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This qualitative content analysis study explores the experiences of public sector employees’ decisions to 
share and not share their ideas with leadership, and how those decisions relate to their engagement 
states. We found that the relationship with supervisors can impact both employee voice and silence. 
Further, employee voice is impacted by the power of ideas and how the idea is crafter. And, employee 
silence was impacted by previous voice experiences and job insecurity. Last, we position that the 
employee voice/silence decisions are outcomes of the employee engagement state, compared to being a 
driver. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Public sector employees are the front lines of the work for their respective agencies. They have ideas, 
thoughts, and concerns that could benefit their agencies in meeting common good missions. Daily, these 
employees choose to either share or not share their ideas, which can have both positive and negative 
impacts to their agencies and the American citizens. The purpose of this qualitative content analysis was 
to explore experiences of exercising voice and silence and understand their relationship of the 
engagement state of public sector employees. Findings indicated that, in addition to supervisor 
relationship, factors such as confidence, insecurity, message impact, strategic planning, and previous 
experiences impacted voice and silence decisions. Additionally, there are inconsistencies regarding the 
positioning of employee voice and silence with employee engagement. Being able to understand these 
experiences are beneficial to develop communication structures to foster employee voice. The 
implications for leadership development practices and employee engagement research are discussed. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Employee Engagement 

Within the public-sector there is an evolving discussion regarding the importance of employee 
engagement as a medium for driving the various outcomes, such as performance and well-being (Macleod 
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& Clarke, 2009). The purpose of most public-sector organizations is not to generate revenue, but to 
achieve goals that collectively provide for the common good. This can mean defending the nation, 
enforcing laws, educating our children, putting people back to work, caring for an aging population, 
providing service to veterans, or solving problems like poverty and homelessness (Lavigna, 2013). 
Additionally, Robinson (2017) suggested public sector leaders face the challenge of identifying practices 
to ensure that employees sustain their engagement through the changes and challenges of working in 
federal service. Further, Macleod and Clarke (2009) suggested that employee engagement strategies 
enable people to be the best they can be at work, recognizing that this can only happen if they feel 
respected, involved, heard, well-led, and valued by those they work for and with. Therefore, 
understanding employee engagement helps to understand and improve public servants’ work experience, 
ensuring that they have access to the opportunities needed to achieve success in their roles, which, in turn, 
supports agencies’ drive to deliver improved public services and better outcomes for citizens (Alfes & 
Leloglu, 2013).   

In his seminal work on personal engagement and disengagement, Kahn (1990) conceptualized three 
antecedent drivers of employee engagement––psychological safety, psychological meaningfulness, and 
psychological availability. People have dimensions of themselves that, given appropriate conditions, they 
prefer to employ and express during the roles they perform, even as they maintain boundaries between 
whom they are and the roles they occupy (Kahn, 1990). Wollard and Shuck (2011) suggested that 
focusing on antecedents to engagement could have positive impact on developing a plan to engage the 
workforce. Further, Wollard and Shuck stated that practitioners who can identify potential antecedents 
within their organization may be better equipped to present viable strategies to stakeholders, identify 
potential challenges, and communicate with clearer vision and direction. In the work environment, 
individuals vary their willingness to invest themselves according to the benefits, or the meaningfulness, 
and the guarantees, or the safety, they perceive in situations, as well as according to the resources they 
perceive themselves to have, or their own availability (Crawford, Rich, Buckman, & Bergeron, 2013). 
Research by May, Gilson, and Harter (2004) found that psychological meaningfulness, psychological 
safety, and psychological availability were significantly related to engagement. Connected, these three 
drivers are used by an employee, consciously and subconsciously, when determining their level of 
engagement (Kahn, 1990).   

There are several potential outcomes of employee engagement. For example, Lavigna (2013) 
suggested that higher levels of employee engagement correlated with higher rates of success achieving 
strategic goals, higher employee retention, fewer days of sick leave and less lost time due to work-related 
injury or illness, and fewer equal employment opportunity complaints. And, Shuck and Rose (2013) 
theorized that leaders who develop high levels of employee engagement within their organizations enjoy 
increased levels of competitive advantage. Further, Albrecht and his colleagues (2015) suggested that 
employee engagement has an impact on a myriad of individual outcomes, such as job satisfaction, 
commitment, and retention, as well as organizational outcomes, such as innovation and financial returns. 
Additionally, the CIPD (2010) suggested that employee engagement has direct impacts on job 
performance and behavior, and an inverse impact on intent-to-turnover.  

