect
on whether employees express voice (Detert & Burris, 2007; Kish-Gephart et al., 2009). 1 do so
by theorizing the role that voicers’ perception of threats to the presumed targets plays in
influencing how employees engage in voice. Second, extant research on voice and related
domains has identified myriad voice tactics, such as content presentation, rational or moral
appeals, bundling, coalition, publicity, formality, consultation, drama, emotion, threat, and
repetition, among others (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Piderit & Ashford, 2003; Dutton &
Ashford, 1996; Kassing, 2002; Sonenshein, 2006). Notwithstanding the importance of
identifying multiple voice tactics, very little agreement exists on how these tactics are related,
which tactics to investigate, why people choose to employ one tactic rather than another, and
how different tactics influence key outcomes. Drawing from politeness theory, | create a theory-
based model of how employees engage in voice and why employees express ideas in different
ways. Specifically, | introduce the concept of voice directness and voice politeness, which serve
as a useful starting point to capture the complex ways employees may express voice. Finally,

although theory and empirical research on how managers respond to employee voice has



emerged in recent years (Ashford, Sutcliffe, & Christianson, 2009; Burris, 2012; Menon,
Thompson, & Choi, 2006), few empirical investigations have explored how the methods of voice
influence the ways managers respond to voice attempts (c.f. Whiting, Maynes, Podsakoff, &
Podsakoff, 2012). In this dissertation, | examine empirically how voice directness and voice
politeness influence the managers’ cognitive (i.e., idea endorsement) and affective (i.e.,
subordinate liking) responses of receiving voice.

The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter 2, | provide my
definition of voice, review voice and voice-related constructs, and provide a review of the voice
literature. In addition, I also review theory and research that casts light on the tactics employees
use to express voice. In Chapter 3, | introduce the theory of politeness to describe how
employees express voice and why they express voice in particular ways. Furthermore, | explain
how psychological power and the leader—-member exchange relationship alter employees’
perception of how their managers might respond to the voice episode differently, thus modifying
the effect of perceived face-threat to the manager and, consequently, the ways employees express
voice. | then conclude Chapter 3 by proposing how voice directness and voice politeness interact
to predict idea endorsement and subordinate liking. In Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, | report two
studies—a diary study and a situated experiment—that test my hypotheses. In Chapter 6, |
discuss findings, highlight theoretical implications and methodological strengths, and address
study limitations.

| use several terms frequently in the chapters that follow. First, | use the term “idea,”
“suggestion,” “recommendation,” “concern,” and “issue” interchangeably to encompass the
content of a voice episode that has implications for the work unit or organizational performance.

Second, | use the term “voice episode” to refer to an employee’s experience in raising an issue



with a manager. Finally, research on voice has developed from several separate streams of
research that use different labels such as issue selling, whistle-blowing, dissent, and breaking
silence (Morrison, 2011). Following Ashford and Barton (2007), I consider voice as a general
class of behaviors that involves speaking up in an organization about issues. Thus, | use the

terms “speak up,” “express voice,” and “raise issues” interchangeably.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Defining Voice

A review of the voice literature reveals that scholars have offered their own
conceptualization of voice. For example, voice has been defined as “promotive behavior that
emphasizes expression of constructive challenge intended to improve rather than merely
criticize” (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998, p. 109); “intentionally expressing rather than withholding
relevant ideas, information, and opinions about possible work-related improvements” (Van Dyne,
Ang, & Botero, 2003, p. 1360); “openly stating one’s views or opinions about workplace matters,
including the actions or ideas of others, suggested or needed changes, and alternative approaches
or different lines of reasoning for addressing job-related issues” (Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003, p.
1538); “discretionary provision of information intended to improve organizational functioning to
someone inside the organization with the perceived authority to act, even though such
information may challenge and upset the status quo of the organization and its power holders”
(Detert & Burris, 2007, p. 869); and “employees’ expression of challenging but constructive
opinions, concerns, or ideas about work-related issues” (Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008b, p.
1189).

Although such varied definitions of voice exist, Morrison (2011) suggested three notable
commonalities across these definitions. First, voice is communicative: it is an act of verbal
expression that involves communicating an idea from a speaker to a target (Morrison, 2011).
Second, voice is discretionary (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998): employees can choose whether or

not to speak up about an idea. Finally, voice is both challenging and constructive (Van Dyne,



Cummings, & Park, 1995): it is challenging because it aims to change, modify, or alter existing
practices, and it is constructive because it is intended to improve organizational effectiveness and
efficiency. Based on these commonalities, Morrison (2011) defines voice as “discretionary
communication of ideas, suggestions, concerns, or opinions about work-related issues with the
intent to improve organizational or unit functioning” (p. 375). According to this definition, the
presumed target of voice can be one’s immediate boss or manager or it can be members of one’s
team. The content of voice is quite broad as well: the message associated with voice can be a
suggested way to improve (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; Liang et al., 2012), an organizational or
work-related problem (Milliken et al., 2003; Liang et al., 2012), a situation involving injustice
(Bemmels & Foley, 1996; Pinder & Harlos, 2001) and ethical misconduct (Miceli, Near, &
Dworkin, 2008), or a strategic issue of importance (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Although the
content of the voice message varies, voice is related to communicating ideas that strive to
improve organizational efficiency and effectiveness. Here, | follow Morrison (2011) to define
voice as discretionary behavior that involves communicating ideas and suggestions intended to
improve the workgroup or organizational effectiveness and performance.
Literature on Voice

The concept of voice can be traced back to Hirschman’s seminal work on exit and voice
(1970). He argued that the ability for firms, organizations, and even states to recover from
declines depends on levels of voice and exit. For example, citizens may send a message to their
government by either immigrating to a new country or express discontent by electing new
government representatives. Likewise, dissatisfied consumers can use another product or voice
concerns with a particular product to the supplier, and employees can decide to quit and find

another job or exert effort to improve current conditions when deteriorating working conditions



emerge (Farrell & Rusbult, 1992; Hirschman, 1970; Rusbult, Farrell, Rogers, & Mainous, 1988;
Withey & Cooper, 1989). Building on Hirschman’s (1970) insight, research elaborated and
expanded two other forms of responses to work dissatisfaction: loyalty (employees remain in the
organization due to high exit costs; Withey & Cooper, 1989) or neglect (employees accept that
recovering from dissatisfaction or poor conditions is not going to occur and put in less effort at
work; Rusbult, Zembrodt, & Gunn, 1982).

