
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Human Resource Management Review

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/hrmr

Employee voice viewed through a cross-cultural lens
Bora Kwona, Elaine Farndaleb,c,⁎
a School of Labor & Employment Relations, The Pennsylvania State University, 506 Keller, University Park, PA 16802, USA
b School of Labor & Employment Relations, The Pennsylvania State University, 501c Keller, University Park, PA 16802, USA
cDepartment of Human Resource Studies, Tilburg University, The Netherlands

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Employee voice
Voice channels
Organizational norms
National culture values
Signaling theory

A B S T R A C T

Employee voice may have positive outcomes for organizations, however, encouraging employees
to speak out is not guaranteed unless the organization signals that it is safe and effective for
employees to do so. In this conceptual paper, we identify core variables that constitute the norms
for voice created in organizations across national cultures. Developing a multilevel conceptual
framework of employee voice, we explore how organizational norms related to different voice
channels provide signals to employees about voice consequences, namely voice safety and ef-
fectiveness. Given organizations do not operate in contextual vacuums, we also apply a macro-
level consideration of national culture values that influence organizational voice norms to affect
safety and effectiveness signals. A conceptual framework and propositions for future research are
presented.

1. Introduction

Employee voice features prominently in the human resource management (HRM), industrial relations (IR), and organizational
behavior (OB) literatures among others, as it is deemed to have a positive impact on organizational performance and employee
morale (Kaufman, 2015a; Klaas, Olson-Buchanan, & Ward, 2012; Morrison, 2011, 2014; Mowbray, Wilkinson, & Tse, 2015). Research
has therefore focused on exploring the factors behind what makes employees speak out versus remaining silent even when they have
important information or ideas. To date, such studies have focused on micro-level individual antecedents of voice (Morrison, 2011,
2014; Mowbray et al., 2015) or meso-level organizational moderators or mediators of voice (Gollan & Xu, 2014; Klaas et al., 2012;
Morrison, 2011, 2014), while little attention has been paid to macro-level contextual factors. This is problematic, as no organization,
nor any individual, operates in a vacuum, and both are subject to institutionalized norms and standards from the broader context
(Johns, 2017). Here, we focus on the influence of meso-level organizational norms and macro-level national culture values, reviewing
and extending extant literature to propose a conceptual multilevel framework of the antecedents of organizational signals regarding
voice consequences from a cross-cultural perspective.

Voice is an extra-role behavior (Detert & Burris, 2007), but while most extra-role behaviors (such as courtesy, helping, and
compliance) are promotive, with affiliated behaviors intended to maintain relationships and the status quo, voice is a behavior
intended to induce change and challenge the status quo, albeit to improve performance (Choi, 2007). Due to its promotive but
challenging nature, voice may carry the risk of being misunderstood and consequently disrupting interpersonal relationships (Liang,
Farh, & Farh, 2012). Employees therefore calculate the potential benefit and risk before engaging in voice. Morrison (2011, 2014)
proposes that employees have two considerations when deciding to speak out: (1) whether engaging in voice is expected to be
effective in bringing about the desired result, and (2) whether speaking out is expected to be safe.
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Part of understanding perceptions of voice consequences is related to the organizational channels for voice that are available to
employees: either formal (direct or indirect) – ideas and concerns expressed through “codified, prearranged, and regular/concrete
structure” (Marchington & Suter, 2013, p. 286) – or informal – “ideas and concerns expressed directly and outside a structured
process” (Klaas et al., 2012, p. 324). These channels are represented by different mechanisms provided by organizations such as
collective bargaining, quality circles, empowered teams, suggestions schemes, and formal meetings between employees and man-
agers. Organizational norms emerge around the use of different voice channels (Borry, 2017; Whiting, Maynes, Podsakoff, &
Podsakoff, 2012). These norms in turn signal to employees about whether voice might be considered safe and/or effective (Gollan,
Dundon, Wilkinson, Marchington, & Ackers, 2005; Kaufman, 2015a; Klaas et al., 2012). Consequently, different voice channels might
complement each other to mitigate risk and ineffectiveness (Marchington & Suter, 2013; Townsend, Wilkinson, & Burgess, 2013).

Furthermore, we posit at the macro level that national culture at least in part shapes the organizational norms for the different
voice channels. National culture has been acknowledged to influence individuals' perceptions of safety and effectiveness when
making decisions, but to date, this has only been explored from the perspective of one culture dimension: power distance. Power
distance has a negative relationship with voice propensity since high power distance cultures accept unequal power distribution
whereby only people in more senior positions have the right to voice (Botero & Van Dyne, 2009; Brockner et al., 2001; Huang, Van de
Vliert, & Van de Vegt, 2005; Kwon, Farndale, & Park, 2016; Landau, 2009).

Cultural differences in voice are, however, likely to extend beyond power distance (Morrison, 2014). Here, we add four further
dimensions of national culture (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004): uncertainty avoidance, in-group collectivism,
performance orientation, and assertiveness, based on their direct relevance to employee voice. We explore how each dimension is
likely to either inhibit or encourage voice and hence influence organizational norms and ultimately signals about the safety and
effectiveness consequences of voice. Furthermore, we incorporate the notion of cultural tightness-looseness (Gelfand, Nishii, & Raver,
2006) to explain why cultural values in some countries can have a more substantial influence on voice than in others. In doing so, we
build from extant research that has followed a similar approach in exploring the impact of national culture on HRM (see, for example,
Farndale & Sanders, 2017).

