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A B S T R A C T

Workplace safety is a concern for both scholars and practitioners because of the potential for
substantial loss of organizational resources. Trending away from a hierarchical perspective of
organizations, this paper emphasizes the mindful management of safety and reliability in un-
certain organizational environments and posits a theoretical framework that considers the re-
lative importance of different types of social support in a high risk, safety-oriented setting. We
posit that one voices to resolve ambiguity, and that social support across the organization fosters
this exchange. Moreover, the extent of sustained mindful organizing will influence this re-
lationship.

1. Introduction

In 2016, about 2.9 million nonfatal occupational incidents were recorded in American private industry, nearly one third of which
were of a more serious nature and resulted in days away from work. In the same year, over five thousand fatal work injuries were
reported, marking the third consecutive increase in annual workplace fatalities since 2008 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). Such
strain on organizational resources propels workplace safety to the forefront of concerns among scholars and practitioners alike, who
are united around a consensus that behavioral interventions can bolster positive safety behaviors and prevent error and accidents.
The literature on occupational safety generally suggests that exchanges between supervisors and employees predict the degree to
which individuals integrate both required and discretionary behaviors within their roles in the organization (DeJoy, Della,
Vandenberg, & Wilson, 2010; Zohar, 2002; Zohar & Luria, 2004). Adjacent work concerning employee voice has concluded that
different types of social support enhance voice and related change-oriented behaviors, including creative performance, adaptive
performance, positive proactive behavior, personal initiative to solve problems, and taking charge (Bettencourt, Gwinner, & Meuter,
2001; Frese & Fay, 2001; Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007; Han & Williams, 2008; Morrison & Phelps, 1999; Pulakos, Arad, Donovan, &
Plamondon, 2000; Zhou & George, 2001). However, the communicative processes that ultimately drive supportive exchange and
sustain safety remain unarticulated in traditional organizational theory (Zohar, 2008, 2010). Moreover, scholars are unsure as to why
the positive relationships among these antecedents of voice and related change-oriented behaviors persist as they do (Chiaburu,
Lorinkova, & Van Dyne, 2013). To unpack the communicative processes that perpetuate and manage safety, research must reorient its
theory about the emergent and dynamic social context within which employees voice their problem-focused, change-oriented, and
constructive opinions and suggestions.

A lapse in safety, such as that experienced by employees of an organization in a high risk, safety-oriented setting, is a specific and
salient objectionable state that can prompt employees to voice (Hirschman, 1970). We define a high risk, safety-oriented organization
in terms of a setting characterized by occupational hazards, which in turn assumes the risk for low probability/high consequence
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events that may threaten the security and well-being of people, property and the environment (Weick, 1988). Such high risk, safety-
oriented settings might include construction sites, hospital wards, and even classic high reliability organizations (e.g., chemical and
nuclear installation sites, air-traffic control centers) (Mannarelli, Roberts, & Bea, 1996). In this organizational context, raising safety
concerns with a supervisor or co-worker is an instance in which voice is aimed to make the workplace less accident- and injury-prone
and, in turn, safer (Tucker, Chmiel, Turner, Hershcovis, & Stride, 2008; Tucker & Turner, 2011). While voice in this setting maintains
an emphasis on positive change, employees may nonetheless be compelled to withhold information on accidents, injuries, and near-
misses. Such withholding can ultimately encourage employees to collectively make sense of the enacted values of their organization
in a manner that violates the prescribed practice of raising safety concerns, thereby shaping and reinforcing new and potentially
counterintuitive behaviors (cf., Collinson, 1999).

We discuss voice behavior in the setting of high risk, safety-oriented organizations not only as a response for a closer and
comprehensive look at voice in context (Bashshur & Oc, 2015), but also to further examine the environment that both supports and
anticipates an employee to voluntarily voice their problem-focused, change-oriented, and constructive opinions and suggestions. To
develop this argument, we provide an integrative review of literature which supports occupational safety, mindful organizing, and
employee voice. We contend that the construct of voice should be reframed conceptually as a communicative reaction to ambiguity,
one that is enabled and constrained by sensemaking processes that promote collective mindfulness more than they do the main-
tenance of hierarchy, including supportive communication from supervisors and peers. Moreover, we posit that voice is an emergent,
perishable safety resource that can only bolster attention to objectionable conditions if maintained over time through mindful or-
ganizing. Finally, we present a framework that explores the intersection of these social contexts as well as avenues for future research.