Research by Shuck and his colleagues (2011) found that employee engagement impacts various 
individual and organizational outcomes, which encompass discretionary efforts and intent-to-turnover. 
Discretionary effort is defined as the voluntary effort employees exert that lies above the minimum level 
of effort required to keep the job and is directed toward organizational goals (Lloyd, 2008). The goal of 
discretionary effort is getting people to contribute more than their job strictly requires (Lloyd, 2008). 
Macleod and Clarke (2009) stated that “employee engagement is two-way: organizations must work to 
engage the employee, who in turn has a choice about the level of engagement to offer the employer” (p. 
19). Shuck and his colleagues (2012) identified discretionary effort as being fragile aspect of employee 
engagement because the employee is making a conscious choice to invest personal resources in his/her 
work. 
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Employee Voice 
Employees feel that being listened to is the most important factor in determining how much they 

valued their organization (Macleod & Clarke, 2009). Morrison (2011) suggested that employees 
expressing their voice can have positive organizational impacts. However, Milliken and her colleagues 
(2003) theorized that employees often do not feel comfortable speaking to their bosses about 
organizational problems or issues that concern them. Sometimes the results can be employees withholding 
such input, choosing to exhibit their silence, and depriving their organization of potentially useful 
information, which can have negative organizational impacts (Morrison, 2014).  

Employee voice was originally defined as an economic complaint mechanism for customers (or 
employees) to express their concerns to the organization (or management) (Hirschman, 1970). This early 
work on voice focused unions as the main instrument of employee thoughts and concerns (Barry & 
Wilkinson, 2015). Hirschman’s theory was that when employees or customers were confronted with 
negative or unsatisfactory conditions in the work environment, they would either exit or express their 
voice, which aligned to the outcomes of intent-to-turnover and discretionary effort, respectively (Kassing, 
2002). In this construct, loyalty was a moderating variable that would influence employee responses to 
the negative or unsatisfactory conditions; loyalty has a direct relationship with voice and an inverse 
relationship with exit (Kassing, 2002). 

From the organizational behavior (OB) field, the perspective of voice is an extra-role behavior used to 
challenge the status quo (Mowbray, Wilkinson, & Tse, 2014). Yet, voice is more in line with a focus on 
mechanisms that allow for individual employee involvement, such as task-based participation, upward 
communication, and problem-solving (Mowbray et al., 2014). In this construct, the driving force behind 
voice is presumed to be the desire to bring about constructive change for the organization as a collective 
(Morrison, 2011). In this vein, Van Dyne, Kamdar, and Joireman (2008) found employees that have high 
duty-orientation and strong relationships with their supervisor are more likely to engage in voice. For 
example, Gruman and Saks (2014) argued that an employee who has learned from experience that her 
supervisor is uninterested in hearing anyone else’s ideas is likely to acquiesce to the supervisor’s 
suggestions, reluctantly express agreement with his ideas, and only offer new suggestions that are in line 
with the supervisor’s existing agenda.   
 
Employee Silence 

Different from employee voice, Tangirala and Ramanujan (2008) posited employees frequently 
choose to remain silent about important issues at work. Milliken and her colleagues (2003) suggested that 
there is evidence that employees choose to remain silent because of not feeling comfortable speaking up 
to their bosses about organizational problems or issues that concern them. Morrison (2014) expanded this 
assertion by suggesting that when employees withhold such input, they are choosing to exhibit their 
silence and depriving their organization of potentially useful information. Therefore, employee failure to 
speak up with concerns or ideas can have small to dire consequences for an organization (Detert & 
Trevino, 2010).  

