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Abstract: In the rapidly changing business environment, employee voice can be a key driver of
organizations’ sustainable development. However, how can employees ensure that they receive
a positive response from their managers? To what extent do the voice patterns within the team
influence managers’ reactions to one employee’s voice behaviors? To address these questions, we
draw on the antecedent-benefit-cost framework (ABC framework) and knowledge management
literature to investigate the inverted U-shaped relationship between employee voice and managers’
performance evaluations and the role of voice consensus (i.e., the extent to which the frequency of an
employee’s voice is dissimilar to that of his/her coworkers) in shaping this relationship. The results
of a field study of 173 employees in 37 groups show that employees who engage in moderate levels
of voice are rated as better performers than those who rarely voice or voice very frequently, especially
when the frequency of employees’ voice deviates from the voice frequency of their coworkers
(i.e., low consensus). These findings highlight that it is not only important to explore the frequency of
voice when studying managerial responses to employee voice but to also examine other dimensions
of the voice behavior (such as voice consensus).

Keywords: employee voice; voice consensus; performance evaluations; antecedent-benefit—cost framework

1. Introduction

In order to achieve long-term success in uncertain and complex environments, or-
ganizations are forced to think and work in more creative and agile ways to maintain
sustainability. Organizational sustainability is an organization’s capability to achieve sus-
tainable development by delivering simultaneously economic, social, and environmental
benefits (i.e., the triple bottom line) [1,2]. Employee voice, i.e., employees” discretionary
upward expression of challenging but constructive ideas or concerns on work-related
issues [3,4], can serve as a crucial driver of organizations’ sustainable success and organi-
zational resilience. For example, research indeed indicates that employee voice enables
organizations to enhance team performance [5] and stimulate team innovation [6], which
are relevant to the economic dimension of organizational sustainability. Moreover, em-
ployee voice can improve employees’ engagement with their work [7], which is a key aspect
of the human dimension (i.e., social dimension) of organizational sustainability [8]. Further-
more, the knowledge and the diagnostic information shared by the voicing employee help
create a cognitive resource that can enhance organizational resilience [9]. Consequently,
both researchers [10,11] and practitioners have highlighted the importance of encouraging
employee voice. However, recent research has shown that managers’ responses are vital
for voice to improve organizational effectiveness [12] and stimulate employees” subsequent
voice behavior [13,14]. As a result, some researchers have started paying attention to
how employees can receive positive responses from their managers [15-18]. Although
their findings are enlightening, our theoretical understanding of the relationship between
employee voice and managerial responses is limited in two important ways.
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First, the effect of employee voice on managerial responses is mixed and warrants
more investigation. Some research has shown that employees who voice may be seen as
better performers [18,19], but other research has indicated that employee voice diminishes
one’s chances to be promoted and receive a salary raise [20]. These inconsistent findings
may be due, in part, to the fact that past research mainly focuses on the desirable immediate
outcomes (i.e., benefits) or the undesirable immediate outcomes (i.e., costs) only. However,
employee voice is a constructive but challenging behavior [12], and when expressed, it
simultaneously creates benefits and costs for the voicers. As such, to develop a compre-
hensive understanding of the consequences of employee voice, it is important to take into
account the potential benefits and costs of voice. According to the antecedent-benefit—cost
framework (ABC framework) [21], by conceptually analyzing the underlying cost and
benefit functions, the too-much-of-a-good-thing (TMGT) effect can be predicted. Hence,
we simultaneously take into account both the potential benefits (knowledge-sharing per-
spective [22]) and costs (psychological-threat perspective [23]) of employee voice to explore
whether there is a nonlinear relationship between the frequency of employee voice and
managers’ performance evaluations. The frequency of employee voice is defined as how
often an employee proactively speaks up about various work-related issues to his/her
supervisors [17]. It ranges from voicing rarely to voicing very frequently.