Since the exit/voice/loyalty/neglect model was introduced, separate streams of research
and related concepts of voice have developed in the organizational literature. In their typology of
prosocial forms of organizational behavior, Brief and Motowildo (1986, p. 715) included voice
as a type of prosocial behavior that involves suggesting “procedural, administrative, or
organizational improvements” and “objecting to improper directives, procedures, or policies.”
These forms of behaviors are what Graham (1986) described as principled organizational dissent,
or efforts by individuals to change the status quo because they conscientiously objected to
current policies or practices. A substantial amount of theoretical analysis and empirical studies
have focused on whistle-blowing, an act of disclosure by former or current organizational
members related to illegal, immoral, or unethical practices (Miceli et al., 2008). A significant
body of research has also developed on issue selling in organization, which involves convincing
others of strategic ideas and key trends, developments, and events that have significant
implications for organizational performance (Ashford et al., 1998; Dutton & Ashford, 1993). The
concept of voice has also attracted attention in the human resource management and industrial
relations domains, which focus on the ways in which employees express dissatisfaction, try to
change a problematic situation, or become involved in organizational decision making (e.g.,

grievance filing, collective bargaining, suggestion systems, work councils; Klaas, Olson-



Buchanan, & Ward, 2012; Spencer, 1986; Wood & Wall, 2007). A body of research also exists
on silence (Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Milliken et al., 2003), which refers to intentionally
withdrawing information, suggestions, or ideas that are potentially important for the organization.
Although a thorough literature review of the voice and related streams of research described
above extends beyond the scope of my dissertation, my intention is to draw from these separate
yet related literature streams to inform our understanding of voice behaviors.
Factors Predicting Voice

The extent to which employees communicate ideas, suggestions, or concerns about
problems has implications for an organization’s performance and survival (Morrison, 2011;
Nemeth et al., 2001). Scholars have argued that, for organizations facing environments that are
complex, dynamic, and ambiguous, managers need employees to express voice and offer
constructive suggestions (Argyis & Schon, 1978; Deming, 1986; Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Floyd
& Wooldridge, 1994; Perlow & Williams, 2003; Saunders, Sheppard, Knight, & Roth, 1992).
Although it is possible that too much voice on too many issues may be problematic (Ashford et
al., 2009; MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Podsakoff, 2011), lack of voice aimed at improving status
quo is likely to result in missed opportunities and loss of competitive advantage, contributing to
reduced organizational effectiveness. Empirically, Frazier and Bowler (in press) reported that
unit-level voice is positively associated with group performance, and Lam and Mayer (in press)
showed that more hospital-level voice is associated with greater levels of hospital service
performance. Scholars have also shown that the benefits of voice could go beyond group
performance. In four experimental studies, Brockner et al. (2001) showed that employees who
are able to express voice and whose cultural heritage is characterized by low power distance (or

the perception that inequality should not exist among persons in different positions of formal
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power) have greater levels of organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and job performance.
Similarly, research on human resource management and industrial relations have provided
evidence that those who have an opportunity to express voice are less likely to quit their job
(Batt, Colvin, & Keefe, 2002; Delery, Gupta, Shaw, Jenkins, & Ganster, 2000). Indeed,
opportunities to express voice are more likely to result in greater employee satisfaction toward
their leader and top management even if they have little or no influence over decisions made
(Tyler, Rasinki, & Spodick, 1985). Taken together, it is generally accepted that having
employees express voice is a critical component of organizational success (Morrison & Milliken,
2000).

Given the importance of voice for individual work attitudes, job performance, and
organizational performance, some scholars have examined a number of trait-like individual
differences as determinants of voice. For example, voice is positively associated with
conscientiousness (Thomas, Whitman, & Viswesvaran, 2010), emotional intelligence (Rego,
Sousa, Pina e Cunha, Correia, & Saur-Amaral, 2007), self-monitoring (Fuller, Barnett, Hester,
Relyea, & Frey, 2007; Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003), felt responsibility (Fuller, Marler, & Hester,
2006), felt obligation and organizational-based self-esteem (Liang et al., 2012), empathy
(Joireman, Kamdar, Daniels, and Duell), openness to change (Lipponen, Bardi, & Haapaméki,
2008), and prosocial motives (Grant, 2007; Grant & Mayer, 2009).

Other scholars have argued that, since voice is a type of prosocial behaviors, employees’
motivation to benefit the workgroup or the organization should be a key factor in promoting
voice (Grant & Mayer, 2009; Morrison, 2011). One factor that influences individual motivation
to benefit the workgroup or organization is the way employees are treated by their organization.

Drawing from social exchange logic, organizational scholars argued that when organizations
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treat their employees in a positive manner, employees are more likely to reciprocate those
positive treatments through voice. For example, research on issue selling suggests that the
strongest predictor of middle managers’ willingness to raise gender-equity issues is perceived
organizational support (Ashford et al., 1998). Another source of motivation to benefit the
workgroup or the organization comes from employees’ experience with their immediate
supervisor. For example, Burris, Detert, and Chiaburu (2008) theorized and found that positive
relational quality in the form of the leader—member exchange relationship is positively associated
with the employee feeling psychologically attached to the organization, which increases voice. In
contrast, an abusive style of supervision is associated with lower levels of psychological
attachment, which reduces voice. Similarly, Hofmann, Morgeson, and Gerras (2003) used social
exchange logic to argue that safety-related voice is greater when both the leader—member
exchange relationship and safety climate were higher. In two field studies, Van Dyne, Kamdar,
and Joireman (2008) illustrated that the quality of the leader—subordinate relationship was
positively associated with voice behaviors, especially when the employee perceived that voice
was in-role (rather than extra-role) behavior. More recently, Ng and Feldman (in press)
examined the impact of idiosyncratic deals (special employment arrangements tailored to the
employee’s personal preferences and needs) on employee voice. Based on 466 managers and
professionals in the United States and China, they showed that idiosyncratic deals (in the form of
scheduling flexibility and professional development) were more likely to result in voice
behaviors, because the individuals reciprocated the customized, highly caring treatment from
their organizations that was inherent in idiosyncratic deals. Finally, in a quasi-experimental study,

Parker and her colleagues (Parker, Johnso, Collins, & Hong, in press) showed that doctors who
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receive formal structural support perceive lower role overload, enhanced perceived skill
utilization, and increased proactive behaviors such as voice.