This alternative to employee voice is employee silence. Withholding information and ideas can 
undermine organizational decision-making, error correction, and the innovation process (Vakola & 
Bouradas, 2005). Morrison and Milliken (2000) stated that within organizations there is a paradox where 
employees know the truth about certain issues and problems within the organization but choose to not 
exercise their voice to supervisors and, consequently, their leaders. Milliken et al. (2003) suggested 
employees are especially uncomfortable conveying information about potential problems or issues to 
those above them. And this reluctance to share information, speak up, or provide feedback has the 
potential to negatively affect employee trust, morale, and motivation, which are antecedents to employee 
engagement (Vakola & Bouradas, 2005).  
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RESEARCH AND COLLECTION METHODS 
 

This study utilized qualitative content analysis as its form of research. Forman and Damschroder 
(2008) suggested that qualitative content analysis examines data in the product of open-ended data 
collection techniques aimed at detail and depth, instead of measurement. Additionally, qualitative content 
analysis delves deeper than simply counting certain words or counting certain types of content, especially 
for the case of emergent studies; and, allows for a deeper understanding by extracting overall themes and 
patterns (Zhang & Wlidemuth, 2009). Last, qualitative content analysis gives attention to unique themes 
that illustrate the range of the meanings of the phenomenon rather than the statistical significance of the 
occurrence of texts or concepts (Zhang & Wlidemuth, 2009).  

Creswell’s (2013) general concept and process guided the data collection protocol for this study. 
Creswell suggested data collection also involved gaining permissions, conducting a good qualitative 
sampling strategy, developing means for recording information both digitally and on paper, storing the 
data, and anticipating ethical issues that may arise. In addition, Creswell conceptualized data collection as 
a series of interrelated activities aimed at gathering good information to answer emerging research 
questions. As stated, the data collected consisted of an initial questionnaire and semi-structured interview 
sessions. 

For this study, 14 full-time employees were interviewed. These employees consisted of males and 
females that were currently working full-time for the U.S. federal government. To maximize the 
possibility that the participants would have experienced engaging in employee voice, silence, and 
engagement while employed in the federal government, a length of employment criterion was 
implemented during participant recruitment. The length of employment required for participating in this 
study was five years and participants had to be currently employed at a U.S. federal agency. 

There were no predetermined demographics, such as name of agency, age, gender, or race; however, 
the sample contained participants from eight large-level agencies and two independent federal agencies. 
The years of federal service ranged from the research minimum of five years to 28 years, with the average 
tenure being 15 years. Of the sample, 64% were female. Based on how the participants self-identified, the 
racial make-up of the participant sample was as follows: African-American 50%, Caucasian 32%, 
Hispanic 11%, and Asian-American 7%. Pertaining to salary, the sample contained employees from 
General Schedule (GS)-11 to the Senior Executive Services (SES) with the following breakdown: GS-11, 
14%; GS-12, 7%; GS-13, 7%, GS-14, 14%, GS-15, 50%, and SES, 7%. Regarding the age range of the 
participant sample, the following breakdown was formulated: 26-35 years, 23%; 36-45 years, 21%; 46-55 
years, 28%; and over 56 years, 28%. All but one interview was conducted face-to-face. The interview for 
that one person was conducted via Skype. The duration of the interviews lasted from slightly under 29 
minutes to slightly over 63 minutes, with an average interview length of 50 minutes. Digital recordings of 
interviews were transcribed in their entirety. To ensure accuracy, each transcription was read against its 
source digital recording. 

There were several steps to conducting interviews. Each interview began with explanations of both 
the purpose of the study and the process to ensure the participant’s confidentiality and anonymity. Next, 
participants were asked to reflect and then describe instances where they had ideas, thoughts, and 
concerns (ideas) that could improve their workplace and/or agency. Then, participants were asked to 
reflect and describe instances when they chose to share, and not share, those ideas with supervisors and 
leaders. To capture the richness of their experiences, participants were asked to describe reasons and 
impacts of sharing and not sharing their ideas with supervisors and leaders. Last, participants were asked 
whether their decisions to share and not share ideas where drivers or outcomes of their feelings of being 
engaged.   
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DATA ANALYSIS 
 

This study asked participants three primary questions: (a) why they choose to share their ideas with 
supervisors and leaders, (b) why they choose to not share their ideas with supervisors, and (c) how those 
decisions relate to their feelings of being engaged. 