Second, to manage business complexity, organizations are increasingly designed
around teams and interdependent tasks. Thus, employee voice does not take place in
just a dyadic context. Managers can observe voice behaviors of different team members,
which may serve as standards for comparison in determining managers’ reactions to the
focal employee [24]. While extant research about voice behavior in workgroup contexts
has examined the effect of mean or average levels of voice across all members [25], this
line of research implicitly assumes that voice is equally distributed among team members.
However, this is rarely so, and the distribution patterns of employee voice might impact
the outcomes of employee voice [26]. Thus, we focus on another dimension of voice
patterns—voice consensus—to explicitly capture the difference in voice frequency between
an employee and his/her coworkers and examine how it interacts with voice frequency to
influence manager-rated overall performance.

Taken together, the above-mentioned research gap motivates the origin of this paper,
which is focused on the following research questions:

RQ1. How much voice is optimal for employees to receive the highest perform-
ance evaluations?

RQ2. Does voice consensus buffer or enhance the effect of employee voice on perfor-
mance evaluations?

To address these questions, we based on the ABC framework and conducted a field
study of 173 employees in 37 groups to theoretically develop and empirically test the
inverted U-shaped relationship between employee voice and managers’ performance
evaluations and the role of voice consensus in shaping this relationship. The findings of this
research advance organizational sustainability, proactivity, and voice literature in two ways.
First, by theorizing the benefit of employee voice from the knowledge-sharing perspective
in the context of organizational sustainability, our research breaks the traditional top-down
approach, which focuses on the role of human resource management and leadership.
Second, our conceptualization of voice consensus (i.e., the extent to which an employee’s
voice frequency is similar/dissimilar to that of his/her coworkers) advances voice research
within the workgroup context, which assumes that voice is equally distributed among team
members and could also be meaningfully extended to other forms of proactive behavior.
Third, our research pinpoints voice consensus as an important condition under which
the inverted U-shaped relationship between employee voice and managers’ performance
evaluations can be observed.
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In what follows, we give a detailed introduction of voice consensus. Then, we briefly
describe the ABC framework as the theoretical foundation for our arguments and explain
why employees who voice at a moderate level can receive the highest performance evalu-
ations from their managers. We add further nuance by positioning voice consensus as a
moderator of the relationship between employee voice and managers’ performance evalua-
tions. We empirically test these ideas with a field study of 173 employees in 37 groups.

2. Theory and Hypotheses
2.1. Voice Consensus

7

Kelley [27] indicated that supervisors use three important cues to evaluate employees
behavior: (1) consensus information, or the extent to which other employees also behave in
the same way; (2) consistency information, which reflects the extent to which the employee
tends to behave this way in other situations; and (3) distinctiveness information, or the
extent to which an employee tends to behave this way toward only one specific target
rather than different targets.

To date, research has primarily focused on the role of the frequency of employee
voice (or consistency) in shaping managers’ responses to employee voice [3,18], showing
mixed results as we mentioned before. However, it remains undetermined how other
information cues conveyed by voice behavior shape managerial responses. Moving beyond
leaders’ effects and including another contextual element (i.e., coworkers), we begin to
fill this gap by examining how voice consensus may shape the employee voice—overall
performance relationship. Voice consensus is defined as the extent to which an employee is
similar/dissimilar to his/her coworkers in terms of voice frequency. Different from team
voice, which captures the total amount of voice of all team members, voice consensus is
an individual-within-group construct that captures the absolute separation between an
employee and his or her coworkers in terms of voice frequency. High voice consensus
suggests that an employee’s voice frequency is similar to that of his/her coworkers. For
example, an employee voices very frequently, and his/her coworkers also voice very
frequently. Low voice consensus indicates that an employee’s voice frequency is dissimilar
to that of his/her coworkers. For example, an employee rarely voices his/her ideas, but
other team members voice frequently.

2.2. The ABC Framework

According to the ABC framework [21], we propose that by conceptually analyzing
the desirable immediate outcomes (i.e., benefits) and the undesirable immediate outcomes
(i.e., costs), the too-much-of-a-good-thing (TMGT) effect can be predicted.