2. Literature review

2.1. Voice and safety in organizations

Hirschman's seminal work, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty (1970), asserts that voice is a response to deteriorating conditions, in which
there is “any attempt at all to change, rather than to escape from, an objectionable state” (p. 30). Accordingly, voice reflects the
formal and informal articulation of critical and constructive opinions through which one intends to improve issues that affect their
work and their organization (LePine & Van Dyne, 2001). The initial construct has since been subject to clarification and validation,
and presently, voice is both an expression as well as a behavior. Although voice is not limited to verbal behavior (Hirschman, 1970),
not all expressive behavior may be characterized as voice (Van Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003). Such openly communicated, organi-
zationally relevant, and work-focused expression that is received by someone within the organization may be either promotive (i.e.,
aimed at advocating or encouraging) or prohibitive (i.e., aimed at stopping or blocking) (Gorden, 1988; Hirschman, 1970; Liang,
Farh, & Farh, 2012). Voice can be conceptualized further by a preservation or a challenge orientation to the status quo, resulting in a
validated four-way typology: supportive, constructive, defensive, and destructive voice (Maynes & Podsakoff, 2014).

Voice in a high risk, safety-oriented setting generally adheres to Maynes and Podsakoff's (2014) concept of constructive voice,
where voice is “the voluntary expression of ideas, information, or opinions focused on affecting organizationally functional change to
the work context” (p. 5). For instance, Tucker et al.'s (2008) and Tucker and Turner's (2011, 2015) construct of “safety voice”
captures behaviors such as raising safety concerns with a manager, speaking before a safety committee, dissent, reporting dangerous
working conditions to officials, or offering to teach co-workers safe work techniques. This conceptualization emphasizes a proactive
response to deterioration (Hirschman, 1970). Similar behaviors have also been articulated in Hofmann, Morgeson, and Gerras' (2003)
definition of “safety citizenship behavior.” This discretionary helping behavior is centered on improving the safety performance of
oneself and others through stewardship, voicing one's opinions, helping co-workers, reporting unsafe acts, initiating workplace
change, and keeping informed of safety policy and practices. Conchie, Taylor, and Donald (2012) later articulated a “safety voice
citizenship behavior” construct in an effort to narrow the scope of Hofmann et al.'s (2003) term. Such behavior, while performed to
improve safety by identifying limitations and possibilities for positive change, may ultimately be a risk; suggestions may be nega-
tively construed and regarded as criticism of the organization's safety management. Thus there is some conceptual overlap in be-
haviors representative of prohibitive voice (e.g., vocally opposing changes to work policies), though the negative and deviant con-
notation of the prohibitive voice construct does not appear to be as readily invoked in the study of occupational safety.

2.1.1. Voice as safe behavior
Early research into occupational safety emerged as a response to the predominant focus on technical failures and human error as

the cause of accidents in high risk, safety-oriented organizations (Clarke, 2000). This response examined social and organizational
factors as that which differentiated accident-prone organizations from safer ones, including the involvement of top management in
routine practices, the high valuation of safety officers and safety training, open communication between employees and their su-
pervisors, adequate personnel procedures and industrial relations, and an overall sense of “good housekeeping” with respect to the
organization's immediate environment (Clarke, 2000; Zohar, 1980). The safety literature presently looks to extrapolate upon what
shared employee perceptions of the relative priority of safety can afford an organization that operates in a high risk, safety-oriented
setting (Schneider, González-Romá, Ostroff, & West, 2017). Safety behavior is one such outcome.

Safety behavior is oftentimes measured as a group-level aggregate of combined measures of safety compliance and safety par-
ticipation (Neal & Griffin, 2006). Safety compliance reflects core activities that employees carry out to meet specific policy and
procedure requirements (e.g., occupational health and safety expectations), and safety participation reflects behaviors that do not
directly contribute to an individual's personal safety, but still support a safe organizational environment (e.g., helping coworkers,
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demonstrating initiative, and going above and beyond what is expected of one's role) (Griffin & Neal, 2000; Neal, Griffin, & Hart,
2000). Safety compliance and safety participation are negatively associated with workplace events that result in harm to people,
property, and the environment (Christian, Bradley, Wallace, & Burke, 2009; Clarke, 2006). Safety voice (Tucker et al., 2008), safety
citizenship behavior (Hofmann et al., 2003) and safety voice citizenship behavior (Conchie et al., 2012) reflect a movement toward
incorporating a broader range of factors into models of safety behavior.

2.1.2. Criticisms
These aforementioned developments reflect momentum toward clarifying the antecedents of behavior – like voice – that is

problem-focused, change-oriented, and constructive. However, there is concern for the conceptual overlap of proactive behavior with
compliant behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations. Meta-analytic results suggest that a broad composite of safety be-
havior had a stronger association with accidents than did specific safety behaviors (Christian et al., 2009). Moreover, it has been
argued that proactive behaviors should not be strongly related to accidents and injuries at the individual level because the effects of
such participation are indirect; risk of harm to other people, rather than to the self, is ultimately reduced by such proactive behavior
(Griffin et al., 2007). Present conceptualizations of safety behavior also fail to acknowledge the reality of high risk, safety-oriented
organizations; careless behavior often prevails during many routine tasks, despite ongoing managerial supervision and maintenance
(Neal & Griffin, 2006; Zohar & Erev, 2007). While this distinction between proactivity and compliance within models of safety
behavior is useful and, as such, widely adopted (Burke, Sarpy, Tesluk, & Smith-Crowe, 2002), it may nonetheless obscure or un-
derrepresent change-oriented behaviors like voice in high risk, safety-oriented organizations.