Two basic coding processes were used throughout interview transcripts. First, a-priori codes based on 
the literature review were developed. Next, emergent codes were identified during the analysis process. 
These codes captured themes, ideas and patterns that were not captured in the literature review. The 
combination of both sets of codes offered the most robust analysis of the data because it combined both a-
priori and open coding findings to emerge. 

Using Saldana (2016) as a guide, two cycles of coding were performed which resulted in these nine 
group codes contained 47 codes. The breakdown for the 47 codes was as follows: (a) 34 codes for the a 
priori code list; (b) 10 codes in the emergent codes list; (c) two codes from the Voice/Silence Relates to 
Engagement code group; and (d) one code from the Leading Engagement code group. See Table 1.  

 
TABLE 1 

CODE BREAKDOWN 
 

Group Code Code Frequency 
Emergent Code Complacency 28 
 Frustration 33 
 Impact on Others 9 
 Intent-to-Retire 7 
 Leadership Tenure 16 
 Learning 11 
 Morale 11 
 Previous Experience of Self 7 
 Strategic Planning 63 
 Well-Being  5 
Employee Silence Communication Structure 38 
 Futility 81 
 Retribution 18 
Employee Voice Address Problem 41 
 Previous Experience of Others 13 
 Provide Ideas 103 
 Supervisor Relationship 58 
Engagement Outcomes Discretionary Effort 50 
 Intent-to-Turnover 36 
 Retention 18 
Leading Engagement Training 10 
Psychological Availability Burnout 8 
 Confidence 21 
 Emotional Energy 8 
 Exhaustion 6 
 Insecurity 14 
 Outside Life 41 
 Physical Resources 21 
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Group Code Code Frequency 
Psychological Meaningfulness Autonomy 15 
 Empowerment 13 
 Feeling Valued 57 
 Flow 3 
 Impact on Mission  60 
 Job Challenge 26 
 Job Fit 6 
 Recognition 7 
Psychological Safety Communication 60 
 Culture 146 
 Impact of Supervisor 140 
 Interpersonal Relationships 43 
 Leadership Style and Process 244 
 Openness 43 
 Seeking Feedback 29 
 Sharing Information 26 
 Trust 68 
Voice/Silence Relates to Engagement  Engagement Precedes Voice 27 
 Voice Precedes Engagement 3 

 
As the last step in the compilation process, “post-coding” and “pre-writing” were performed to further 

the migration from codes to the emergence of themes. Saldana (2016) described the “post-coding” and 
“pre-writing” process as a transitional analytic process between coding cycles and the final write-up of 
the research study. To matriculate from codes to the emergence of themes, the researcher developed first 
developed a code book for the emergent codes established during the first and second coding cycles. 
 
FINDINGS 
 
How Do Public Sector Employees Experience Engaging in Voice? 

Public sector employees experience sharing ideas in a myriad of different ways and from different 
vantage points. However, these articulations have commonality based on three stages: (a) the worker 
articulating an idea, thought or concern to his/her supervisor or leadership; (b) the worker’s belief that 
his/her supervisor or leadership will listen to the worker’s articulation; and (c) the worker’s belief that 
his/her articulation can have impact on the workgroup or the organization. One of the study participants, 
Chantal, captured these voice stages, “Having a voice is when staff feel that they can raise issues, such as 
work-life balance topics to process reengineering, to management that will be taken seriously, and 
perhaps acted on.”   

Considering the stages, and the participants’ responses, the analysis identified three separate 
dimensions of engaging in voice at work. The first dimension of engaging in voice, the power of the idea, 
refers to the experience of participants expressing their voice upward to their supervisors. The second 
dimension of engaging in voice, the “rifle approach” to communication, details the process of 
formulating and articulating ideas where the ideas can be heard and acted upon. The third dimension, 
impact of the supervisor, captures the variables of the dyadic relationship between the individual 
respondent and his/her supervisor.   