Employees’ motivation to benefit the workgroup or the organization via voice is also
influenced by their levels of identification with the workgroup or the organization. Drawing from
social identity theories, Ashford and Barton (2007) introduced a model of identity-based issue
selling, in which they posited that for some employees, selling an issue was driven by the
employees’ personal identity, subgroup identification, and organizational identification. When
people strongly identified with a subgroup or an organization, they were more likely to sell
identity-relevant issues, because they perceived the issue as more important and perceived
greater gain for their organization for selling these issues (Ashford & Barton, 2007). Supporting
these viewpoints, other voice scholars have found that workgroup or organizational identification
is a key predictor of voice behaviors (Lipponen et al., 2008; Jaussi, Randel, & Dionne, 2007; Liu,
Zhu, & Yang, 2010; Morrison, Wheeler-Smith, & Kamdar, 2011; Seppala, Lipponen, Bardi, &
Pirttila-Backman, 2012; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008; Venkataramani & Tangirala, 2010). For
example, Liu et al. (2010) found that those who identified more strongly with their workgroup
were more likely to express voice to their coworkers. Similarly, research has shown that those
who are open to change are more likely to engage in voice behaviors when they are also strongly
identified with their workgroup (Seppala et al., 2012) or with their organization (Lipponen et al.,
2008). Finally, research on grievance has similarly found that the use of suggestion systems is
positively associated with identification with the firm (Ekvall, 1976; Hatcher, Ross, & Collins,
1991; Pizam, 1974).

The motivation to speak up and benefit the workgroup, however, often clashes with two

factors that deter voice. A study conducted by Withey and Cooper (1989) provides the building
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block for understanding these factors. Drawing from the logic of traditional theories of
motivation (Vroom, 1964), Withey and Cooper (1989) predicted that an employee’s decision to
express voice, exit the firm, remain loyal, or show neglect is determined by the efficacy and the
costs of these behaviors. Both factors will be further explained below.

Efficacy of Voice. Research and theories of voice suggest that voice efficacy, or people’s
belief that they cannot express their ideas effectively (Frazier & Bowler, in press; Morrison,
2011; Morrison et al., 2011; Wither & Cooper, 1989), is a key factor in deterring voice attempts.
Ajzen (1991) argued that the beliefs one can influence an outcome is a critical antecedent to any
planned behavior, and efficacy is theorized to be an important factor in motivating whistle-
blowing behaviors (Near & Miceli, 1985) and principled organizational dissent (Graham, 1986).
Similarly, research on issue selling suggests that individual willingness to engage in selling
behaviors depended on perceived probability of successfully getting the attention of top
management (Ashford et al., 1998). Dutton, Ashford, Lawrence, and Miner-Rubino (2002)
designed a between-subjects study that asked women respondents to sell a gender-related issue.
They found that women who perceived their company culture as clubby and exclusive to men
felt lower levels of efficacy in selling issues specifically related to women. In turn, lower selling
efficacy was associated with less willingness to sell the issue. Similarly, research on employee
silence suggests that when employees experience a feeling of futility or resignation (Milliken et
al., 2003; Pinder & Harlos, 2001), they are less likely to engage in voice. Van Dyne et al. (2003)
labeled silence rooted in a feeling of futility as “acquiescent silence.”

Voice scholars have noted the importance of voice efficacy in promoting voice (Avery &
Quinones, 2002). For example, dissatisfied employees are more likely to transform an

unsatisfactory work condition into a satisfactory one through voice when they cannot quit their
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current job and the levels of helping and support from coworkers are high (Zhou & George,
2001). When levels of coworkers helping and support are high, dissatisfied employees are likely
to believe that useful new ideas will be heard and successfully implemented. Similarly, using a
sample of hospital nurses, Parker (1993) reported that employees’ decision to engage in voice in
response to workplace injustice was governed by their sense of voice efficacy. This feeling of
voice efficacy is fostered when individuals experience a sense of job control at work, because
greater job control increased the expectation of resolving workplace problems and issues
effectively through personal actions (Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008b). Leaders can also help
encourage employee voice by enhancing subordinates’ perception of voice efficacy (Ashford et
al., 2009). For example, they can engage in consulting or behaviors such as soliciting or listening
to suggestions about work issues to enhance employees’ perception that they can voice
effectively (Janssen & Gao, in press; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012). Finally, individual ability
to regulate emotions is also an important factor in promoting voice efficacy. Grant (in press)
theorized and found that those who lacked emotional regulation knowledge were less capable of
engaging in emotional labor strategies such as surface and deep acting, which reduced their
confidence in expressing the emotions necessary to voice safely, which consequently
discouraged speaking up. In contrast, those who felt capable of regulating their emotions were
more capable of engaging in surface and deep acting that helped employees overcome potential
fear associated with voice. This, in turn, enhanced their efficacy feeling that they could
communicate their ideas clearly, confidently, and constructively. Finally, research on whistle-
blowing has similarly shown that employee motivation to blow the whistle is related to

perceptions with respect to the effectiveness of the whistle-blowing system. When the system is
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believed to be effective, the efficacy to blow the whistle effectively is significant increased,
creating greater motivation to raise ethical issues (Casal & Bogui, 2008; Trevino & Victor, 1992).

Costs of Voice. In addition to voice efficacy, another factor that deters voice is the
potential costs of voice to the voicers themselves. In particular, people are especially fearful of
speaking up when doing so would cause material or social losses to the employees themselves
(Kish-Gephart, Detert, Trevino, & Edmondson, 2009; Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Morrison and
Milliken’s (2000) conceptual model of organizational silence posited that employees remained
silent when they believed that speaking up about problems would bring themselves harm. Van
Dyne et al. (2003) called this type of silence “quiescent silence” (i.e., self-protective behavior
based on fear). As Kish-Gephart et al. (2009) noted, a major reason people remain silent in
organizations is due to “fear of experiencing unwanted social or material consequences for
saying something that might anger or disappoint others” (Kish-Gephart et al., 2009, p. 165).
Supporting these claims, Ashford (1998) reported that concerns about being separated from the
group affect individual decisions to express concerns regarding gender-equity. Similarly,
Milliken et al. (2003) found that employees are reluctant to speak up due to potential losses in
their social capital (e.g., being rejected by others in the organization). These findings are
consistent with Noelle-Neumann’s (1974) contention that even if people do not agree with the
group’s majority opinion, they prefer to remain silent because they fear isolation by peers and
managers for being deviant.