We further contend that this literature stops just short of theorizing the means with which the social context supports an iterative
and intersubjective, or shared, understanding of the organizational environment. The breadth of research that adheres to theory
based in social exchange, transformational leadership, and leader-member exchange generally demonstrates a preference to observe
the nature with which higher-ranked members of a high risk, safety-oriented organization inform employees of organizationally-
sanctioned ways to perform at work. For instance, this preferred view would maintain that when supervisors demonstrate com-
mitment or support of safety, employees would be expected to reciprocate by following safe work practices, such as speaking up
about safety concerns (Blau, 1964; Hofmann et al., 2003; Mearns & Reader, 2008; Neal & Griffin, 2004). While this approach has
theoretical merit, researchers now struggle with the static picture of high risk, safety-oriented organizations that they have painted
with present theory (Casey, Griffin, Flatau, & Neal, 2017). Such focus on the perceptions of that which employees are being informed
perpetuates the notion that the individual is subjected to the environment in which he or she operates. In turn, employees, super-
visors, and senior management alike are effectively stripped of any capability of jointly constructing and reconstructing their en-
vironment through collective communicative action. For example, ethnographic studies of safety behavior in context indicate that
employees may actively resist, reframe, or ignore top-down messages about safety (Collinson, 1999; Scott & Trethewey, 2008),
possibilities that prevailing models in this literature ignore in favor of the apparently unchecked assumption that employees simply
internalize the viewpoints and perspectives communicated to them by management. Although some research has more recently
included both supervisor and intragroup interaction as indicative of the social context in this high risk, safety-oriented setting (e.g.,
Luria, 2008; Zohar & Tenne-Gazit, 2008), conceptualizations of the social context require theoretical extensions that better account
for the ways employees make collective sense of safety-oriented management communication.

2.1.3. Voice, ambiguity, and mindful organizing
Hirschman's (1970) seminal voice construct has gone through great theoretical and empirical development (Mowbray, Wilkinson,

& Tse, 2015). The study of high risk, safety-oriented organizations is also strengthening its focus on the relationships supported by the
organizational hierarchy (Casey et al., 2017; Griffin et al., 2014). Moreover, adjacent literature – such as that which supports mindful
organizing (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999) – is largely overlooked by occupational safety scholars (Zohar, 2008). Such mo-
mentum in these fields bolsters their convergence. The role of voice becomes ever more salient when it is situated in a context where
employees are exposed to discrepant and confusing information, and where communication and social interaction are not only
instrumental for transitioning one's individual perceptions toward a shared understanding of the organizational environment, but
also for mitigating lapses in safety.

Hirschman asserts that “organizations are conceived to be permanently and randomly subject to decline and decay, that is, to a
gradual loss of rationality, efficiency, and surplus-producing energy, no matter how well the institutional framework within which
they function is designed” (Hirschman, 1970, p. 15). His perspective on deterioration parallels arguments made about the role of
error in organizations. If we accept that humans are, by nature, fallible and error prone, errors are to be expected, even in the ‘best’
organizations. Whereas some scholars argue that organizations are structurally incapable of coping with failure when error is wholly
attributable to the system's design (e.g., Perrow, 1984), others alternatively identify initiatives that may serve to ameliorate the
challenges imposed by the design of the organization's system (Weick et al., 1999; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2008). This alternative
view further purports that while human fallibility cannot be wholly cured or eliminated, the organization can continuously mitigate
the effects of these conditions through cooperation, coordination, and feedback (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). This alternative view in
turn centralizes voice as one among these mitigation techniques, and it characterizes employees as being actively involved in the co-
construction of safe work environments through top-down communication, collective sensemaking, and bottom-up expression of
voice.

As an expression of critical and constructive opinions aimed at improving one's work and organization, voice evokes notions of
focus, discernment, and vividness; without these, few ideas or opinions that might affect change in the organization could be ex-
pressed. Such a characterization of voice behavior closely aligns with that of mindfulness. While often evoked as a present-centered
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frame of reference, mindfulness as extended to an organizational setting refers to both a psychological state grounded in patterns of
analyzing, categorizing, and making distinctions as well as a collective capability to discern detail about emerging issues and to act in
response to those details (Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2012; Weick et al., 1999; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2006). This collective capability for dis-
cernment is developed and maintained through ongoing communication among employees through which they attempt to reduce
ambiguity regarding hazards, safety-oriented problems, and management expectations. Voicing in response to perceived lapses in
safety effectively constitutes efforts to make sense of emergent hazards through the development of increasingly plausible ex-
planations for the hazard, its significance, and its origin. Such voice subsequently facilitates collective responses to changes in the
organization's internal and external environments. These group-based efforts are ultimately a function of communicative and cog-
nitive processes that are grounded in patterns of interaction and interrelationships, resulting in the capacity for discriminatory detail
and the capability for action (Krieger, 2005; Weick, 1995; Weick & Roberts, 1993).