In summary, we develop a multilevel conceptual framework as presented in Fig. 1, in which we posit that organization norms for
voice channels signal to employees about voice consequences in terms of safety and effectiveness, but that these norms are estab-
lished at least in part by societal-level cultural values. Propositions for future research are also developed.

Overall, this paper draws on a cross-fertilization of ideas from different theoretical foundations (signaling theory and cross-
cultural management theory) to provide greater insights as to why employees may receive different signals as to whether speaking
out would be safe and/or effective. In so doing, the study contributes to the employee voice literature in multiple ways. First, we
suggest an integrative conceptual definition of employee voice that draws from the OB, IR and HRM literatures, more closely ap-
proximating the true nature of voice than more limited single-discipline definitions. Second, we extend the discussion of antecedents
of employee voice, which to date has focused largely on an individual-level motivation perspective, to add a focus on organization-
level norms for voice channels (Wilkinson & Barry, 2016). We emphasize how the informal organizational context combined with
different voice channels can create signals to employees about voice consequences (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015; Bryson, 2004; Kaufman,
2015a; Klaas et al., 2012). Third, we extend the discussion around the impact of power distance on voice behaviors, incorporating
how other dimensions of national culture interact with organizational voice norms (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; Morrison, 2014).
Overall, we propose that our conceptual voice framework can be applied in future research, incorporating organizational and societal

Fig. 1. Multilevel conceptual framework of employee voice signals.
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level contextual factors that contribute to influencing employee perceptions of voice consequences (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015).
The following sections of this review first explore how voice has been represented across different literatures, and how we can

develop a more integrated understanding of voice if we draw from each simultaneously. We then consider how different voice
channels (informal/formal) act as signaling systems through organizational norms to employees about voice consequences. Finally,
we discuss how national culture values interact with these organizational norms to color further the signals projected to employees
regarding voice.

2. Developing an integrative understanding of employee voice

Studies of employee voice emerge across a range of disciplines set at different levels of analysis, including HRM, IR, OB, political
science, economics, psychology, and law (Wilkinson, Dundon, Donaghey, & Freeman, 2014). Essentially, we argue that if we look
across these literatures, voice emerges as a combination of individual-level motivations and organizational and contextual norms.

At the micro level, there have been many attempts to define employee voice among OB scholars, consolidated 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 about improvement or change”
(Morrison, 2014, p. 174). This definition focuses on an employee's prosocial motivation with the intent of organizational im-
provement, thereby highlighting discretionary and extra-role behavior (Mowbray et al., 2015).

The OB approach has, however, been criticized for its limited approach in terms of the motives, content, and channels of voice
covered (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015; Kaufman, 2015a; Mowbray et al., 2015; Wilkinson et al., 2014; Wilkinson & Barry, 2016). We
therefore also draw here from the HRM literature, which defines employee voice in terms of participation in organizational decision-
making, including both in-role behavior (e.g. task-based participation and quality circles) and extra-role behavior (e.g. suggestion
schemes) (Mowbray et al., 2015). Moreover, the OB perspective excludes voice with the intent to express and resolve personal
dissatisfaction, which is also more commonly addressed by IR scholars. The IR literature focuses on voice with the intention of
benefiting individual employees by eliminating dissatisfaction, as well as benefiting the organization by introducing new ideas and
suggestions for change addressing current concerns (Mowbray et al., 2015).

These differences across the literatures can be summarized in two types of voice: promotive and prohibitive (Liang et al., 2012).
Promotive voice is underpinned by prosocial motivation and is future-oriented, suggesting organizational improvements (such as in
the OB and HRM literatures). In contrast, prohibitive voice, although motivated by prosocial motivation, focuses on resolving past
dissatisfaction for future benefit (as addressed in the IR literature). Employees exercising promotive voice are more likely to be
considered as being in line with employer interests, whereas those exercising prohibitive voice are often seen as provocative and
complaining (Klaas et al., 2012). Employees might therefore consider promotive voice safer and more effective than prohibitive
voice.

Voice channels are also distinctive according to the field of study. OB scholars largely focus on direct, informal voice, arguing that
“formal mechanisms for individual and collective employee input are not considered as discretionary voice behavior, nor the cause or
consequences of this behavior” (Morrison, 2011, p. 381). Conversely, IR scholars define employee voice by focusing on formal and
indirect collective mechanisms designed to correct employee dissatisfaction: “articulation of individual dissatisfaction, expression of
collective organization, contribution to management decision-making, and demonstration of mutuality and cooperative relations”
(Dundon, Wilkinson, Marchington, & Ackers, 2004, p. 1153). With diminishing union density in many advanced economies, voice
forms in organizations have shifted away from collective and representative channels to more individual and direct channels (Bryson,
2004; Wilkinson et al., 2014). With this transition, HRM scholars have stepped in and promoted a focus on direct forms of voice and
argue that the role of employee voice is to create opportunities for employees to participate in decision-making processes in work-
related and organizational affairs with the purpose of enhancing organizational performance and employee work experiences (Boxall
& Purcell, 2011; Harley, 2014). Employee voice can thus involve speaking out through not only “informal communication to a person
who might be able to take an appropriate action” (Morrison, 2014, p. 174), but also through formal structures either directly to an
individual, or indirectly through employee representatives.