A cost-related variable that has received particular attention is the voicer’s perception of
image risk or the perceived damage to status and reputation associated with voicing. In their
theoretical analysis of issue selling, Dutton and Ashford (1993) drew on theories of impression

management to argue that issue sellers who perceived themselves as less credible in the eyes of
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top management were less likely to engage in issue selling, because doing so would likely
damage their reputation. Supporting their claim, Ashford et al. (1998) found that women were
less likely to sell women-related issues to the top management team when they perceived issue
selling was risky to their image in the organization. Detert and Burris (2007) found that leaders
with the qualities of individual consideration and inspirational motivation enhanced their
followers’ perceived psychological safety in speaking up. In a qualitative analysis of sense-
making processes a sample of medical residents experienced related to lapses in reliability in
patient care, Blatt, Christianson, Sutcliffe, and Rosenthal (2006) found that medical residents
were more likely to speak up about emerging medical mistakes when they perceived that their
superiors would consider and use their input. Meyerson and Scully (1995) examined tempered
radicals, defined as individuals who identified with and were committed to a cause, community,
or ideology that was fundamentally different from their organizations’ dominant culture. The
authors illustrated how this demographic often feared raising controversial or radical ideas that
would damage their image in the process. On a collective level, too, perception of group safety is
a key determinant of voice. Morrison et al. (2011) introduced a concept called “voice climate”
which captures collective voice safety (a shared belief that expressing voice was either safe or
dangerous) and collective voice efficacy (a shared belief that group members are able to express
voice effectively). Using 47 work groups of engineers responsible for designing and operating
measurement instruments and managing instrumentation projects, (Morrison et al., 2011) found
that an organization’s voice climate promoted voice behaviors among those who also identified
strong with their workgroup.

Research on whistle-blowing has similarly examined the detrimental effect of perceived

voice cost on whistle-blowing frequency. For example, employees are less likely to engage in
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whistle-blowing when they believe that it will not be supported within the organization (Lee,
Heilmann, & Near, 2004; Miceli & Near, 1988; Near & Miceli, 1996) and that their whistle-
blowing behaviors will be retaliated by managers or top management (Casal & Bogui, 2008). By
contrast, whistle-blowing is significantly more likely when laws, regulations, or organizational
policies offer protection from retaliation (Miceli & Near, 1989; Miceli, Rehg, Near, & Ryan,
1999; Near & Dworkin, & Miceli, 1993).

The reviewed voice literature thus far has revealed two general trends. First, the majority
of voice research has focused predominantly on whether employees express voice or remain
silent. As I review in the next section, much less theory and research exists regarding how
employees express voice. Second, a central theme emerging from the literature is that
employees’ assessment of whether to express voice or remain silent is focused on the employee’s
perception of threat to themselves as a result of voicing. In the next chapter, | extend the current
viewpoint by arguing that when employees assess how they should speak up to their manager,
they are more focused on how to speak up in ways that do not threaten their voice targets.

How Employees Speak Up and Why It Matters

In reviewing the few theoretical and empirical studies on the various tactics employees
use to express voice and the consequences associated with these tactics, three research questions
have received the most attention: (1) What are the voice tactics and how do employees choose
which tactics to use? (2) How do managers respond to voice attempts? and (3) Are employees
rewarded with higher performance evaluation for speaking up?

What are the voice tactics and how employees choose which tactics to use? The first
research question that has attracted scholars’ attention relates to the voice tactics employee use

and how employees choose those tactics. In their conceptual analysis of issue selling, Dutton and
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Ashford (1993) identified an array of selling tactics that divide into two general categories: issue
packaging and the selling process. Issue packaging refers to how an issue is framed, the way an
issue is presented, and how an issue’s boundaries are established. The selling process refers to
the persuasive options available to the issue seller; tactics include the breadth of involvement
(selling solo versus with others), channels (private versus public), and formality (formal versus
informal). In addition, Dutton and Ashford (1993) also theorized a series of propositions relating
to the effect of selling tactics on the amount of attention top management paid to a raised issue
and the seller’s credibility for future selling attempts. For example, they posited that an issue
seller was more likely to attract top management’s attention when the seller successfully
conveyed that an issue had significant payoff for the organization, used factual evidence,
featured two-sided arguments and novel information, involved others, used public channels, and
matched formality with prevailing organizational norms. Furthermore, the authors proposed that
selling tactics such as bundling an issue with other issues, implying responsibilities for the top
management team, forming a coalition, using private channels, and selling an issue with formal
tactics could alter the seller’s credibility for future attempts.

Building on Dutton and Ashford, Sonenshein (2006) examined how individuals used
language to portray an issue in ways that differed from their private view. He found that those
with less formal hierarchical power and those who perceived their organization espoused
finance-oriented values used a more economic justification than those with more formal
hierarchical power and those who perceived their organization espoused social-oriented values.
Piderit and Ashford (2003) explored women’s implicit theories about the right way to discuss
gender-equity issues with top management. The results suggested individuals could be clustered

into four groups based on how they used issue-selling tactics: those who indicated they would do
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whatever was required to sell the issue to top management; those who indicated a high likelihood
of framing the issue as a moral concern; those who indicated a high likelihood of using private
settings; and those who indicated a low likelihood of using any tactic whatsoever.

Research on upward communication of dissent has also examined how employees engage
in voice. For example, Graham (1986) theorized that a person becoming aware of a critical issue
in the organization may wish to report an issue to his or her direct superior or by using a channel
available in the workplace for reporting observations of wrongdoing, such as using channels
outside the organization. According to this perspective, the magnitude of the response (defined
as the number of targets approached and the highest target chosen) will be greater with more
significant levels of perceived issue seriousness, the stronger the attribution of personal
responsibility for a response, and the perceived feasibility of alternative responses. In an
empirical study of how individuals express disagreement with workplace policies to their
supervisor or someone higher in the chain of command, Kassing (2002) found that employees
used five tactics to communicate dissent: direct factual appeal, repeated dissent over time,
provide solutions to address dissent-triggering issue, express dissent to someone higher in the
chain of command than one’s supervisor, and use threat of resignation as leverage to obtain a
response and action from supervisors and management.