The benefit of employee voice can be explained from the knowledge-sharing perspec-
tive in the context of sustainable organizations. From this perspective, employee voice can
be seen as a kind of knowledge-sharing behavior. Through upward expression of chal-
lenging but constructive ideas or concerns on work-related issues, employees share their
personalized information about facts, procedures, observations, and judgments (i.e., knowl-
edge) [28]. Knowledge is an important resource in organizations, and knowledge sharing is
a fundamental process of knowledge management that can help the achievement of organi-
zational goals and support the sustainable development of organizations [22]. Accordingly,
employee voice signals to managers that they are willing to share their knowledge and
exert effort to help the organization. Thus, managers might respond positively to employee
voice and give them high performance evaluations.

The cost of employee voice can be explained from the psychological sustainable threat
perspective. Psychological-threat perspective indicates that employee voice challenges
managers’ competence, status, and authority, drawing managers’ attention to their short-
comings and making them feel threatened [23]. Thus, managers might respond defensively
to employee voice and lower their evaluation of employee performance.
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2.3. The Inverted U-Shaped Relationship between Employee Voice and Overall Performance

Employee voice is a constructive but challenging behavior, and when expressed, it
simultaneously creates benefits and costs for the voicer. The benefits and costs work as two
latent functions that jointly make up the inverted U-shaped relationship between employee
voice and manager-rated overall performance.

Specifically, employee voice can elicit managers’ perception of loyalty and commitment
as a benefit in a concave pattern (B (employee voice) in Figure 1). From the knowledge-
sharing perspective [22], when employees voice at a lower frequency, increased voice
frequency signals to managers that the voicing employee is willing to share his/her knowl-
edge and exert more effort to help managers and improve organizational effectiveness [23].
Consequently, managers may perceive this employee as loyal and committed to the or-
ganization and thereby evaluate his/her performance more positively. However, when
employees voice too much, managers may perceive these employees as being relatively
more forceful in their efforts to challenge the status quo [17]. Such feelings may lead
managers to question the loyalty and commitment of the voicing employee and refrain
from giving the employee a higher performance evaluation [12,29].
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Figure 1. Combination of benefits and costs of employee voice resulting in an inverted U-shaped rela-
tionship (B (employee voice) = benefit; C (employee voice) = cost; S (employee voice) = combination
of benefits and costs (i.e., benefits minus costs)).

Alternatively, employee voice may lead to managers’ perception of threat as a cost
in a convex pattern (C (employee voice) in Figure 1). From the psychological-threat per-
spective [23], managers may take the voice behavior personally and regard employee voice
as criticisms [30], as employee voice challenges the status quo, which is often designed or
overseen by managers [23,31]. Specifically, when employees voice at a lower frequency, the
manager may feel motivated rather than forced to make the change. Thereby, the manager
will not form a strong perception of threat. In contrast, when managers already receive
a high frequency of voice from an employee, they may view the employee’s persistent



Sustainability 2022, 14, 9970

5o0f 14

and frequent voice as implicit or explicit personal criticisms [30] and regard the employee
as frequently challenging their authority and competence, which will trigger feelings of
embarrassment or vulnerability [23]. Further, managers may devalue this employee’s
voice, as they may think that this employee has not given sufficient thought to the voiced
issues [17]. As a result, high voice frequency may spark strong feelings of threat and result
in managers evaluating the voicing employee negatively.

Altogether, at lower levels of voice frequency, the incremental benefits from managers’
perception of loyalty and commitment outweigh the incremental costs of managers” per-
ception of threat, leading to higher performance evaluations. At higher levels of voice
frequency, the incremental costs of employee voice outweigh the incremental benefits,
leading to lower performance evaluations (S (employee voice) in Figure 1). Accordingly,
the voicing employee can receive the highest performance evaluations from their managers
only when they voice at a moderate level. Hence, we propose:

Hypothesis 1. There is an inverted U-shaped relationship between employee voice and manager-
rated overall performance.