Not only does this literature highlight that interaction facilitates or obscures how one perceives, interprets, and behaves in high
risk, safety-oriented organizations, but it also emphasizes that proactive behavior underlies such desired outcomes as safe and reliable
operations (Roberts & Bea, 2001; Weick et al., 1999). These behaviors – communicating insights and information to others in a
manner unencumbered by one's hierarchical rank, seeking to know what is not known by training, prompting others to detect and
respond to unanticipated situations, committing to resolve problems that would otherwise threaten the organization's resilience – are
indeed linked with voice, both as it is conceived as a response to deteriorating conditions (Hirschman, 1970) and as a proactive safety
behavior (e.g., Conchie et al., 2012; Hofmann et al., 2003; Tucker et al., 2008; Tucker & Turner, 2011, 2015). An alternative way to
conceive of this link is to consider its converse: if employees spent little to no time examining failure or ambiguity as insight into the
health of their organization, little to no time resisting the urge to simplify assumptions about the organizational environment, little to
no time observing operations and their effects, little to no time developing resilience to manage unexpected events, and little to no
time locating local expertise and then deferring to those experts, there would be effectively no basis with which members of this
organization would commit to voicing vivid, constructive opinions and suggestions (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). In other words, if
members of such an organization did not focus on perceiving their environment by sharing both similar and discrepant insights, this
would not perpetuate a shared mindful state. Moreover, there would be no basis with which an interpretive repertoire for making
sense of the environment becomes shared or with which this understanding is refined and updated (Scott & Trethewey, 2008).

3. Theoretical framework

The discussion above has suggested that cues interpreted across levels of the organizational hierarchy as well as ongoing mindful
processes are both likely to inform the nature of voice behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations. While their interaction
may produce functional and dysfunctional behavior (Zohar, 2008), we focus this theoretical framework on the proactive, citizenship-
oriented behavior of voice in high risk, safety-oriented organizations. We maintain that voice is the relevant criterion variable for
these propositions because of suggestions from theory and empirical findings that consequences of lapses in safety (e.g., an accident
or an injury) are neither objectively discernable nor reliably measured (Clarke, 2006; Rochlin, 1999; Weick, 1987). Following
Albrecht and Adelman (1987) and consistent with our sensemaking frame, we define social support in this context as communication
that reduces uncertainty about the self, the other(s) (i.e., peers, supervisors, subordinates), and the situation. We also adhere to the
definition of organizational communication not as the mere transmission of information or meaning, but rather as ongoing processes
in which situated individuals create, exchange, and interpret messages in order to develop and maintain shared systems of meaning
(Axley, 1984).

3.1. Voice and the hierarchical social context

Not only might sources of social support in a specified work setting present different patterns of covariation than previously
identified (Chiaburu et al., 2013), but the social context is particularly important in a high risk, safety-oriented organization because
proactively voicing (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998) or initiating change (Frese, Fay, Hilburger, Leng, & Tag, 1997) may be risky above
and beyond other proactive or compliant behaviors (Conchie et al., 2012; Organ, Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 2006; Van Dyne & Ellis,
2004). As employees interactively interpret complex patterns signaled in the organizational environment, their subjective experi-
ences persist and are reproduced and integrated by others as valid interpretations of that environment (Festinger, 1954; Hardin &
Higgins, 1996). Perceptions of the environment indicate the extent to which voice behavior is more or less acceptable or normative
(Collinson, 1999; Scott & Trethewey, 2008).

In turn, employees form complementary, co-existing perceptions of their workplace at several levels of analysis (Zohar & Luria,
2005). This is particularly noteworthy in the high risk, safety-oriented setting because policy and procedure rarely cover the untold
situations that an uncertain, dynamic environment may produce (Weick et al., 1999). Supervisors indeed use discretion when im-
plementing policy and procedure (Zohar & Luria, 2010), particularly with respect to framing the relative importance of these formal
regulations for the employees they supervise (Kirby & Krone, 2002). Critically, individual employees can discriminate between policy
and procedure instituted by senior management and those implemented by their direct supervisors (Zohar, 2008; Zohar & Luria,
2005; Zohar & Tenne-Gazit, 2008). As such, multilevel perceptions emerge from socially constructed indications of desired role
behavior (Roberts, Hulin & Rousseau, 1978; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; Zohar & Tenne-Gazit, 2008).