How do managers respond to voice attempts? Research on issue selling has also shed
light on the impact of selling tactics on managerial attention paid to the raised issue. Using
interview-based descriptions of issue selling, Dutton, Ashford, O’Neill, and Lawrence (2001)
examine whether tactics suggested by Dutton and Ashford (1993) were associated with
successful or unsuccessful selling episodes. Their results showed that some tactics are more

successful than others. For example, issue sellers reported that successful issue selling attempts
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are associated with using the logic of a business plan, tying issues to valued goals such as
profitability and market share, involving others at an upper level or at the same level, being
persistent in selling activities, and engaging in issue selling at opportune times. Likewise,
Andersson and Bateman (2000) took a similar qualitative approach to examine how champions
sold environment-related issues in their organization. They found that champions were more
adept at attracting top management’s time and money to invest in an environmental issue when
they conveyed a sense of urgency for the raised issue and build coalition within the organization.
While these studies provide insight into how managers respond to voice tactics, it is
important to note that these scholars have focused primarily on whether managers pay attention
to an issue, not whether managers actually endorse the raised issue. Indeed, scholars have
painted a rather grim picture that managers usually do not listen to voice episodes (even if they
may pay attention). For example, in a detailed and impactful analysis of organizational silence in
organizations, Morrison and Milliken (2000) argued that a climate of silence arises because
managers hold implicit managerial beliefs that discourage voice, including the notions that (1)
employees are self-interested, (2) management knows best, and (3) unity is good and dissent is
bad. In addition, managers often fear receiving negative feedback that may damage status,
reputation, and self-esteem. According to Morrison and Milliken (2000), these implicit
managerial beliefs and fear of negative feedback result in organizational policies and managerial
practices that contribute to a climate of silence. These policies and practices include failing to
involve employees in decision making, not having formal upward feedback mechanisms,
rejecting or responding negatively to dissent or negative feedback, and not soliciting negative

feedback from employees to avoid damaging their status and reputation.
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The contention that managers avoid listening to voice is further explicated by Ashford et
al. (2009), who asserted that managers are particularly prone to cognitive biases, such as
heuristic information processing (the lack of attentional capacity to process complex voice-
related information that requires systematic processing), confirmation bias (listening to
information that affirms their opinions and disregarding information that challenges their
opinions), and the fallacy of centrality (“If it was important, I’d know about it”). In addition, the
authors argued that it is difficult for managers to accept constructive challenges due to their
success and positions within their organization; indeed, accepting challenges could be perceived
as a threat to their status and reputation. Finally, managers often fail to listen to voice because
they are often selected based on their ability to act and advocate rather than to listen. Taken
together, the general conclusion is that managers will not endorse voice easily even if they
devote a significant amount of time and energy to the issues raised.

Empirical research on whether managers listen to and endorse raised ideas is scarce, and
the two studies found, both confirm Morrison and Milliken’s (2000) and Ashford et al.’s (2009)
predictions that managers are often unwilling to endorse raised ideas. Menon et al. (2006)
conducted empirical work using a series of laboratory studies that examined how individuals
react to good ideas authored by internal rivals (employees at the same organization) versus
external rivals (employees at a competitor organization). Across two laboratory studies and an
experiment, these authors found that individuals react differently to good ideas posed by their
internal rivals versus their external rivals. Specifically, they found that ideas originating from
internal rivals were perceived as more threatening to the recipient’s competence and status,
which resulted in defensive patterns of responses, such as downgrading the rival’s relevance,

criticizing the rival’s ideas, or reacting in a condescending manner. In contrast, when individuals
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received knowledge from external rivals, they help the organization compete and resolve issues
within the organization, which contributed to potential status gains within the organization. An
important insight this study generated is that whether the individual receiving voice would
endorse versus reject raised ideas depended on whether they saw the raised ideas as threats or
opportunities. As such, endorsement was less likely when voice was perceived as a threat to the
self.

A second study relevant to the discussion here was reported by Burris (2012), who
contrasted the effect of supportive voice (suggestions that affirm existing organizational policy
and procedures) and challenging voice (suggestions that alter, modify, or destabilize a generally
accepted set of practices) on the manager’s perception of threat and endorsement. Across two
field studies and an experimental study, Burris found that supportive voice reduced the
manager’s perception of the threat, whereas challenging voice increased that perception. In turn,
perception of threat reduced managerial endorsement. Like Menon et al. (2006), Burris (2012)
illustrated that the manager’s perception that a raised idea represented a threat was positively
associated with whether voice was endorsed. Notably, Burris (2012) assumed that people would
speak up about their ideas directly, without modifying or altering the way they communicate
challenge-oriented ideas. Research on communication, however, suggests that when individuals
perceive a message to be negative, unpleasant, or threatening, they tend to couch the message in
ways that reduce threat (Glauser, 1984; Lee, 1993; Rosen & Tesser, 1970). Furthermore, as a
recent study by Grant (in press) shows, individuals who have knowledge of how to regulate high
emotions are better able to mask their fear and engage in emotional labor to express voice in a
less threatening way voice. As such, it is possible that when employees desire to raise

challenging ideas, they do so in a manner that differs from the way Burris (2012) operationalized.

23



Are voicers rewarded with higher performance evaluation for speaking up? A third
research question that has attracted considerable attention is whether voicers are rewarded for
speaking up, mostly via favorable performance evaluations. In this aspect, the results are
equivocal. On the one hand, some studies have found a positive relationship between voice and
performance evaluation (Whiting, Podsakoff, & Pierce 2008). Respondents in this study rated the
performance of a fictitious individual based on 24 written descriptions of critical incidents, some
of which described high levels of voice, and others described low levels of voice. Results
showed that participants were more likely to provide a higher performance rating to those who
engaged in speaking up, above and beyond the effects of in-role performance and helping
behaviors. Similarly, Van Dyne and LePine (1998) examined the effect of both helping and voice
behaviors on managers’ performance evaluation. They found that these two forms of behaviors
explained variance in performance six months later, above and beyond the effect of in-role
behaviors. In contrast, other research has shown that managers sometimes punish employees for
voicing. For example, Seibert, Kraimer, and Crant (2001) showed that voice was negatively
associated with salary progression and promotion two years later.