2.4. The Moderating Role of Voice Consensus

Research on proactive behavior indicates that situational characteristics influence the
consequences of proactive behaviors, such as voice behavior in work groups [32]. Employee
voice does not take place in a vacuum, and coworkers” voice behaviors may serve as
standards for comparison in determining managers’ reactions to the focal employee [20].
Thus, we introduce the term voice consensus to take into account coworkers, an important
but neglected contextual element. We theorize that voice consensus, which captures an
employee’s overall similarity /dissimilarity with his/her coworkers with respect to voice
frequency, moderates the inverted U-shaped relationship between voice frequency and
manager-rated overall performance.

When an employee’s voice frequency is similar to that of his/her coworkers (high
voice consensus), managers have a high base-rate expectation that most team members
behave in the same way [33]. In this situation, the focal employee’s voice behavior is
externally justified and appropriate [34]. Consequently, managers’ perceptions of threats
will be alleviated. Therefore, in high-voice-consensus contexts, regardless of whether
employees’ voice frequency is low or high, managers tend to view their voice in a positive
light and reward them with favorable evaluations.

When an employee’s voice frequency is dissimilar to that of his/her coworkers (low
voice consensus), the focal employee’s voice behavior departs from managers’ expectations
about voice behavior in the team [27]. Thus, managers may see him /her as out of synch with
the organization [35]. In particular, when the focal employee voices at high frequencies, the
contrast effect between this employee’s voice behavior and that of his/her coworkers will
make the voice behavior more striking [24]. Consequently, the influence of the threatening
nature of voice behavior will be enhanced. Hence, we propose:

Hypothesis 2. Voice consensus moderates the inverted U-shaped relationship between employee
voice and manager-rated overall performance, in that the positive link between voice frequency and
manager-rated overall performance is more likely to become negative at high voice frequencies when
an employee’s voice frequency is dissimilar to that of his/her coworkers.

The proposed research model is presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. The proposed research model.

3. Method
3.1. Sample Selection

In this research, we wanted to collect data to examine whether there is an inverted
U-shaped relationship between employee voice and manager-rated performance, as well as
the moderating role of voice consensus in this relationship. In order to ensure that employee
voice can be an important factor that influences manager-rated performance, we need to
select samples from professional environments where employee voice is encouraged and
required [23]. Thus, following other researchers’ strategy [36,37], a judgmental sampling
method was used to recruit respondents in China from industries such as information
technology and Internet, consulting, pharmacy, financing, and so on. In addition, as voice
consensus is an individual-within-group construct, we need to choose teams with at least
three team members.

3.2. Procedures

Multisource data were collected from 30 companies selected through the personal
contacts in our social networks in different industries. We first approached the company’s
human resources department through invitation emails that explained our study goals
and design and obtained a letter of support from them. Then, we invited managers and
their employees to complete online surveys, as these companies are located in different
cities. Upon accessing the online survey system, participants first read an overview of the
study. Then, they were led to an initial survey that contained measures of demographics.
After that, employees were led to the measures of their voice behavior, and managers were
led to the measure of performance evaluations for each employee. All these employees
and supervisors were informed that participation was voluntary, and confidentiality was
ensured. To provide the readers with a clear view of the whole process of sample selection,
data collection, and the results, Figure 3, reworked from Hristov, Cimini, and Cristofaro [36],
systematically reports the research methodology steps.