3.1.1. Organizational support
An organization that supports safety and safe behavior reflects this in its core values, policies, and procedures (DeJoy et al., 2010;
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Zohar, 2000). Employees' beliefs about their organization's concern for and commitment to them are associated with reciprocal
actions by the employees (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). Thus when employees
believe that their organization provides resources in support of new ideas, they are inclined to provide suggestions for improvement
and constructive change (Fuller, Marler, & Hester, 2006). As such, organizational support in terms of occupational safety is linked to
increased colleague assistance and danger reporting (Mearns & Reader, 2008), improved safety communications (Hofmann &
Morgeson, 1999), and increased confidence and willingness to speak up about safety issues (Tucker et al., 2008). Given that em-
ployees tend to reciprocate relationships with their peers and supervisors by engaging in behaviors that are valuable to the orga-
nization, and because high risk, safety-oriented organizations tend to value communicative processes that support mindful organizing
(cf., Goldenhaar, Brady, Sutcliffe, & Muething, 2013), it is likely that employees would choose to perform the behaviors that support
this, namely, voice. Therefore:

Proposition 1. Organizational support has a positive relationship with voice behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations.

3.1.2. Leader support
A supportive leader is capable of enhancing employees' change-oriented behavior in a variety of ways, particularly as a result of

the style of leadership employed, the relationship between leader and follower, and the accountability and trust established by the
leader (Nahrgang, Morgeson, & Hofmann, 2007). Transformational leaders enhance employees' feelings of responsibility (Detert &
Burris, 2007; Liu, Zhu, & Yang, 2010; Wang, Oh, Courtright, & Colbert, 2011) as well as their willingness to engage in voice behavior
(Van Dyne, Kamdar, & Joireman, 2008). Similarly, leader support, coaching, and fairness facilitate independence, taking charge, and
voice among employees (Edmondson, 2003; Moon, Kamdar, Mayer, & Takeuchi, 2008; Morrison & Phelps, 1999) as well as a sense of
responsibility for constructive change (Fuller et al., 2006) and proactive behavior (Strauss, Griffin, & Rafferty, 2009). Further, leader
vision enhances adaptive and proactive performance (Griffin, Parker, & Mason, 2010). Where leadership in a high risk, safety-
oriented setting is characterized by interaction to appraise hazards, risks, and potential solutions (Scott & Trethewey, 2008), it
follows that leader support in high risk, safety-oriented organizations is positively associated with behaviors, like voice, that help
develop an environment that supports safety (Clarke, 2013). Moreover, leaders who promote shared group values, a vision for the
future, and individualized support to employees to achieve safety goals see increased safety citizenship behaviors and safety com-
munication (Conchie et al., 2012; Conchie & Donald, 2009; Hofmann & Morgeson, 1999). Therefore:

Proposition 2. Leader support has a positive relationship with voice behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations.

3.1.3. Peer support
One's peers are common sources of safety information and new safety rules in high risk, safety-oriented organizations (Laurence,

2005). Moreover, employees speak out more about safety-related issues when their direct peers support workplace safety (Tucker
et al., 2008). This has also been observed in general work environments, where support from peers led to positive citizenship and
proactive behaviors (Brondino, Silva, & Pasini, 2012; Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; Griffin et al., 2007). Further, the amount of
perceived support from peers is significantly related to making suggestions to improve internal policies and practices (Zhou & George,
2001). It follows that peers of a high risk, safety-oriented organization who, given the demands of an ambiguous, ever-changing
environment, work closely and depend on each other to create a safer work environment are more likely to hold each other ac-
countable for safe work (Tucker et al., 2008). In turn, they create a group sense of concern and shared responsibility. Therefore:

Proposition 3. Peer support has a positive relationship with voice behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations.

3.1.4. Distinctions within the hierarchical social context
Integrating the primary studies that have supported the importance of organization, leader, and peer support in varying com-

binations alongside a variety of problem-focused, change-oriented, and constructive safety behaviors, we posit that organizational,
leader, and peer support have positive relationships with voice in high risk, safety-oriented organizations. However, these re-
lationships can occur concurrently (Ng & Sorensen, 2008; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), despite the relative importance and con-
ceptual distinctiveness of leader support (Burris, Detert, & Chiaburu, 2008; Van Dyne et al., 2008), peer support (LePine & Van Dyne,
2001; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998), and organizational support (Choi, 2007).

In general workplace settings, leaders appear to wield substantive control over employee behavior. Leaders shape the psycho-
logical processes that influence an employee's perception of voice in terms of its instrumentality, costs, and benefits (Ashford,
Sutcliffe, & Christianson, 2009). Supervisors may also interpret and shape policy and procedures by turning them into situation-
specific directives for employees (Zohar & Luria, 2010). Such discretion allows for between-group variation within the boundaries set
by senior management's policies (Zohar & Luria, 2005). Not only is a supervisor's discretion important for addressing innumerable,
error-laden situations that may occur in the workplace, it is also relevant for addressing incompatible procedures which stem from a
fundamental conflict between competing strategic goals (e.g., efficiency versus safety). Moreover, formal procedures do not wholly
govern interpersonal dynamics between supervisor and employee; supervisors may be more or less available and proximal to em-
ployees. Therefore, the supervisor constitutes an important source for employees' appraisal of organizational priorities, where em-
ployees repeatedly observe and exchange insights with their supervisor as a means for interpreting and co-constructing the orga-
nizational environment (Zohar, 2010).