To resolve these conflicting findings, scholars have started to examine boundary
conditions that modify the relationship between voice and performance evaluation. Grant, Parker,
and Collins (2009) reported that employees who engaged in proactive behaviors (including issue
selling) were evaluated less positively than their non-proactive counterparts when an employee’s
prosocial values were low or negative affect was high. According to Grant and his colleague,
supervisors used their subordinates’ feelings (e.g., negative affect) and displayed value (e.qg.,
prosocial value) to attribute the intentions or motives behind proactive behaviors. When

prosocial values were high, supervisors might attribute their subordinates’ proactivity toward
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good intentions, leading to an overall positive performance evaluation. Similarly, when levels of
negative values were low, supervisors might attribute their subordinates’ proactivity deriving
from bad attitudes or counterproductive intentions, resulting in lower levels of performance
evaluation. Using a similar logic, Grant (in press) found that emotion regulation knowledge
would modify the effect of voice behaviors on performance evaluation, such that those who have
stronger skills in this quality are more likely to receive more positive performance evaluation for
voicing. Grant argued that this is the case because emotion regulation helps regulate negative
emotions that often leak into the actual suggestion-making process. Furthermore, those with
emotional regulation skills are better able to engage in surface acting to hide their emotions and
to exercise restraint to express voice at appropriate times. This leads managers to evaluate these
employees in a more favorable light. Moreover, as noted, Burris (2012) distinguished between
support-oriented voice and challenge-oriented voice. In addition to findings that managers are
less likely to endorse challenge-oriented voice, he also found that challenge-oriented voice is
negatively associated with performance evaluation, because employees who express challenging
ideas are perceived as less loyal to the organization.

The only study that examines the effect of voice tactics on performance evaluation
directly was conducted by Whiting et al. (2012). These authors conducted a series of laboratory
studies asking participants to rate the performance of a fictitious individual based on written
descriptions of 24 critical incidents. In some descriptions, the voicer provided either a multistep
solution to the problem or identified a problem but did not provide a solution. The authors
argued that messages with solutions decreased a manager’s workload, resulting in an increase in
attraction (or liking) for the voicer. In addition, identifying a solution also signaled the

employee’s concern for the organization, which communicated to the manager that the voicer
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was concerned about the organization and solving its problems. Finally, when employees
included a solution in their voice expression, they increased managers’ awareness of the value of
speaking up with solutions. In support, they found that the presence of a solution increased
participants’ rating of liking, attribution of prosocial motives, and perception of constructive
voice. In turn, liking, attribution of prosocial motives, and perception of constructive voice were
positively associated with the performance evaluation.

Whiting et al. (2012) provided an important insight that voice can lead to enhanced
performance when subordinate liking, perception of prosocial motives, and perception of
constructive voice is positively associated with performance evaluation. I intend to build on
Whiting et al.’s (2012) study in two ways. First, Whiting et al. (and other past research
examining how employees express voice or raise ideas) have examined in isolation of one
another. In reality, voicers usually use these tactics together. For example, an employee may
choose to tie issues to organizational profits or market share, but they may avoid building a
coalition with upper-level managers to avoid overstepping the employee—supervisor relationship.
Another employee may instead choose to build a coalition within the organization to sell an issue,
but he or she may fail to sell the issue at an opportune timing to capture the organization’s
attention. What if a voicer blames the target for being responsible for causing the issue, but at the
same time provides a solution for the issue? What if a voicer creates a coalition with another
coworker but does not provide a solution? One way to resolve these theoretical limitations is to
focus on the dimensions underlying the choice of these tactics. Rather than focusing on which
specific tactics employees use to sell an issue (and how individual tactics influence key
outcomes), scholars can gain a more complete understanding of how employees express voice

based on the motivation behind why employees express voice in particular ways. In the next
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chapter, I introduce and explain the concept of voice directness and voice politeness to capture
two key motivations underlying how employees voice.

Second, Whiting et al. (2012) examined performance evaluation as the only outcome; it
remains unclear how providing a solution to a raised issue will lead the manager to either
endorse an idea or not. Following Dutton and Ashford (1993), who argued that issue sellers
focused on the goals of getting their ideas attended to, and following Burris (2012), who
examined the impact of supportive versus challenging voice on idea endorsement, | build on
Whiting et al.’s (2012) research by examining voice tactics influence whether managers endorse
or reject a raised idea.

Taken together, studies examining the impact of voice and performance evaluation
suggest that the ways employees express voice can influence how they are evaluated in
significant ways. For example, those who have high positive affectivity as a personality trait are
also more likely to express positive emotions during voice (Grant et al., 2009). Similarly, those
with emotional regulation skills are able to mask negative emotions and express voice in ways
that are not hostile or disrespectful (Grant, in press). When voice is expressed in an agreeable
manner (Burris, 2012) and is offered with solutions (Whiting et al., 2012), managers evaluate
employees more positively. These proposed tactics—expressing positive emotions, hiding
negative emotions, appearing loyal and supportive, and providing solutions during voice—
suggest that a common denominator may be underlying tactics that contribute to a better
performance evaluation. As | will argue in Chapter 3, these tactics can be conceptualized as
tactics that enhance voice politeness.