There have been attempts to generate integrative constructs for employee voice, but these have mainly been within the OB
discipline and have given little consideration to constructs developed in the HRM and IR disciplines. Most recently, scholars have
recognized the need to create an integrative employee voice definition combining the OB, HRM, and IR disciplines (Barry &
Wilkinson, 2015; Kaufman, 2015a; Mowbray et al., 2015). Wilkinson et al. (2014, p. 5) thus define employee voice as: “the ways and
means through which employees attempt to have a say and potentially influence organizational affairs relating to issues that affect
their work and the interests of managers and owners.” They articulate that this definition combines a variety of institutional me-
chanisms such as collective bargaining through labor unions, employer-implemented non-union employee representation, and direct
voice mechanisms often omitted from OB definitions.

In line with these developments, we adopt here an inclusive definition of employee voice incorporating OB, HRM and IR defi-
nitions, conceptualizing voice as employee behavior aimed at suggesting organizational improvement and/or raising complaints or
dissatisfaction about work-related issues through either formal or informal voice channels.

3. Voice channels and consequences

All voice, regardless of its origins, runs the risk of being unsafe and ineffective because voice is aimed at challenging the status quo
(either due to a desire to improve or correct current organizational practices). This consequently has the potential to disrupt
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interpersonal relationships within the organization (Burris, 2012; Choi, 2007; Liang et al., 2012; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008). The
extent to which voice might be considered safe or effective is, however, affected by the way in which it is experienced in the
workplace, i.e. through organizational voice norms.

Organizational norms are informal mechanisms or implicit rules of behavior that affect employees (Russell & Russell, 1992),
which are not necessarily represented in the organization's formal structure (Borry, 2017). Norms can help determine what behavior
might be considered appropriate or inappropriate in the workplace, such as whether speaking up is encouraged or discouraged
(Whiting et al., 2012). Positive organizational norms are created by mechanisms such as supervisors supporting voice (Milliken,
Morrison, & Hewlin, 2003) and having a supportive organizational climate (Morrison, Wheeler-Smith, & Kamdar, 2011). Organi-
zational norms are then picked up by employees through the signals that they project. Signaling theory (Spence, 1973) explains how
members of an organization receive signals transmitted through the organizational context to interpret potential consequences of
behaviors or actions. Consequently, employees make sense of the organization by inferring its intent from the information they
gather, which ultimately guides their behaviors (Murray, 1991; Srivastava & Lurie, 2001).

Related to voice, organizational norms, such as how recipients of voice react and how people who activate voice are treated, are
indicative of signals regarding what is acceptable (Haggerty & Wright, 2009). For example, signals could indicate whether it is
generally acceptable for managers to listen to and act on the opinions, ideas and complaints of employees. These signals in turn
indicate to employees whether they might consider it safe and/or effective to speak out. There are, however, different voice channels
established in organizations, which can contribute towards either exacerbating or alleviating risk, depending on the extent to which
they are either informal or formal.

3.1. Informal voice

Informal voice occurs through non-structured processes through which opinions, suggestions, ideas, or complaints related to the
workplace are expressed from employees to management (Klaas et al., 2012), for example through casual conversations, meetings,
messages or e-mails (Brinsfield, Edwards, & Greenberg, 2009). The speaker using informal voice recognizes that there is no formal
procedure to ensure that what is being voiced is listened to. To mitigate this, employees speaking out naturally choose to whom they
speak to minimize associated risks. The recipient could be anyone who is in an ongoing relationship with the speaker or who is
expected to be able to address the issue raised. The speaker might even choose not to identify him or herself by leaving an anonymous
note. Therefore, informal voice can often be used by employees to infer whether their voice behavior will be accepted favorably when
using possible alternative formal voice mechanisms (Liang et al., 2012; Marchington & Suter, 2013). The recipient of the voice can
determine whether and how to respond since there is no formal obligation to deal with what is being said (Klaas et al., 2012).

As informal voice implies, this is a direct mechanism often implemented as a two-way interaction between an employee and his or
her manager. As such, informal voice channels function as critical voice mechanisms where formal voice mechanisms do not exist or
are not implemented effectively (Marchington & Suter, 2013; Townsend et al., 2013). Supporters of informal, direct voice have
argued that voice through an individual channel can be more effective in some cases, better delivering employee voice to man-
agement as it is not mediated by employee representatives (Bryson, 2004). Moreover, management can understand and address
diverse wishes and needs of individual employees directly. However, because the process is informal, there is no established me-
chanism for dealing with issues raised.

In summary, informal voice mechanisms are naturally occurring phenomena in organizations and in no way guarantee that
specific action will be taken to address an issue raised. In other words, management does not need to design or implement a specific
practice to facilitate informal voice. Consequently, contextual norms in the organization play a large part in how informal voice is
used. These established organizational norms around informal voice are thus important in directing employee behavior. We therefore
propose:

Proposition 1. Organizational norms that indicate that recipients of voice through informal channels are willing to listen to and act
on employee voice without detriment to the employee signal that voice safety and effectiveness are high.

3.2. Formal voice

Formal voice uses a more structured approach for sharing ideas and concerns (Marchington & Suter, 2013) and is “highly
standardized with clear protocols that foster consistent implementation and that reduce the discretionary powers of voice managers”
(Harlos, 2001, p. 329). Different voice channels can exist together to supplement the limitations of one compared to another
(Marchington & Suter, 2013; Townsend et al., 2013). Employees may thus choose to use a formal voice mechanism if raising ideas or
concerns were either deemed inappropriate or unsuccessful through an informal voice mechanism (Ichniowsky, 1986). Formal voice
is represented in mechanisms such as suggestion schemes and problem-solving groups for opinions for organizational improvement,
whistleblowing practices for listening to and addressing concerns, and grievance or appeal procedures for dealing with contractual
issues (Klaas et al., 2012). In contrast to informal voice, voice expressed through formal mechanisms requires an organizationally
provided procedure that usually records, shares, and/or evaluates the ideas, suggestions, opinions, and concerns raised (Budd &
Colvin, 2008). Therefore, the effectiveness of formal voice is potentially stronger than that of informal voice.