The power of the idea represents the experience of speaking upward to management in terms of what 
and why. What refers to the idea itself, and why refers to why participant’s felt the idea had power. 
Participants talked with passion about the various ideas they communicated to their leadership with the 
overarching goal of improving some aspect of their workgroup or organization. These ideas ranged from 
information technology solutions, developing standard operating procedures (SOP), enterprise-wide 
employee engagement, and developing and implementing health and wellness initiatives. See Figure 1. 
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FIGURE 1 
ENGAGING IN EMPLOYEE VOICE 

Participants shared that knowing that their ideas would address a workgroup or agency problem 
resulted in engaging in voice. The source of this idea was based on experience or at the request of their 
supervisors. Lorenzo, for example, talked about how he seized on an opportunity to respond to his 
supervisor’s request: 

I recall being at a meeting, and the Deputy Director was heading the meeting, and there 
may have been about eight of my colleagues. We were all subordinates to this Deputy 
Director.  And so, he was explaining, rather talking about how a couple of our processes 
needed a fix.  They needed to be revamped in a way, and so I just happened to say, "I 
believe I know how I can fix this process." I went on to explain on how we can make this 
process better.  

Some participants articulated ideas based on their own initiative. For example, Gabrielle talked about 
an idea she wanted to implement into her agency: 

A policy came down internal to our agency that allowed for a certain number of hours 
within a pay period to do health and wellness. I think there are less than five branches or 
divisions within my office that are implementing it. My division is not implementing it. 
So, I had a random thought of implementing it and allowing employees to engage in their 
health and wellness, which would improve their performance and well-being. We've had 
several employees that have suffered from heart attacks and illnesses.   

Decisions to share ideas upwards were impacted by their impact on participant’s colleagues. For 
example, Gabrielle stated, “I think my biggest driver is determining what it is going to do to the 
employees. What benefits are the employees going to get from this that will also benefit the organization 
and our customers?” Further, Isaac stated, “I think it would be that ability to have impact. To have an 
engagement or job where a lot of people think it matters.” And Joyce articulated, “I would not necessarily 
be silent if there is something that I think would be important to other people even if it goes nowhere I 
would sill voice my concern. I would find a way to do it differently…I would still let my concerns be 
made known.”   

 “Rifle approach to communication” represented a participant’s belief that how they communicated 
their ideas could result in a better chance at being heard and acted on. To improve this chance of success, 
participants talked about strategies implemented before presenting information upward to their 
supervisor(s). The tasks identified by participants included performing due diligence, sharing information 
and seeking feedback from stakeholders, requesting insight from their supervisors, and understanding 
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right time for communicating ideas. One participant, Isaac, stated, “I had a boss at another job before I 
came into the government, and he would say to me “when you come in here (to my office), you have a 
rifle with a scope, right. You hit the target about what you want to talk to me about.” Based on analysis of 
participant responses, three sub-dimensions emerged from the data: (a) refining the solution, (b) obtaining 
buy-in, and (c) timing of communication. 

Participants shared examples of strategies and planning for maximizing their chances for successfully 
exercising their voice. Additionally, they talked about the need for having clarity regarding information 
about the problem being addressed and developing a clear solution before presenting it to their 
supervisors and leadership. For example, Isaac expressed: 

 
For me personally, I want to know that I have a full understanding of whatever the issue 
is, and that I have thought it through to give my superior a clear idea of what I think 
should be done and what the problem is. Generally, I am the kind of person who likes to 
have enough information and to be very sure about what I am going to say to somebody 
if I think there is something that is a true problem or not.  

 
Other participants talked about putting their ideas in the best position to succeed. Van stated, “I want 

to have my due diligence done, and I have the right amount of research done. The way I see it is that if I 
come to you with the correct information, whether you accept it or reject it, I have done my part.” 
Participants also talked about importance of obtaining buy-in from their supervisor and stakeholders plays 
in decisions to share ideas upwards. Isaac, explained his process this way: 

 
We had also reached out to several individuals and got their input and feelings and 
perspective about their workload, and how it has changed over time. So, we had good 
perspectives of staff, we had data that was reliable in terms of what it was showing, and it 
was a clear-cut message. 