Voice will then not resoundingly emerge as a result of formal or strategic communication from the organization, should the way
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leaders frame the discussion of safety practices and hazards not appropriately amplify or attenuate perceptions of risk in the en-
vironment. In other words, voice may not necessarily be observed in a high risk, safety-oriented organization, should leaders not
facilitate these organizing, sensemaking processes among employees (Weick, 1995, 1999). As such, employees who observe their
supervisors communicating about safety in an earnest, consistent, and committed manner are more likely to engage in safe behaviors
like voice (Hofmann & Morgeson, 1999). Leaders ultimately play an active role in continually re-accomplishing what safety means to
the organization at large (Baran & Scott, 2010). Therefore:

Proposition 4. In high risk, safety-oriented organizations, leader support has a stronger relationship with voice behavior than do
peer support and organizational support.

3.2. Voice and the mindful social context

While “real” risks may exist separate and apart from our perceptions, the objective environment presents ambiguous cues about
such risk and offers opportunities for inference and interpretation (Simpson, 1996). As such, voice is relevant to the sensemaking
process by which a group collectively comes to reduce ambiguity about the environment as well as understand what is plausible
there. Critically, coordination and communication among individuals – rather than the individual's cognition and decisions alone (cf.,
Jeong & Brower, 2008) – forge understanding of the risks upon which we act. An employee's own cognitive qualities may emphasize
some discriminatory awareness (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2006, 2007), and this employee's opinion or critique about the routine (or non-
routine) nature of a workplace scenario sets in motion a coordination process, whereby other employees interweave their own
insights and make room for others via ongoing interpersonal communication (Milosevic, Bass, & Combs, 2015). Such interaction
within the group not only serves as a search for ways with which to assign meaning to the scenario, but also as a reinforcement and
challenge of the group's understanding of the organizational environment. The more employees act interpersonally with this sense of
awareness, the more insights are brought together and elaborated upon into new contributions that can be extrapolated further in the
future (Weick & Roberts, 1993). Thus mindful organizing bolsters how we understand voice and the extent to which this behavior
generates focus, discernment, and vividness in perpetuity.

This mindful perspective intersects with the view that a high risk, safety-oriented organization demonstrates its support of voice
behavior through policies, procedures, and the behavior of supervisors and employees. The hierarchical view attends to the areas
where actions can be formulated in ways that presumably manage that support. For instance, the hierarchical view might suggest that
changes in leadership will trickle down and diffuse throughout the organization via safety-enhancing policies and practices. Such
safety-supportive behavior is thus a property of the organization and, as such, can ideally be fostered by identifying and bolstering its
essential parts and then by assembling them in a manner that serves desired outcomes.

While both perspectives effectively reflect differences in interpretation of a singular phenomenon (cf., Denison, 1996), the dis-
tinction we draw between them illustrates two important insights: (1) that organizations are made up of individual interactions and
(2) that present interaction determines future interaction. To strike a balance between the mindful view of the social context, which
complicates generalization and practical lessons-learned for sustained safe operations, and the hierarchical view of the social context,
which implies that organizational members do not need to share the same social setting to sustain safe operations, we might explore
an intermediate position between them.

3.2.1. Intersections between the hierarchical and the mindful social contexts
Voice behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations provides a constructive foundation for the development of action, where

consistent and detail-oriented expression expands a repertoire of shared experiences among a group of employees. For example,
employees might speak on behalf of their mission statement or policy documents to remind others of the overarching goals of their
work, and then adapt those rules in response to the matter at hand and in accordance with interpersonal relationships (Jahn, 2016).
Critically, voice facilitates the co-construction and maintenance of shared insight necessary for coordinated real-time responses to
ambiguous and unexpected events (Vogus, Sutcliffe, & Weick, 2010). Similarly, processes of mindful organizing form the basis for the
group to interact continuously as they develop, refine, and update a shared understanding of the situation they face and their
capabilities to act on that understanding.

Although we maintain that voice occurs in the context of socially supportive efforts to interpret and manage hazards, Morrison
(2014) nonetheless suggests that voice as an outcome of a perceived relative priority of that behavior may be thwarted by a sub-
suming organizational culture that resists change. Such resistance is effectively counterintuitive for high risk, safety-oriented or-
ganizations; present policy and procedure may at any time become obsolete and presumably result in substantial loss of organiza-
tional resources (Milosevic et al., 2015). Nevertheless, high risk, safety-oriented organizations can struggle with what formal
regulations explicitly dictate and then what needs to be voiced, discussed, and further understood so as to affect action and respond to
change. For instance, smokejumpers struggled to put their standard operating procedures into use in the midst of the wildfire at Mann
Gulch, an outcome that Weick (1993) suggests was a consequence of prescriptive policy and procedure having become tightly
coupled with operations without opportunity for update. As such, perceived priority of supported behaviors as a function of instituted
policy or implemented procedure under a supervisor's discretion does not dismiss the importance of a collective capability to discern
detail about emerging issues and to then respond promptly (Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2012; Weick et al., 1999).