Despite its formalization, this type of voice mechanism is also still subject to informal organizational norms (Borry, 2017); how
formal voice is handled in the organization can still be highly consequential for the signals surrounding such mechanisms. The
policies, procedures and practices that organizations design to achieve desired goals are enacted through managers and consequently
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experienced at the individual level by employees (Wright & Nishii, 2013). In other words, the existence of formal procedures alone is
insufficient to reassure employees that voice will be both safe and effective. Like informal voice mechanisms, employees can observe
manager reactions to formal voice procedures in terms of how readily they are implemented, whether employees are subject to any
form of retribution because of speaking out, and whether change actually occurs as a result of the procedure.

Formal voice thus entails potentially conflicting circumstances in which the organizational norms can signal voice as either safe
and/or effective. Employers may implement a formal voice channel because of institutional pressures such as mandatory directives
(e.g. the Information and Consultation Directive for EU countries: Purcell & Georgiadis, 2007), while not genuinely supporting it.
Although employees may decide to use the formal voice mechanism as a channel to express their voice while being protected from
negative employer reactions through such laws, employers may have their own plans for controlling employee voice, which can
challenge the intended authority of the legislation (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015).

The organizational norms around formal voice mechanisms provide strong signals to employees regarding the organization's
intent behind voice channels. For example, if an employee is dissatisfied with the treatment by his or her supervisor and decides to
use a formal voice procedure, the supervisor's behavior will be recorded, shared with other people, and processed through a certain
procedure. This might lead to a disciplinary procedure for the supervisor, exposing the employee who spoke out to potential re-
taliation by the supervisor or others in the organization. Although the voice was highly effective, these negative outcomes may send
signals to employees that using such voice channels carries high risk for the speaker due to their provocative nature (Barry &
Wilkinson, 2015; Klaas et al., 2012).

The extent of risk can be influenced by whether a direct or indirect voice channel is selected to share an idea or raise a concern.
Examples of formal, direct voice mechanisms include open-door dispute resolution, briefing groups, problem-solving teams, regular
townhall meetings between management and the workforce, written forms of communication including newsletters and notice
boards, electronic communication including intranet and emails, and suggestion schemes (Brewster, Croucher, Wood, & Brookes,
2007; Bryson, 2004; Kaufman, 2015a). The existence of such mechanisms signals to employees that they can speak out, but these
signals will be influenced by employee observations of how safe and effective the mechanisms have been when used previously.
Direct and formal voice channels are generally implemented by management motivated by potential organizational advantage
(Townsend et al., 2013). Therefore, whether organizational norms indicate that management are willing to listen to any voice, or only
selectively listen to voice that is deemed to benefit to the organization, can signal to employees how safe and effective the mechanism
is. We therefore propose the following:

Proposition 2. Organizational norms that indicate that formal, direct voice channels are implemented without detriment to the
employee signal to employees that voice safety and effectiveness are high.

Indirect voice, often called collective or representative voice and with a greater focus on safeguarding employees, includes “all
mechanisms based on employee collectives and, therefore, encompasses but is more than a synonym for trade unions and joint
consultative committees or work councils” (Brewster et al., 2007, p. 1248). Indirect formal voice mechanisms include elected em-
ployee councils, multi-step arbitration-mediation systems, collective bargaining, union-supported grievance procedures, and co-de-
termination systems (Kaufman, 2015a). Voice through a collective channel is believed to be more effective and safer than direct voice
because of its independence of management: “employee voice is able to exert more influence and power as it is collectively organized,
and thus provides employees with more effective say, protection, and leverage over work terms and conditions” (Kaufman, 2015a, p.
34). Indirect voice organizational norms therefore signal to employees the extent to which they have freedom to express concerns
without fear of reprisal (Black & Lynch, 2004; Harcourt, Wood, & Harcourt, 2004).

There is also a counter-argument, however, that some employers attempt to control indirect voice by weakening this collective
channel because they fear that collective voice eventually will raise costs and reduce profit, as well as undermining management's
authority to manage the organization. Collective voice is thus seen as transferring power from the employer to the employee
(Kaufman, 2015a). As a result, union membership has declined sharply in many advanced economies, and a sharp decrease in indirect
voice channels has been witnessed over recent decades (Bryson, 2004). In such scenarios, organizational norms are likely to signal to
employees that formal, indirect voice is neither safe nor effective. We therefore propose that although indirect voice through formal
channels is likely to be effective if supported by organizational norms, there may be a reasonable degree of risk for employees in
many organizations if they choose to raise concerns through these channels. We therefore propose:

Proposition 3. Organizational norms that indicate that the institutionalized rights provided by formal, indirect voice mechanisms are
supported and internalized signal to employees that voice safety and effectiveness are high.

In summary, we propose that formal voice channels potentially offer the most effective and safe way of voice being heard and
acted upon in an organization due to their defined mechanisms or employee rights. In contrast, informal voice has no explicit process
for dealing with voice when it arises, potentially leading to more uncertain consequences for employees. However, both formal and
informal systems can have varying degrees of both effectiveness and safety for the employee speaking out, dependent upon the
organizational norms for such mechanisms. These norms create signals that are highly consequential for contributing to how em-
ployees will perceive the safety and effectiveness of voice.