 
Participants often shared the importance the role of their supervisor’s leadership style, or practices, in 

their decision to communicate upward. These practices included interacting with their employees and 
peers, crafting of job functions, and setting a tone for the workgroup influence the office culture and their 
employees’ decision to engage in voice. Gabrielle identified her supervisor’s style as part of the reason 
why she communicates ideas upwards, “His leadership style. He is open to ideas. He listens to his 
employees, and he allows us to try different things. So far, I have not heard a ‘no’ from him regarding 
ideas or possibilities. It is more so, ‘try it.’” Oscar expressed the following about his supervisor, “My 
immediate supervisor is terrific. He involves me and is concerned about me. I see him daily. He even 
pops his head in my office to see how things are going.” Alberto echoed the same impact of his 
supervisor: 

 
Her leadership style was very hands-off, which gave me the freedom to work with new 
concepts and implement them. It made me want to increase my accountability because 
she had that faith in me. I wanted to be sure that I was letting her know that the faith she 
had in me was valid. 

 
Another factor that fostered upwards communication was the creation of a culture of creativity and 

freedom to take risks. Openness and trust have been identified as factors in creating transparent and safe 
culture. Nadine provided an excellent response about her supervisor when she commented,  

 
Our relationship, he was very supportive with my work, and continuing to grow and to 
develop me as an employee. It is important to have those open dialogues. So, feeling like 
you trust your supervisor with certain things is important.   
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Chantal talked about openness as a primary factor in her decision to exercise voice. 

The working relationship with my supervisors. Their interaction with the rest of the staff 
or others in different departments. Their openness in terms of willingness. Mostly, how 
they interact with me when we are engaged and discussing work. You can tell when 
people are open or not. Their body language, which is something I pay attention to. How 
does the manger feel about change in general?  I pay attention to how my manager reacts 
to those types of feelings about the meeting and change. 

How Do Public Sector Employees Experience Silence? 
Participants in this study suggested that experiences of engaging in silence were based on several 

factors. Van, admitted, “I did not know about employee silence. I had to Google it to figure out what it 
was. But I didn't know that employee silence was a topic of discussion.” Despite this lack of awareness, 
participants identified various aspects of employee silence and conceptualized silence based on the 
following factors: (a) the employee chooses to withhold information or not speak about an idea, (b) the 
employee’s beliefs that his/her supervisor or leadership will not listen to, or act on his/her idea, and (c) the 
employee’s beliefs, due to culture and/or their leadership, that speaking their idea may result in an adverse 
consequence. 

Three separate dimensions of engaging in silence were identified within our participants’ experience. 
The first dimension of engaging in employee silence––feeling insecure––referred to the reasons that 
respondents felt they lacked the confidence to articulate their conceptualized idea. The second dimension–
–effect of being shot down––captures the impact of previous voice attempts that were not listened to or
acted on. The third dimension–– impact of the supervisor––documents participants’ responses about how
their direct supervisor made them choose to not communicate ideas. See Figure 2.

FIGURE 2 
ENGAGING IN SILENCE 

Participants shared that when they feel insecure about themselves or their job, they choose to not 
share ideas with supervisors and leaders. Participants talked about some of the reasons they felt drive this 
insecurity and, ultimately, their decision to remain silent about ideas. Some of these reasons included 
feeling of having personality flaws, being new to that specific job, and being new to a culture. 
Additionally, participants with managerial responsibility routinely discussed how their supervisor’s 
newness to a job impacted not only their voice, but also their staff decision to communicate ideas. Van 
articulated it this way: 

When I saw the definition and I applied it to me, there are certain things, for whatever 
reason good or bad, I don't bring up.  Whether or not it is because I don't have the 
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confidence, or I don't like taking certain risks, that is something I identified with, and I 
ask myself why people won't bring things forward. 

Additionally, participants expressed that lack of confidence that their ideas will be received 
successfully resulted in participants identifying their personal flaws as a reason why their ideas were not 
shared. Additionally, participants expressed thoughts on the culture on the workgroup organization.   

Van talked about his struggle with confidence when asked if he had ideas that he did not 
communicate upward: 

Yes, there were a couple. And, they're more along the lines of when I had ideas or 
theories in my head or certain things...The main one was that I wasn't confident enough 
to bring it to their attention.  Another one would be that in my mind that it was not the 
right time or place for that idea, and it would be something that I would have to work 
through to ensure that it is a viable idea to bring to them.  If I bring it to my management, 
I want to ensure that it is something that I can do, and I can maintain, and that they can 
find benefit versus coming to them with various theories 

When asked about the source of this lack of confidence, Van explained, “That's more a personality 
flaw for me. There are instances where I feel confident, but in instances where I don't understand the 
risks, or there are high-risks, my confidence goes down.” 