Thus we argue that mindfulness serves the organization's capability of enriched awareness that, in turn, contributes to its culture
(Vogus et al., 2010; Weick et al., 1999). Moreover, and consistent with Morrison's (2014) claims, such a culture that embraces the
inevitability of change in this uncertain, dynamic work setting may motivate voice behavior. We contend that culture is inherent to
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the organization that performs high risk, safety-oriented operations because it is a complex outcome of the interrelationships among
all organizational members – not just direct supervisors or senior management (Casey et al., 2017; Clarke, 1999, 2000; Denison,
1996). Mindfulness should then develop when the proactive orientation to work supported by the hierarchical social context is
accompanied by a strong perceived importance for safe behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations (e.g., high safety climate,
high voice climate) (Morrison, Wheeler-Smith, & Kamdar, 2011; Zohar, 1980). Under such conditions, employees supported by their
organization, leader, and peers identify sources of ambiguity and direct proactive action, like voice, toward resolving the accom-
panying issues.

Although the mindful social context gives order to an organization by providing latitude for interpretation, improvisation, and
unique action (Roberts, 1990) and also fosters a felt commitment to keeping operations going – despite the environment constantly
changing – (Eisenberg, 1998), it is a temporary, emergent, and perishable state. That is, if employees ceased or stalled in discussing
ambiguous stimuli and discrepant insights with one another, both employees' capacity for discriminatory detail and their repertoire
of shared experiences would diminish and deteriorate, and the organization would further limit its capacity to function safely and
reliably in perpetuity (Weick & Roberts, 1993). This perishable quality of the mindful social context is further complicated by
different practices and behaviors prevailing within hierarchical levels in high risk, safety-oriented organizations (Zohar & Luria,
2005) and these different practices having varying effects on the perceived importance of safe behavior (Luria, 2008). This potential
variation would subsequently complicate one's proactive orientation to continually disclose error and near-misses and frequently
transmit concerns, opinions, and suggestions. Therefore:

Proposition 5. The frequency of voice behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations will decrease when mindful organizing is
not sustained across the organizational hierarchy.

Fig. 1 further summarizes the arguments which support this proposition. The mindful social context develops one's proactive
orientation to work when supported by the organization, leader, and peers (Column A). Accompanied by a strong perceived im-
portance of safe behavior (e.g., voice) (Row A*), we will see frequent voice behavior and safe, reliable operations in perpetuity
(AxA*). Under such conditions, employees supported by their organization, leader, and peers identify sources of ambiguity and direct
voice behavior toward resolving them. Other variations in this figure (e.g., BxA*) would also reflect high risk, safety-oriented or-
ganizations that support employees in expressing critical, constructive opinions and suggestions. However, these organizations would
ultimately not see voice behavior as frequently as in the previously discussed cell (i.e., AxA*) or have safe, reliable operations in
perpetuity. This outcome is a consequence of decreased sensitivity to multiple and ever-changing stimuli in the organizational
environment. Fig. 1 also suggests that any perceived importance of safe behavior will dwindle as policy and procedure are seldom
discussed and updated to meet the changing demands on the organizational environment (i.e., BxB*). While safe, reliable outcomes
are nonetheless possible here, they are unlikely to be maintained overtime as a result of limited support for safe behavior and
inconsistent discussion of ambiguous stimuli and discrepant insights. Finally, Fig. 1 argues that there would be no sustained sense of
mindfulness without some perceived importance of safe behavior (i.e., AxB*), thus no theoretically supported outcomes can be
proposed there.

4. Conclusions

By focusing on specific and identifiable policies and practices, the hierarchical social context reflects tangible features of an
organization's approach to voice behavior in a high risk, safety-oriented setting. Moreover, this hierarchical view supports clear
signaling to employees about the substance and importance of safety. In addition to the roles of senior management and one's peers,
we maintain that leaders play an important role in this regard, as they bear some capacity for discretion in influencing the extent to
which safety is understood and subordinated to other strategic goals.

The cited research nonetheless obscures how employees approach voicing their critical, constructive opinions in a work setting
that operates toward safe, reliable outcomes. In response, we position the mindful social context at an intersection with the hier-
archical social context. The mindful social context reflects continuous evaluation and improvement through interaction, such that

Mindful Social Context

A B
Sustained Mindful 

Organizing
Unsustained Mindful 

Organizing

txetno
ClaicoSlacihcrarei

H

A*

Support by 
Organization, 
Leader, and 

Peers

Frequent voice behavior 
and safe, reliable 

operations in perpetuity

Infrequent voice behavior 
and safe, reliable 

operations for a finite 
amount of time

B*

No Support by 
Organization, 
Leader, and 

Peers

---

Infrequent to non-existent 
voice behavior, and safe, 
reliable operations for a 

finite amount of time

Fig. 1. An intersection of hierarchical and mindful social contexts.
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communication and learning from senior management, supervisors, and frontline employees alike are ongoing. Without an over-
arching culture that places such value on the experiences of the employee in an ever-changing organizational environment, and that
relies on that employee to continually communicate them, the organization would not develop and maintain the competencies
required to remain safe and reliable.