4. National culture and voice

Thus far, we have focused on the different organizational norms related to voice channels potentially available to employees and
the importance of the signals they project. Our integrative framework of employee voice is, however, still incomplete, as there is also
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a need to consider a macro-level perspective to understand broader contextual influences on the voice process. We focus here on the
influence of national culture values on organizational norms.

Based in self-protective implicit voice theories (Detert & Edmondson, 2011), Morrison (2014) separated ‘conscious expected
utility calculus’ for safety and effectiveness of voice from the ‘unconscious/non-calculative automatic process’ that influences em-
ployee decisions to speak out or remain silent. We build on this thinking here, positing that the signals projected to employees are not
only created by organizational norms, but that these norms are also influenced by broader societal taken-for-granted beliefs about
voice.

The combination of organizational and societal-level norms on voice signals occurs largely through the effect that cultural values
has on how management perceives employee voice, which is also critical for understanding the organizational context experienced by
employees (Edmondson, 2003; Huang et al., 2005). For example, a manager raised in a culture that values high power distance
(assumed unequal power distribution: Hofstede, 1980) may have a strong belief that employees speaking out is inappropriate be-
havior and could be considered insubordination, leading to negative consequences for the employee. The manager is affected (at least
in part) by the non-calculative automatic process emanating from societal cultural values that lead him or her to consciously calculate
voice as either appropriate or inappropriate, in turn determining the signals projected when handling voice situations.

Formal and informal voice channels can be considered as culturally sensitive practices because they deal with interpersonal
relationships (Tenhiälä et al., 2014). Organizational norms related to the appropriateness of employee voice are manifested in
manager attitudes and behaviors, such as their commitment and responsiveness to implementing and supporting voice channels
(Purcell & Georgiadis, 2007). Signals to employees are consequently created as employees sense the organizational norms regarding
employee voice, which are influenced by cultural values.

Employee voice frameworks to date have largely failed to consider the influence of cultural values on the signals projected around
employee voice in organizations, or where this has been included, the focus has largely been on a single dimension: power distance
(Botero & Van Dyne, 2009; Brockner et al., 2001; Huang et al., 2005; Kwon et al., 2016; Landau, 2009; Wei, Zhang, & Chen, 2015).
National culture differences in voice are, however, likely to extend beyond this single dimension (Morrison, 2014), shaping orga-
nizational norms of voice, as these values have been socially constructed over a long period of time in a specific context (Hofstede,
1980). We focus here on five dimensions that we argue can be directly relevant to organizational voice norms – power distance,
uncertainty avoidance, in-group collectivism, assertiveness, and performance orientation (House et al., 2004).

4.1. Power distance

According to the GLOBE project, power distance is defined as “the degree to which members of an organization or society expect
and agree that power should be stratified and concentrated at a higher level of an organization and government” (House & Javidan,
2004, p. 12). High power distance has received attention as a factor affecting voice, as it determines appropriate attitudes and
behaviors in line with a person's hierarchical position (Landau, 2009). This affects the level of decision-making power among
members of the organization and the appropriateness of employees sharing opinions, ideas and thoughts. Therefore, the norms in
high power distance cultures are likely to indicate voice as inappropriate (reducing its safety and effectiveness) since it may un-
dermine the power relationship structure in the organization (Wei et al., 2015).

Management in high power distance cultures is unlikely to establish formal voice channels because voice is seen as usurping
decision-making power. Nevertheless, institutional forces such as government regulations or mimetic behavior of organizations
copying the ‘best practices’ of other successful firms (Brewster, 2007; Godard, 2014; Pudelko & Harzing, 2008) may result in
management in such social contexts adopting formal voice mechanisms. This means employees have a choice of whether to use the
formal channel available to them, yet the influence of cultural values on organizational norms will likely result in employees feeling
that doing so might be unsafe and ineffective: organizational norms are expected to signal lower commitment to the voice system
than in low power distance cultures (Gorfin, 1969). Therefore, in a high power distance culture, we expect the combination of
cultural norms and the minimal existence of organizational voice channels to project negative signals overall to employees about
voice. We therefore propose:

Proposition 4. Organizations in high power distance cultures limit their use of both informal and formal voice channels in line with
cultural norms, whereby associated organizational norms signal to employees that such channels are unsafe and ineffective.

4.2. Uncertainty avoidance

Uncertainty avoidance is “the extent to which members of an organization or society strive to avoid uncertainty by relying on
established social norms, rituals, and bureaucratic practices” (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 11). Members of a high uncertainty
avoidance culture consider change as undesirable since that would bring ambiguity (Griffin & Pustay, 2010). We expect, therefore,
uncertainty avoidance to have a negative relationship with voice, since organizational norms in high uncertainty avoidance cultures
likely indicate that voice is inappropriate as it challenges the status quo (Dutton, Ashford, O'Neill, Hayes, & Wierba, 1997).

As uncertainty and change are, however, necessary elements of organizational survival, voice can be constructive if managed
appropriately, based on uncertainty avoidance principles. Managers in a high uncertainty avoidance culture tend to regard un-
certainty as crisis and therefore their solution to reduce uncertainty involves structuring the system (Newman & Nollen, 1996). They
implement formal practices that can reduce uncertainty and ambiguity, such as adding more interviews and tests in selection pro-
cesses and operating highly structured pay systems (Ryan, McFarland, & Baron, 1999; Tenhiälä et al., 2014). We therefore expect

B. Kwon and E. Farndale Human Resource Management Review 30 (2020) 100653

6



management in high uncertainty avoidance cultures to be more likely to establish formal (in preference over informal) voice channels
as a way of managing uncertainty. Based in the same reasoning, informal voice is likely to contradict organizational norms because it
challenges the status quo in an unstructured and uncontrolled way.