The next factor identified as a hindrance to communicating ideas was based on unsuccessful attempts 
to communicate ideas, and how their supervisor chose to act or respond drove their decisions to not 
communicate future ideas upward. Interestingly, several participants referred to feeling their ideas had 
been “shot down” or they were being “shut down.” Based on the idea that was articulated, participants 
expressed that their supervisors’ response, or lack thereof, made them no longer want to communicate 
upward. As Gabrielle stated: 

I know of situations where people have gotten burned out regarding bringing up ideas on 
how we can do things better, and the ideas not going anywhere.  They became fed up and 
they just shut down.  They don't bring ideas forward anymore.  I don't know if I would go 
that far, but I do believe it contributed to employees becoming complacent.   

As another example, Oscar talked about his experience responding to a tasker from his leadership: 

Um, I spent some time on it. Maybe an hour or two. I put together a list of about ten or 
so, project and evaluation ideas. About what we might do in the coming year. I never 
heard back from anybody; I stopped doing that. Occasionally, they might ask us for ideas, 
but I never did it again. 

Further, to explain his rationale, Oscar added, 

One, like I wasn't being listened to, and two, like I didn't need to do this again…I 
wouldn’t say worthless, but (I felt) not valued as an employee. I had gone from being a 
high and ambitious performer to someone who just punches a clock.  

Participants shared experiences of not sharing ideas with leadership because they had already decided 
to seek employment elsewhere Additionally, some participants decided to not communicate ideas and 
wait upon their first opportunity to retire from Federal service. These beliefs were based on witnessing or 
hearing about previous unsuccessful attempts by their peers and colleagues. One participant, Lorenzo, 
expressed why he stopped sharing ideas with his leadership,  
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I really don't know because I am in an area now where I don't do (that work). I could 
make some improvements …I think they would be appreciated, but my goal right now is 
to move on. I filed an EEO (Equal Employment Opportunity) complaint against the 
current leadership. 

The next aspect articulated by participants was the belief that their day-to-day interaction with their 
supervisor drives the decision to engage in silence and not share ideas, issues, and concerns to improve 
the workgroup or organization. Participants expressed concerns such as being ignored, threatened, and 
encountering a difficult communication structure established by the supervisor. This frustration in the 
interaction with supervisors captured by Rebekah:  

Sometimes, we have one-on-one meetings because we have had trouble in our 
relationship. Her leadership style impacts me by feeling discouraged and that I don't have 
a voice, which I have told her openly.  I have told her that I feel discarded.  

Two sub-dimensions emerged from the data, which were leadership style and process and threats and 
retribution. 

Participants’ belief that their supervisor’s leadership methodology and processes make them not want 
to share ideas with said supervisor. And, participants articulated that supervisors created a communication 
structure that fostered the engagement of silence. These beliefs have been implicitly mentioned as part of 
other themes; and they were based on witnessing or hearing about previous unsuccessful attempts by their 
peers and colleagues. Lorenzo, shared his thoughts about his supervisor’s leadership style: 

I had worked for this person for a couple of years, and I think one begins to see and 
understand another person's personalities, and their characteristics and traits. I knew that 
at that time that there was no way I was going to be able talk in private, even if I wanted 
to. I tried my best to avoid this person as much as possible. 

Lorenzo continued, and talked about his current supervisor, “I have ideas now that I don’t take 
forward because I work for another toxic leader. I think that I would get the same result with the other 
leader. So, I just don't take any ideas forward.” Nadine expounded on the importance of reliance on the 
supervisor has when decided to not upward communicate: 

If there is not trust or respect. It depends and is very situation specific for me...I think 
those are the two predominant factors for me. Right now, my supervisor is kind of done 
with his role, and expects you to be very responsive immediately when he requests things 
of you, but the opposite is not true. So, if you need something from him, and we are 
constantly doing different things and we are not directly under him, so it makes things 
difficult. 

What s the Relationship between Employee Engagement and Employee Voice & Employee 
Silence? 