Initially, we sent invitation emails to 30 companies, of which 220 employees and
45 supervisors agreed to take part in the survey. On average, the managers’ span of control
was five people (ranging from three to ten). As we focused on employee-manager dyads as
the unit of analysis, any dyads with missing data were removed. Additionally, teams with
less than three team members were excluded. The final sample consisted of 173 employees
and 37 managers from 20 companies (i.e., response rates of 78.6% and 82.2%, respectively).
On average, the employees had worked with their supervisors for 6.0 years, and 76.9%
of them were male. The distribution of employee age was as follows: 26-30 years (2.3%),
31-35 years (18.5%), 3640 years (21.4%), and more than 40 years (57.8%).
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1. Survey questionnaire development i

Content:

* Finding proper sacles for measuring key variables and collecting demographic data
* Translating all English items into Chinese using translation and back-translation
procedures

* Developing a theoretically and practically validated format

Outcome: Questionnaire based on 10 items

v

2. Initial sample selection ]

Preparation

Content:

* Judgmental sampling: selecting sampls through the personal contacts in our social
networks in different industries (companies encouraging and reqiuring employee
voice, teams with at least 3 team members)

Outcome: Sample of 220 employees and 45 supervisors from 30 companies

v
N
3. Idetification of the final sample selection J ™

Content:
* Filtering samples according to the employee-manager dyads (dyads without missing
data) and the number of team members (teams with at least 3 team members)

Outcome: Final sample of 173 employees and 37 managers from 20 companies

¥

)
4. Empirical test of the theoretical model J

Sample selection and
data collection process

J

Content:

* Hierarchical multiple regression analyses
Outcome:

* Descriptive statistics

* Summary of the results of hypothesis test

v
5. Synthesis of the empirical findings |

Data analysis
and results

o

Content:

* Explaining why the findings are important and how they change the conversation
that the research joins

Outcome:

* Thoretical insights

* Practical implications

Limitations and future directions

Discussion

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Figure 3. Research methodological approach.

3.3. Measures

As all participants were Chinese, we employed translation and back-translation proce-
dures to translate all English items into Chinese.

3.3.1. Employee Voice

Employee voice was rated by employees using three items from Van Dyne and LeP-
ine [3]. A sample item is “I speak up with new ideas or changes in procedures” (1 = never,
5 = always). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.61.

3.3.2. Voice Consensus

Voice consensus is an individual-within-group construct. It captures employees’
similarity /dissimilarity in terms of voice frequency to their coworkers. Thus, we used a
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similarity equation presented by Zenger and Lawrence [38] to transform individual voice
scores into a measure that reflects individual-level dissimilarity in employee voice:

2
Voice CS = — i ] '#ZG (x; — xj)2
j#i€

where individual-level voice Cfr3 is the extent to which a team member i within team G
differs from his or her team members j with respect to voice frequency, n is the number
of members within team G, and x is the individual voice score. The voice CiG scores were
computed for each participant. A voice CiG score of zero indicates perfect high consensus,
whereas a high voice C¥ score indicates low consensus.

3.3.3. Overall Performance

Overall performance was rated by supervisors using two items adapted from Macken-
zie, Podsakoff, and Fetter [39]. The two items are “This employee is outstanding” and “This
employee is one of the best members of my unit” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).
Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.84.

3.3.4. Control Variables

Following previous research [17], we controlled for the effects of employees” demo-
graphic variables (i.e., age, gender, and dyadic tenure).

3.4. Data Analysis

Although employees are nested within supervisors, a one-way random-effects analysis
of variance (ANOVA) model revealed that there was no group difference in manager-rated
overall performance. Thus, following Xu et al. [40], we applied hierarchical multiple
regression analyses to test our hypotheses using SPSS 25. All independent variables were
centered at their grand mean [41].

4. Results

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations of all variables.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations (n = 173).

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Age?® 3.35 0.86

2. Gender P 0.23 0.42 0.00

3. Dyadic tenure 6.00 4.94 0.22 ** —0.08

4. Employee voice 3.90 0.55 —0.12 —0.04 —-0.13F (0.61)

5. Voice consensus 0.67 0.30 0.03 —-0.07 —0.07 —0.18*

6. Overall performance 3.96 0.78 —0.06 —0.08 0.12 —0.02 —0.05 (0.84)

Notes: SD = standard deviation. * p <0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; two-tailed tests. 2 0 = 21-25, 1 = 26-30, 2 = 31-35,
3 =36-40, 4 = > = 40; ® 0 = male, 1 = female. Cronbach’s alpha is along the diagonal in parentheses.