We therefore argue that formal voice mechanisms might be considered appropriate, because when there are ideas or concerns to
be shared, there is a correct procedure for doing so, and hence the change can be controlled. Therefore, the organizational norms
project signals to employees that controlled, managed voice behavior through formal voice channels can be safe and effective. We
propose that:

Proposition 5. Organizations in high uncertainty avoidance cultures limit their use of informal voice channels but encourage the use of formal
voice channels in line with cultural norms, whereby associated organizational norms signal to employees that formal voice channels are safer
and more effective for expressing voice than informal voice channels.

4.3. In-group collectivism

In-group collectivism is “the degree to which individuals express pride, loyalty, and cohesiveness in their organization and family”
(House & Javidan, 2004, p. 12). Collectivist cultures place more value on group identities, consciousness, and group benefits than do
individualistic cultures (Sullivan, Mitchell, & Uhl-Bien, 2003). In such societies, collective interest is considered as a shared value that
should have priority over pursuing self-interest, and individuals easily develop a strong obligation and duty to a group to which they
belong (Triandis, 1995). Voice that challenges organizational interest or pursues only self-interest is more likely, therefore, to be
considered a behavior that is disruptive to the status quo and harmful to interpersonal relationships, threatening group cohesiveness
(Ng & Feldman, 2015; Thomas & Au, 2002). We therefore expect in-group collectivism to have a negative relationship with the use of
employee voice. Empirical research suggests support for such reasoning: horizontal individualism (with the opposite characteristics of
in-group collectivism) has been shown to have a positive relationship with the use of voice (Thomas & Au, 2002).

Building on this argumentation, organizational norms aligned with in-group collectivistic values likely limit the establishment of
formal voice channels. In such a society, there is an emphasis placed on employee loyalty to management and the organization, which
involves unquestioned support of group decisions and members of the organization (Sullivan et al., 2003). Voice from lower levels is
regarded as challenging management decisions, showing disloyalty. In addition, organizational norms likely establish that diverse
employee voice increases relationship conflict, which is undesirable in a culture valuing group harmony (Tenhiälä et al., 2014). Even
if a formal voice system were to be established in the organization, managers in an in-group collectivistic culture are more likely to be
indifferent to the system, or even deliberately avoid responding due to their tendency to dislike behaviors that threaten group
harmony. With organizational norms that value group loyalty, the signals projected to employees likely indicate that speaking out is
threatening behavior toward group cohesiveness and disloyal to the organization. We therefore propose that:

Proposition 6. Organizations in high in-group collectivism cultures limit their use of both informal and formal voice channels in line
with cultural norms, whereby associated organizational norms signal both voice channels to be unsafe and ineffective.

4.4. Performance orientation

Performance orientation is “the degree to which an organization or society encourages and rewards group members for perfor-
mance improvement and excellence” (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 13). Societies and organizations with high performance orientation
often value individuals who go beyond the call of duty and contribute extra effort for performance improvement (Organ, Podsakoff, &
MacKenzie, 2006). Therefore, voice might be considered appropriate behavior if it facilitates employees being able to engage in
organizational improvement through suggesting new ideas, raising concerns about issues that might be undermining performance, or
demonstrating good citizenship behavior by contributing to decision-making (LePine & Van Dyne, 2001). This is expected to occur
naturally in organizations through informal direct voice mechanisms due to the value placed in such societies on organizational
improvement. Furthermore, formal direct or indirect voice mechanisms would likely also be perceived as appropriate, with orga-
nizational norms signaling to employees that the mechanisms are both effective and safe due to the procedures being embedded and
even rewarded in the organization (Organ et al., 2006).

Voice mechanisms that support sharing suggestions, ideas and even complaints encourage speaking out to help improve orga-
nizational performance (Ng & Feldman, 2012). Therefore, organizational norms in high performance orientation cultures are ex-
pected to signal to employees that speaking out is safe and effective, and may even be rewarded through performance-based pay
systems (Harley, 2014). We therefore propose:

Proposition 7. Organizations in high performance orientation cultures embrace the use of both informal and formal voice channels
in line with cultural norms, whereby associated organizational norms signal both voice channels to be safe and effective.

4.5. Assertiveness

Assertiveness is “the degree to which individuals in organizations or societies are assertive, confrontational, and aggressive in
social relationships” (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 12). An individual with high assertiveness tends to “speak up, defend, and act in the
interest of themselves and their own value, preference, and goals” (Ames & Flynn, 2007, p. 308). Therefore, a society with high
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assertiveness is more likely to encourage its members to “vocalize their needs, defend against imposition, articulate clear demand,
and display annoyance” (Ames & Flynn, 2007, p. 308). Assertiveness is expected to have a positive relationship with the use of
employee voice because highly assertive individuals are more likely to express themselves and to be direct in communication
(Morrison, Chen, & Salgado, 2004; Naus, Van Iterson, & Roe, 2007). Individuals in societies with high assertiveness may engage more
actively in organizational decision-making processes, feedback-seeking behaviors, and dissatisfaction-resolving behaviors, i.e. voice
activities, because they are socialized to communicate about their needs and goals directly and openly to achieve them (Morrison,
2014; Morrison et al., 2004).