4.1. Future directions

Although we have rationalized a detailed conceptual reframing of voice in high risk, safety-oriented organizations, future work on
this safety behavior should test and further develop this model through multimethod research. These efforts would extend our
understanding of voice in high risk, safety-oriented contexts, particularly as it regards how the focused, change-oriented, and con-
structive messages that employees voice are received; our framework has primarily focused on how the expression of voice may
function as a product of different forms of support. Such a move points to two specific directions for future research on voice in high
risk, safety-oriented contexts.

First, we believe it is unlikely that scholarly research on voice as safe behavior will make significant advances without metho-
dological diversification. Although the propositions we offer certainly can and should be tested quantitatively in typical hypothetico-
deductive fashion, qualitative work on the enactment of voice in safety-relevant settings is needed to better understand the symbolic
aspects of the phenomena we have described (cf., Blumer, 1969; Stryker, 2008). Change-oriented communication includes symbolic
content that is itself worthy of qualitative examination, at least initially through observational studies (e.g., ethnographic work; Scott
& Trethewey, 2008) that explore the situated language that comprises not only how focused, change-oriented, and constructive
messages are expressed but also reacted to (e.g., acknowledged, minimized, or appreciated) in the group-based settings that make up
high risk, safety-oriented organizations. The seemingly exclusive emphasis on the psychological processes that precede expression of
voice to the exclusion of how such messages are interpreted and processed by the collectives in which they emerge overlooks the
consequences of voice, perhaps under the unchecked assumption that attempts at change-oriented communication around safety are
typically well received. This qualitative work could form the basis of more sophisticated variable analytic analysis of the content of
change-oriented communication and its relationship to desired and undesired outcomes.

One potentially fruitful qualitative avenue may be the examination of virtual communities in which members of reliability-
seeking occupations (e.g., first responders, nurses) discuss the policies and best-practices that comprise their work (Blanchard &
Markus, 2004; Blanchard, Stewart, and Medaugh, in press; Vogus & Welbourne, 2003). Such an approach may ameliorate concerns
for adequately examining genuinely expressed voice; more candid reactions may be observed in virtual occupational communities
within which members exchange ideas, seek feedback, and discuss safety-relevant job experiences more or less anonymously
(Henderson & Gilding, 2004; Walther, 1996). Unobtrusive and unstructured data collected from these online public settings could
provide more realistic insights into the communicative dynamics that shape how safety-relevant policies, procedures, and ex-
pectations are interpreted, accommodated, or resisted in practice. This qualitative work might, for example, lead to the development
of improved hypotheses regarding what safety-supportive management and leadership communication should look like – hypotheses
that could be tested in subsequent variable analytic work.

Finally, qualitative work is also needed to address the elements of collective sensemaking processes that result from voice, but
that nonetheless do not lend themselves well to quantification. Much like Weick (1995, 1999) describes in his enactment, selection,
and retention model of sensemaking, the expression of focused, change-oriented, and constructive messages about safety often occurs
when circumstances are ambiguous and open to interpretation via double interacts; groups propose, question, accept, reframe, and
debate interpretations. An example from adjacent literature provides a useful illustration of the kind of work we suggest. Kirby and
Krone's (2002) qualitative field study of family leave policy change in a regulatory agency demonstrated how peer-to-peer and
superior-subordinate communication in various agency departments enabled and constrained how formal messages (i.e., written and
oral presentations of new policy, policy texts, etc.) were interpreted through group-level sensemaking. What ultimately determined
how policy informed practice was not so much the nature with which these formal regulations were communicated by senior
leadership, but rather the sensemaking practices through which aspects of the policy were enacted, interpreted improvisationally
through double interacts, and retained in organizational memory. Indeed, these double interacts are worthy of investigation so that
we might understand more about how change-oriented messages are processed in high risk, safety-oriented settings.

4.2. Concluding remarks

We posit a theoretical framework which aims for conceptual augmentation as well as the exploration of linkages with other
constructs to foster a nomological network with relevant fields of research (Reichers & Schneider, 1990). We describe an extension of
a traditional, hierarchical approach to the social context which supports voice behavior in high risk, safety-oriented organizations,
and we argue that voice is central to our conceptual reframing of one's communicative reaction to ambiguity. While our framework
posits that whether and how employees voice in one situation is informed by previous experiences of expressing safety-related
concerns in the same work environment, a truly remarkable feature of that environment is its potential for continued utility in the
face of ambiguity.
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