Conclusion
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In this chapter, I reviewed the literature on voice and its related constructs. The review
reveals two trends. First, employees engage in more voice behaviors when the motivation to
benefit the workgroup and/or the organization is higher; when the perceived costs of voice to
voicers themselves are lower; and when the perceived ability to voice effectively is higher.
Second, with the predominant focus on whether employees speak up, relatively fewer studies
have investigated how employees speak up, why they speak up in particular ways, and how the
ways they speak up influence the manager’s response. Although past research has provided some
insights on the types of tactics that employee may use (Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Piderit &
Ashford, 2003; Sonenshein, 2006; Whiting et al., 2012) little research has studied the dimensions
underlying these tactics. Similarly, although some recent studies have started to examine how
managers respond to voice in the form of an endorsement (Burris, 2012; Menon et al., 2006) and
a performance evaluation (Whiting et al., 2012), much remains to be learned about these research
questions. In the next chapter, | draw from the theory of politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1987) to
argue that the ways employees express voice is a function of the employees’ perception of
threats to their manager in a voice episode and how this perception is modified by a sense of

psychological power and the relational quality between the employees and their manager.
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CHAPTER 3: THEORY AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Human interaction is characterized as a ritual process governed by an implicit recognition
of the “face” of the participants (Goffman, 1955). Face is associated with respect, honor, status,
reputation, credibility, and competence, and is something people care about and invest in
emotionally (Earley, 1997; Goffman, 1967; Scott & Lyman, 1968; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi,
1998). When others affirm a person’s face in a social interaction, he or she is likely to feel good
about himself or herself. In contrast, when a person’s face or valued self-image is questioned or
contradicted, he or she is likely to feel hurt, threatened, and disengaged from interaction (Cupach
& Metts, 1994; Goffman, 1967; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). Research on face (Goffman,
1959) suggests that in any social interaction, people not only care about their personal face but
also the face of their interaction partner (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Goffman, 1955; Ting-
Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). Goffman (1955) asserted that “just as the member of any group is
expected to have self-respect, he or she is also expected to sustain a standard of considerateness;
he is expected to go to certain lengths to save the feelings and the face of others present” (p. 215).
Likewise, Ho (1976) stated that “face is never a purely individual thing. It does not make sense
to speak of the face of an individual as something lodged within his person; it is meaningful only
when his face is considered in relation to that of others in the social network™ (p. 882). Hence,
people not only want affirmation from others on how they view themselves, but they also want to
give respect to others to confirm their face (Brett, Olekalns, Freidman, Goates, Anderson, &

Lisco, 2007; Drake & Moberg, 1986; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998).
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Using the conceptualization of face as a theoretical basis, Brown and Levinson (1987)
propose a theory of politeness that is well-recognized in the field of linguistics, sociolinguistics,
and anthropology, yet has not been applied in organizational studies. According to politeness
theory, any social interaction that fosters interpersonal conflict by threatening a target’s face is
known as a face-threatening act. These acts can occur throughout different types of social
interaction, such as making an apology (Marquez-Reiter, 2000), offering criticism (Trees &
Manusov, 1998), asking for a favor (Baxter, 1984; Holtgraves & Yang, 1990), offering advice
(Goldsmith & MacGeorge, 2000), managing conflict and dispute (Brett et al., 2007; Folger, &
Poole, 1984), and negotiating business opportunities (Oetzel & Ting-Toomey, 2003).> When
speakers engage in a face-threatening act, they are more likely to use a multitude of linguistic
tactics to show consideration for the face of others.? In particular, research and theory on
politeness suggests two general dimensions of face-saving tactics: directness and politeness.
Directness refers to the extent to which speakers are straightforward and explicit about what they
intend to say. When speakers are direct, their delivered message is direct, and the danger of

being misunderstood is minimized. In contrast, when speakers are indirect, they avoid stating

! It is important to note that the concept of threat in politeness theory differs from the types of threats discussed in
Staw, Dutton, and Sandeland’s (1981) threat rigidity hypothesis. According to their propositions, when individuals
feel threatened by an impending event, they restrict their information processing and emphasize prior expectations

or internal hypotheses about their environment. As a result, individuals tend to respond with dominant, well-learned,
or habituated responses when they feel threatened. Such responses may help individuals adapt to the change in
environment when threats originate from common or familiar problems, whereas threats arising from radical
environmental change may generate a maladaptive reaction. These insights about individual responses to threats
differ from Brown and Levinson’s (1987) concept of face in two ways. First, whereas Staw et al. (1981) focused on
threats directed to the self, Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory focuses primarily on threats fo a speaker’s

target during an interaction. As such, Staw et al.’s (1981) threat rigidity hypothesis is concerned primarily with how
people respond to threats and how threats impact subsequent performance. In contrast, Brown and Levinson’s (1987)
politeness theory is concerned primarily with how people mitigate threat to their interaction partners. Second, threat
rigidity hypothesis and politeness theory also offer different predictions of how people respond to threat.

Specifically, Staw et al. (1981) suggest that people experience a constriction in control and respond more rigidly
when they experience threat. In contrast, politeness theory argues that individuals engage in face-saving strategies
that are designed to mitigate or defray any anticipated threats to the face of the social partner (Brown & Gilman,
1989; Brown & Levinson, 1987).

? These tactics include “bald-on-record,” “positive politeness,” “negative politeness,” and “off-record,” with bald-
on-record tactics as the most direct and the least polite and off-record tactics as the least direct and the most polite.
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their intent in a clear and direct manner in an effort to reduce possible threat to the target.
Although speaking in an indirect manner helps mitigate the potential threat to the target, speakers
risk failing to communicate their intention to their speaker clearly and directly. Politeness refers
to the extent to which speakers are respectful, courteous, and mannerly when they engage in
voice (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Holtgraves & Yang, 1990, 1992). When speakers are polite,
they show that they care about their listeners’ feeling of relationship, enhancing the listeners’
feeling of appreciation. By contrast, when speakers are impolite, they disregard their listeners’
feeling of appreciation and belongingness.

Empirical studies of politeness theory land support to the notion that directness and
politeness are two distinct constructs (Blum-Kulka, 1987, 1990; Lee-Wong, 2009; Meier, 1995).
In an empirical examination on the distinction between directness and politeness, Blum-Kulka
(1990) studied how parents asked their children to behave during family dinner. She found that
parents used both very direct and polite language in requesting their children for actions.
Similarly, research on leave-taking (defined as how individuals retreat from a conversation;
Kellermann, 1992; Kellermann & Park, 2011; Kellerman, Reynolds, & Chen, 1991) found that
the two primary and distinct factors affecting tactical choices in exiting a conversation are
concerns for efficiency and appropriateness. Efficient tactics of leave-taking are immediate, to
the point, and do not waste time and energy. Appropriate tactics are mannerly, courteous, and
respectful. Finally, research on nonverbal behaviors provides similarly suggests that speakers can
manipulate the levels of directness by adjusting the levels of positive tone, such that a direct
message delivered with a positive tone is associated with a message shifted perceptions toward
greater politeness, whereas a direct message delivered with a negative tone associated with the

same message shifted perceptions toward less politeness (LaPlante & Ambady, 2003). Taken
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together, on the basis of extant theory and research on politeness theory, | posit that the ways
employees express voice can be similarly conceptualized based on the extent to which they are
direct and polite. I call these concepts voice directness and voice politeness.