In organizations, assertive behavior is regarded as increasing operational effectiveness but potentially damaging to social re-
lationships because assertive people are willing to engage in conflict (Ames & Flynn, 2007). Organizational norms in high asser-
tiveness cultures are therefore likely to signal that assertive behavior is appropriate because it can maximize instrumental outcomes,
beyond being concerned about harming social relationships. These norms therefore signal to employees that voice behaviors that
actively express employee opinions and concerns are positive and key to organizational success. Therefore, management is likely to
encourage employees to speak out by establishing and supporting both informal and formal voice channels. We therefore propose:

Proposition 8. Organizations in high assertiveness cultures embrace the use of both informal and formal voice channels in line with
cultural norms, whereby associated organizational norms signal both voice channels to be safe and effective.

4.6. Cultural tightness

In addition to national culture value dimensions, we highlight here the importance of cultural tightness-looseness and its in-
teraction with cultural values. The concept of cultural tightness-looseness is defined as: “the strength of social norms and the degree
of sanctioning within society” (Gelfand et al., 2006). In contrast to loose societies, tight societies are characterized by the presence of
clear social norms and low tolerance for deviant behaviors:

“The strength of norms and monitoring in tight societies reduces the range of variation at multiple levels of analysis, generally
evidencing itself in highly socially shared cognition and similarity in behavior among individuals, higher culture strength and
alignment in organizations, and greater institutional pressures and, thus, more similarity across organizations as compared with
loose societies” (Gelfand et al., 2006, p. 1227).

As a result, tight societies are likely to have high order and efficiency, high conformity, and low rate of change (Gelfand et al.,
2006). This creates an interaction effect with cultural values, amplifying the observed main effects. Individuals in a tight society are
afforded much less flexibility in expressing their individual attributes than individuals in a loose society (Taras, Kirkman, & Steel,
2010). In turn, individual's attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors in tight societies are more bounded to his or her cultural values.

Our final proposition thus argues that cultural tightness will intensify the effect of national culture on organizational norms
related to voice activity:

Proposition 9. The tighter the society, the stronger the effect of each culture dimension on organizational norms related to the
adoption and implementation of voice channels.

5. Discussion

We have defined employee voice as occurring when employees speak out either with new ideas and suggestions for organizational
improvement and/or with complaints to address dissatisfaction. Organizations can develop formal mechanisms for employees to
express their voice either direct to management or indirect through employee representatives. There are also informal voice me-
chanisms through which employees speak out directly to management. We have argued that the organizational norms that are
established through how managers react to different voice channels being used by employees send signals about whether voice is
considered appropriate, and therefore if it is safe and/or effective for employees to speak out. Only when an employee feels safe and
perceives that the result will be effective, is he or she expected to share opinions, ideas, concerns, and complaints. Furthermore, we
have posited that institutionalized national culture values influence organizational norms related to the likelihood of adoption of
different voice channels. Our argumentation is summarized in Fig. 1, a multilevel conceptual framework of voice.

We have argued that the voice literature has largely developed in silos across different disciplines, although recent studies have
shown the need for integration (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015; Klaas et al., 2012; Mowbray et al., 2015). With few exceptions, OB scholars
have studied informal, direct voice channels, focusing on discretionary voice (Morrison, 2011, 2014). In contrast, IR scholars have
focused more on formal, indirect voice channels through trade unions and collective bargaining, since they consider such voice as a
form of power-sharing (Brewster et al., 2007). Finally, HRM scholars have emphasized formal, direct voice channels for participation
in decision-making, especially recognizing the decline of union membership (Harley, 2014; Wilkinson et al., 2014).

Klaas et al. (2012) suggest that the formality of voice is one of the determinants of whether employees will speak out, contrasting
formal and informal voice channels in terms of the availability of formal procedures. They argue that voice through a formal channel
is processed through an established procedure, and this procedure may be at the cost of management and the targeted manager.
Therefore, employees using a formal channel might be considered provocative. We have built on this reasoning, extending it to focus
on the signals that organizational norms project based on reactions to the use of voice channels by employees. We suggest that
availability of formal procedures alone is insufficient to signal whether employee voice will be heard and addressed effectively and
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that it is safe to speak out. For employees to perceive voice behavior as safe and effective, whether the sender of voice shares an
interest with the recipient is critical (Olson-Buchanan & Boswell, 2008). If managers share the underlying values of voice, the
organizational norms will indicate that employees who are seeking to voice will be supported.

Managers are affected by several factors that affect organizational norms of voice appropriateness (Morrison, 2014; Mowbray
et al., 2015). Some studies have explored organizational contextual factors that influence employee voice, such as leadership, leader-
member exchange, and organizational culture and climate (Farndale, Van Ruiten, Kelliher, & Hope-Hailey, 2011; Gao, Janssen, & Shi,
2011; Morrison et al., 2011). Others have emphasized the role of top management as designers of employee voice structures;
therefore, management can either encourage or discourage voice by creating an appropriate organizational climate or culture (Boxall
& Purcell, 2011; Donaghey, Cullinane, Dundon, & Wilkinson, 2011; Dundon & Rollinson, 2004). Our focus on the signals that
organizational norms project in organizations associated with the likelihood of voice mechanisms being adopted extends these studies
by focusing on how national cultural values combine with organizational values.