Table 2 shows the regression results of the models using overall performance as a
dependent variable.

Hypothesis 1 proposed that the frequency of employee voice has an inverted U-shaped
relationship with managers’ performance evaluations. To examine the inverted U-shaped
relationship, we employ the quadratic specification that could quantitatively capture the
predictions of Hypothesis 1, which is frequently used in similar studies (e.g., [17,37,42]).
Specifically, we regressed the dependent variable overall performance on the independent
variable employee voice and its square. It is essential to include the first order in the
regression equation [41], as leaving it out is tantamount to assuming that the turning point
is at employee voice = 0. As shown in model 3 of Table 2, the quadratic term of voice
is negatively related to performance evaluations (8 = —0.41, p < 0.05). Consistent with



Sustainability 2022, 14, 9970 9 of 14

Hypothesis 1, the simple slopes of the regression line at the very low (2 SD below the mean),
low (1 SD below the mean), medium, high (1 SD above the mean), and very high (2 SD
above the mean) frequencies of voice (8 =0.81, p <0.05; $ =0.36, p < 0.05; p = —0.09, n.s.;
B=—-054,p<0.05 B=—-099, p <0.05) showed that a moderate frequency of employee
voice positively affects overall performance but that very high frequencies of employee
voice degrade overall performance. Taken together, the coefficient of the quadratic term
of voice is significant and of the expected sign (negative for inverted U). At the same
time, the slope of the curve is sufficiently steep at both ends of the voice range. These
results indicate that there is an inverted U-shaped relationship between employee voice
and overall performance [17,43,44]. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported, as shown in Figure 4.

Table 2. Results of hierarchical regression analyses predicting overall performance.

Variables Overall Performance
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
4.13 *** 4.26 *** 4.62 *** 4.45 *** 4.47 #x* 4.10 ***
Intercept (0.24) (052) (0.53) (0.56) (0.61) (0.61)
Age? —0.08 —0.08 —0.07 —0.07 —0.07 —0.07
(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Gender b —0.13 —0.13 —0.13 —0.12 —0.12 —0.14
(0.14) (0.14) (0.14) (0.14) (0.14) (0.14)
Dyadic tenure 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Emplovee voice —0.03 —0.09 —0.09 —0.09 —0.07
POy’ (0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.13) 0.12)
Emplovee voice? —0.41* —0.50 * —0.50 * —0.18
ploy! (0.15) (0.18) (0.19) (0.23)
Voice consensus 0.23 023 0.58 *
(0.24) (0.24) (0.28)
Employee voice x voice consensus 0.02 —051%
POy (0.32) (0.38)
Employee voice? x voice consensus -Li2x
ploy (0.44)
R? 0.03 0.03 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.11
AR? 0.03 0.00 0.04 0.01 0.00 0.04
AF 1.59 0.07 7.20% 0.89 0.01 6.52*

Notes: N =173. 2 0=21-25, 1 = 26-30, 2 = 31-35, 3 = 3640, 4 = > = 40; > 0 = male, 1 = female. * p <0.05; ***p <0.001;
two-tailed tests.

S -
g 4.751
=
=
£
&
S
k454
=
E
S 425-
4 I 1
Low High
Employee voice

Figure 4. The quadratic effect of employee voice on overall performance.
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Model 6 of Table 2 shows that the quadratic-by-linear interaction of employee voice
and voice consensus was significantly related to overall performance (§ = —1.12, p < 0.05).
Thus, we further performed simple slope tests to test Hypothesis 2 [42]. As shown in
Table 3, in the case of low voice consensus, the simple slopes of the regression lines at
the very low, low, medium, high, and very high frequencies of voice (8 = 0.90, p < 0.05;
B=0234,ns;p=-022ns;p=-078 p<0.01;, B = -1.34, p < 0.01) indicated that the
positive relationship between voice frequency and overall performance became negative
at high frequencies of voice. In contrast, in the case of high voice consensus, the effect of
voice frequency became positive at very high frequencies of voice (see Figure 5). Overall,
these results support Hypothesis 2.