Voice directness. VVoice directness refers to the employees are direct, clear, and
straightforward about what they desire for change and improvement from voice recipients. When
employees express voice in a direct manner, they are clear and explicit about their intentions to
implement change in the workgroup or the organization, and their managers do not need to look
below the surface to understand what the employee desires, and little risk exists for
miscommunication. However, direct voice is also a threat to the manager, as the manager is told
what they are supposed to do and, as a result, voicers infringe on their manager’s personal
autonomy. Dutton and Ashford (1993) raise the notion of imposition when they posited that
tactics such as moral appeal, selling issues in public, and building a coalition to influence higher
levels in the organization help issue sellers pressure top managers into action but also may create
reactance. These tactics, indeed, are direct because they pressure managers to take action.

In contrast, when employees express voice in an indirect manner, they avoid making
explicit statements about their desire for change to preserve the face of the manager. Although
the manager’s face is protected, the communication efficiency by using indirect tactics is
undermined, and managers must read between the lines to understand their subordinates’ desire
for change. An example of indirect tactics is to hint. Hints are often articulated by describing the
consequences of a problem if actions are not taken or by describing potential opportunities to
motivate the manager to engage in change-oriented behaviors; still, the voicer does not state
clearly what the manager should do. Rather than stating a suggestion directly to the manager, the

employee may hint his or her suggestion without stating what to do with the situation.
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Voice politeness. VVoice politeness refers to the extent to which employees are courteous,
respectful, and preserve the dignity for their managers when they engage in voice. When voice is
polite, employees attend to the feelings of appreciation and belonging within their managers. In
contrast, when voice is impolite, employees ignore these feelings. To be polite, employees can
add words or sentences that enhance a feeling of belonging. For example, employees can use
respectful greetings (“Dear,” “Good morning”), inclusive forms such as “we” or “let’s” to
include both employees and their managers in the activity (“We should do this” instead of “You
should do this”), and polite adjuncts such as “Please” and “Would you consider...?”

In contrast, an employee is impolite when he or she is rude and discourteous, such as
explicitly placing blame or assigning responsibility to the manager for causing an issue in the
workplace (Dutton and Ashford, 1993). According to Dutton and Ashford (1993), putting blame
or assigning responsibility on the top management for causing or resolving an issue can attract
top management’s attention to address the issue. Often, it motivates (or obligates) top
management to think more carefully about an issue and participate in the selling effort. Thus, it
can be perceived as a direct strategy in which employees make clear that their managers are
responsible for causing an issue at work. However, as Dutton and Ashford (1993) suggested,
placing responsibility on top management is impolite because top management is put in a
difficult position in which they must somehow respond to a suggestion, thus threatening the
manager’s feeling of autonomy. In addition, by blaming the manager for causing or failing to
address an issue, employees convey the sense that they are better than their managers in judging
what is right and wrong in the workplace, thereby threatening the manager’s feeling of affiliation

and belongingness. Therefore, this particular tactic is an impolite form of voice.
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A Model of Voice Directness & Voice Politeness

Provided that employees vary their levels of directness and politeness in voice expression,
what predicts their desired levels of directness and politeness, and how do these dimensions
influence manager’s response to voice? To develop a theoretical framework to explain how
employees choose to express voice, | again draw from politeness theory. Politeness theory
identifies three primarily factors that influence an individual’s choice to be polite in an
interaction: the perceived importance of the message, the message urgency, and the extent to
which the message might potentially threaten the face of the target. When a message is perceived
to be more important and more urgent, speakers are more likely to be direct and explicit about
their message to convey whatever intentions they want to convey in the conversation. Assuming
the perceived importance and perceived urgency of the message remain constant, politeness
theory focuses on the third factor: the extent to which a message is threatening to the face of the
target. In particular, individuals are more likely to mitigate face-threat when they perceive that an
interaction will threaten the face of their interaction partner. This insight leads to identifying a
key antecedent of voice directness and voice politeness: issue threat (see Figure 1).

Issue threat. Issue threat refers to employees’ perceptions that raising an idea may cause
harm or loss to their voice recipients’ image, reputation, status, and credibility in a voice episode.
Consistent with prior research examining how frequent employees express voice to their
manager, | focus on the manager as the voice recipients. In particular, some issues are
particularly more threatening to the face of the manager than other types of issues. According to
Milliken et al. (2003), issues that employees typically raise include the supervisor’s competence
or performance, problems with organizational processes, concerns about pay and equity,

disagreement with company policies and decisions, ethical or fairness issues, harassment or
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abuse, and conflict with a coworker (Milliken et al., 2003). Some of these issues—such as
concern with the supervisor’s competence—can be more threatening to the manager’s face than
other issues, because they either contain information that reflects the manager’s undesirable traits
or explicitly or implicitly challenge the manager’s viewpoints or opinions about workplace issues
(Glauser, 1984). These issues are what Liang et al. (2012) described as prohibitive voice or what
Burris (2012) described as challenging voice. Prohibitive voice refers to the type of voice
messages intended to express concern about existing practices, incidents, or behaviors that may
harm the organization. Similarly, Burris (2012) introduced the concept of challenge-oriented
voice that seeks to alter, modify, or destabilize a generally accepted set of practices. Both types
of voice are more likely than other types of voice to be face-threatening to the manager in a voice
episode, because they call attention to a questionable decision the manager made (Klaas et al.,
2012).

Theory and empirical research regarding politeness suggests that individuals become less
direct as the level of perceived face-threat to the target increases. This is because speaking in a
less direct manner helps avoid embarrassing the target. For example, consider a speaker who
wishes to tell his target a better way to perform an action. If the speaker believes that his target
might be offended by his advice on how to improve performance, the speaker would give his
advice in a less direct manner to avoid embarrassing his target. Instead of telling the target
directly how to perform an action more effectively, the speaker may instead use suggestive
comments, questions, or hints to convey his suggestion.

Applying this insight to the current context, | expect that, holding issue importance and
issue urgency constant, employees who perceive higher levels of issue threat to the manager in

any given voice episode are more concerned about mitigating potential face-threats to their
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manag