In response to the recent call for extended research on cultural differences in voice beyond power distance (Morrison, 2014), we
have explored the influence of four additional national culture values – uncertainty avoidance, in-group collectivism, performance
orientation, and assertiveness. The influence of power distance on employee voice has been extensively discussed in extant research
(e. g., Botero & Van Dyne, 2009; Brockner et al., 2001; Huang et al., 2005; Kwon et al., 2016; Landau, 2009; Wei et al., 2015), since
employee voice has been regarded as a behavior to challenge hierarchical order. Here we have established the relevance of other
national culture dimensions. Like high power distance societies, we have argued that organizational norms in high in-group col-
lectivism societies signal to employees that voice is inappropriate (and therefore employees should perceive voice as unsafe and
ineffective) as it is potentially harmful to group cohesiveness and harmony. For example, in collectivist India, it is common for
employees to put the interests of the employer above their own, and hence be less likely to use voice for personal gain (Mellahi,
Budhwar, & Li, 2010). In high uncertainty avoidance cultures, voice might lead to organizational uncertainty that is considered
negative, yet formal voice channels that can control this uncertainty might be signaled as appropriate, and therefore safe and
effective to use. This is clearly represented in Germany, which is high on uncertainty avoidance; here, organizations are more likely to
adopt an indirect, formal approach to employee voice through works councils and trade union representation (Lavelle, Gunnigle, &
McDonnell, 2010).

We have also proposed that societies likely to embrace voice, in which organizational norms signal to employees that voice is safe
and effective, are those that are high on performance orientation (using voice to increase overall organizational performance) and
assertiveness (using voice as a form of constructive feedback and active self-expression). The USA is a typical example of a high
performance orientation and high assertiveness country, in which it is clear that direct voice for improving organizational perfor-
mance is strongly encouraged in organizations (Kaufman, 2015b). Overall, we concluded that tight societies might experience these
influences of national culture values even more strongly, because organizations are more likely to align with the social values.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, based on a review and extension of extant literature, we have presented a multilevel conceptual framework of
employee voice by identifying organizational norms for voice channels that are aligned with national culture values, which signal to
employees the safety and effectiveness of the different voice channels. We have contended that employees might be encouraged to
speak out primarily when organizational norms signal that there should be no fear of retribution and that their concern or idea will be
addressed effectively.

The development of our framework is, however, subject to certain limitations. In this study, we include five national culture value
dimensions as examples of macro factors influencing organizational voice norms. Other dimensions of national culture might also be
considered alongside those presented here, although the ones selected appear to indicate a strong relationship with voice behaviors.
Moreover, our conceptual model stops short of being able to identify which dimensions of culture might prevail over others, for
example if two cultures are strongly present in an environment but are expected to have opposing effects on organizational norms for
voice safety and effectiveness. For example, Confucian Asian countries including China, Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, South Korea,
and Taiwan are high in power distance and in-group collectivism, which might disfavor any voice channels, while they are also
dominantly high in performance orientation, which encourages employees to speak out for performance improvement (House et al.,
2004). In the same vein, Germanic countries including Austria, Germany, and Switzerland are noteworthy for exceptionally high
scores on performance orientation and assertiveness, and low scores on in-group collectivism, which show that these countries might
strongly encourage employees to speak out. However, they are also high in uncertainty avoidance and power distance, which values
keeping hierarchical orders and the status quo (House et al., 2004). Future studies should explore how these competing values
regarding voice in one society interact together to influence organizational norms on employee voice.

Furthermore, other macro factors (including institutional factors such as government regulation and the influence of trade unions)
might also be considered as relevant to the establishment of organizational norms. We discussed that the influence of institutional
factors on voice are only likely to be effective when employers are willing to establish formal voice channels and to internalize them
in line with the intent of any regulations requiring adoption. However, the influence of government regulation might override an
employer's agenda, as Barry and Wilkinson (2015: 274) highlight: “voice is likely to be more expansive or have more depth where it is
employee-initiated and where it is backed by statutory protections that mandate a role for employee voice in organizational decision
making”. We believe that further research on the influence of institutional protection of voice would enrich this discussion.

Furthermore, we have focused our study on the signals about whether employees should consider different voice channels as safe
and effective to use. Employees are recipients of these organization-level signals but experience their own individual-level process of
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determining whether they believe voice is safe or effective. Future research should focus on incorporating these individual-level
processes. We suggest that this could in part be related to the individual motivation to speak out through either promotive or
prohibitive voice. Management might perceive prosocial-motivated voice as beneficial to the organization and thus show favorable
reactions toward this, establishing positive organizational norms, while they might regard the voice motivated by dissatisfaction as
disruption to the organization and therefore be less accepting. Moreover, the OB literature has recognized several moderators or
mediators of voice relationships at the individual level, including the relationship that an employee has with his or her manager
(based on leader-member exchange theory – Botero & Van Dyne, 2009; Farndale et al., 2011; Van Dyne, Kamdar, & Joireman, 2008),
and the employee's general disposition to speaking out (Lepine & Van Dyne, 2001; Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003).

For organizations, the propositions developed here are important considerations for managing the overall approach to employee
voice. The presence (or not) of voice practices is insufficient alone to indicate to employees whether voice is appropriate and valued.
The organizational norms created through past evidence of how management has reacted to voice creates signals for employees as to
whether it is safe or effective to speak out. The creation of organizational norms through managerial behavior and actions is therefore
an important area of organizational understanding. Moreover, understanding how organizational norms are affected by national
culture norms can help organizations operating across multiple national boundaries to understand why a corporate voice channel is
accepted to a greater or lesser extent in different countries.

Overall, this paper has proposed a framework and propositions intended to create a structure for future research so that we might
improve our understanding of employee voice in the workplace. Organizations globally might benefit from such research, identifying
ways in which employees might be encouraged to speak out based on the signals projected by organizational norms, improving the
functioning and performance of the organization.
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