Table 3. Tests of simple slopes for quadratic-by-linear interactions of employee voice and voice
consensus for managerial endorsement.

Moderator P
X@2SDLow) X (@ASDLow) X (Medium) X (1SD High) X (2SD High)
High voice consensus —0.26 —0.09 0.08 0.26 0.43
Low voice consensus 0.90 * 0.34 —-0.22 —0.78 ** —1.34 **

Notes: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

5 -
]
()
=
<
=
s
T 4 -
)
-
=
«
St
<
S
3 -
High voice consensus
------- Low voice consensus
2 T 1

Low High
Employee voice

Figure 5. The quadratic-by-linear interactive effects of employee voice and voice consensus on
overall performance.

5. Discussion

Based on the ABC framework [21], the present research examined the inverted U-
shaped relationship between employee voice and managers’ performance evaluations and
the role of voice consensus in shaping this relationship. As expected, our findings reveal
that there is an inverted U-shaped relationship between employee voice and manager-rated
overall performance, that is, employees who engage in moderate levels of voice are rated
as better performers than those who rarely voice or voice very frequently. Hypothesis 1
was supported. Additionally, the results show that voice consensus moderates the inverted
U-shaped relationship between employee voice and manager-rated overall performance,
in that the positive link between voice frequency and manager-rated overall performance
is more likely to become negative at high voice frequencies when an employee’s voice
frequency is dissimilar to that of his/her coworkers. Hypothesis 2 was supported.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Our research contributes to organizational sustainability, proactivity, and voice liter-
ature in three ways. First, by integrating voice research within knowledge-management
literature in the context of organizational sustainability (i.e., knowledge-sharing perspec-
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tive) [22] and psychological-threat perspective [23], we build a more well-rounded under-
standing of managerial responses to employee voice by exploring the curvilinear relation-
ship between the frequency of employee voice and overall performance. Our findings
indicate that employees who engage in moderate levels of voice are rated as better per-
formers than those who rarely voice or voice very frequently (RQ1). These findings extend
research that mainly focuses on the benefits or the costs of employee voice only. In addition,
by theorizing the benefit of employee voice from the knowledge-sharing perspective in
the context of organizational sustainability, our research shows that employees as pri-
mary stakeholders [45] can contribute to the sustainable development of the organizations
through their proactive behavior. This bottom-up approach breaks the traditional top-
down approach, which focuses on the role of human resource management and leadership.
These findings also enrich organizational sustainability literature by showing the role of
knowledge management in the context of sustainability, which has been little explored [22].

Second, we expand voice research within the workgroup context by shifting its focus
from discussions of “How much member voice exists in a team?” to “To what extent is an
employee’s voice frequency similar/dissimilar to that of his/her coworkers?” Most of the
studies conducted at the group level implicitly assume that voice is equally distributed
among team members [6]. However, voice is rarely equally distributed. By considering
another dimension of voice patterns (i.e., voice consensus), we answer the question of
how employees’ similarity /dissimilarity in voice frequency to their coworkers shapes the
consequences of their voice. Our findings show that the positive relationship between
voice frequency and manager-rated overall performance is more likely to become negative
at high frequencies of voice when the frequency of an employee’s voice is dissimilar to
that of his/her coworkers (RQ2). Thus, our research pinpoints an important condition
under which the inverted U-shaped relationship between employee voice and managers’
performance evaluations can be observed.

Third, our conceptualization of voice consensus might be meaningfully extended
to other forms of proactive behavior [46]. For example, when employees seek feedback,
do they keep their frequency of feedback seeking similar or dissimilar to that of their
coworkers? In response to such different behavior patterns, do the recipients react positively
or negatively? Our research on voice consensus helps advance these conversations beyond
discussing the frequency of these behaviors to address more general patterns of proactive
behaviors. Further, by considering an employee’s dissimilarity to his/her coworkers in
terms of voice frequency (i.e., voice consensus), we highlight the need to move beyond
considering only leaders but also other contextual elements (e.g., coworkers) to investigate
the consequences of proactive behaviors.

5.2. Practical Implications

Our findings have meaningful implications for management practices. For employees,
our findings point to novel strategies for obtaining positive responses to their ideas. First,
we highlight that it is wise for employees to speak up at moderate levels, because employees
who engage in moderate levels of voice are rated as better performers than those who
rarely voice or voice very frequently. It is especially important for employees whose
voice frequency is dissimilar to that of their coworkers to refrain from speaking up very
frequently because, in such a condition, the positive relationship between voice frequency
and managers’ performance evaluations tends to become negative at high frequencies of
voice. Second, managers may learn from our research that they tend to devalue the ideas
of an employees whose voice frequency is dissimilar to that of his/her coworkers. Thus,
managers may inadvertently discourage those employees from speaking up proactively
and miss important opportunities to identify constructive ideas and suggestions that may
allow employees to make a meaningful and sustainable contribution to the organization.
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5.3. Limitations and Future Directions

Despite these contributions, our research has several limitations, some of which
suggest directions for future research. First, we did not incorporate voice quality into our
model. In reality, managers’ time and attention are limited, and despite their prosocial
motives, employees’ ideas can be of limited value [47]. Thus, it would not be practical to act
on every suggestion made by employees. Operationalized in terms of the strength of the
issue-relevant arguments, the quality of messages has been widely used in experimental
settings to predict message receivers’ reactions to persuasion attempts [48]. Therefore, we
encourage researchers to theorize and investigate how voice quality plays a role in shaping
managerial responses to employee voice.

Second, to avoid common method bias, we used self-reported measures of employee
voice in the field study. However, this approach remains problematic because managers’
perceptions of employee voice might not be identical to employee self-ratings, and man-
agers’ observations of employees’ voice frequency are of great importance for understand-
ing managerially controlled outcomes [15]. To accurately measure employee voice while
avoiding common method bias, we encourage future research to collect both employ-
ees’ and managers’ ratings of voice frequency or use experimental studies to manipulate
voice frequency.

Third, in this research, we focused on the relationship between employee voice and
managers’ performance evaluations of the voicing employee, from the perspective of orga-
nizational sustainability. Although manager-rated performance can be a key component of
the economic dimension of organizational sustainability, we did not directly measure and
examine organizational sustainability in this study. Thus, future research should consider
measuring the concept of organizational sustainability. Furthermore, future research could
extend our research by exploring the relationship between employee voice and organi-
zational sustainability not only in terms of the economic dimension but also in terms of
the environmental and human dimensions of organizational sustainability. Additionally,
research on organizational resilience indicates that the process and dynamics that create or
retain a cognitive resource can enhance organizational resilience [9]. Employee voice offers
diagnostic information that can identify, resolve, and prevent workgroup problems [3],
which is a kind of cognitive resource. Thus, future research can investigate how employee
voice influences organizational resilience.

6. Conclusions

Drawing on the ABC framework, our research extends sustainability, proactivity,
and voice literature by introducing voice consensus as a novel influence on managerial
responses to employee voice. Moving beyond leaders and including another contextual
element (i.e., coworkers), our findings indicate that the positive relationship between
employee voice and manager-rated overall performance is more likely to become negative
at high frequencies of voice, especially when an employee’s voice frequency is dissimilar
to that of his/her coworkers. We hope that our conceptualization of voice consensus
could encourage future research into how other forms of proactive behaviors might be
performed at different levels of consensus, as well as why these different levels of consensus
information conveyed by proactive behaviors matter for organizations.
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