The results of this study indicated that participants’ decisions to upward communicate ideas to engage 
in voice, or to engage in silence, to their supervisors and skip-level leaders is driven by their engagement 
state. This finding expands on the employee engagement research and broadens its application into the 
conversation about both voice and silence. Detert and Burris (2007) suggested that employee voice and 
silence should be positioned as a discretionary act by employees. Further, Shuck and his colleagues 
(2011) found that discretionary acts by employees are outcomes of employee engagement, not 
antecedents, positioning the act of both voice and silence as outcomes of employee engagement. 
Consequently, the results of this study would appear to align an employee’s decision to engage in voice or 
silence as a result of their engagement state and thus, as an outcome of engagement. These findings 
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contradict employee voice (and silence) encountered in previous employee engagement research. For 
example, Macleod and Clarke (2009) suggested that employee voice and silence were drivers of an 
employee’s engagement state and further, Rees and her colleagues (2013) found that employee voice was 
a factor that determined employee engagement. Our research suggests a different positioning of 
engagement.  

Specifically, participants provided narrative-based justifications for the sequential order of employee 
engagement and then acting on voice or silence. In terms of voice, justifications included feelings of 
empowerment, creativity, the impact of relationship with their supervisors, and job affect. Justifications of 
silence included feelings of exhaustion, complacency, poor supervisor relationship, and depression. Both 
sets of justifications parallel and validate Kahn’s (1990) antecedents of engagement: (a) psychological 
meaningfulness, (b) psychological safety, and (c) psychological availability. Additionally, viewing the 
other conclusions from the prism of employee engagement instead of employee voice and silence aligns 
with Kahn’s antecedents.  

Discussion 
This study’s findings validate and expand previous research that the supervisor’s style, process, and 

relationship with the employee has a profound impact on employee decisions to communicate ideas, 
thoughts, and concerns (ideas) upward to leadership. This conclusion is represented by in-depth data 
analysis of participants’ responses to the first two research questions and is in line with both the 
prevailing voice (Detert & Burris, 2007) and silence (Morrison, 2014) research. Detert and Burris (2007) 
found that leadership behaviors have the strongest impact employee voice. Conversely, Morrison (2014) 
suggested that behavior of supervisors and leaders could create barriers to employee voice––and our work 
supports both positions. Additionally, these findings are in alignment with Kahn’s (1990) qualitative 
research regarding the impact supervisor relationships have with an employee’s overall state of 
engagement. As a part of the psychological safety subdimension, Kahn (1990) suggested that supportive 
and resilient leadership created and environment that resulted in employee openness and creativity. 

Specific to engaging in voice, this study makes the case that supervisors who exhibit a leadership 
style that fosters trust had the greatest propensity for cultivating a culture that resulted in employee voice. 
The creation of this voice-culture fostered a sharing of ideas and an openness to creativity. This finding 
was aligned with research by Rees and her colleagues (2013), who indicated that trust mediated the 
relationship between employee voice and his/her supervisor. Additionally, a supervisor’s leadership style 
that helps employees feel empowered and independent drove an employee’s decision to engage in their 
discretionary voice overtime. This conclusion was aligned to research by Gao and his colleagues (2011), 
which identified a direct relationship between a leaders’ empowering styles and an employee’s decision to 
engage in voice. 

Conversely, this study suggested that a supervisor’s leadership style could create a relationship with 
the participant that also resulted in the decision to choose silence. A leadership style that did not make the 
participant feel they were operating in a culture that was trusting resulted in employees not taking risks 
and not being creative, which was an artifact of silence. This work affirms earlier research by Detert and 
Trevino (2010) who found that supervisors’ (and skip-level leaders’) style could have a positive or 
negative impact on an employee’s decision to engage in voice or silence.  

Additionally, leadership behavior that resulted in participants feeling threatened or intimidated led to 
participants engaging in silence. Leaders who responded to upward communication in a way that could be 
interpreted as intimidating, challenging and bothered impacted participant’s decisions to engage in silence 
going forward. This finding is aligned with Pinder and Harlos (2001), who argued supervisors that create 
an environment of fear and intimidation fosters employees engaging in silence regarding improving their 
organization. 
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study has several implications for both academic research and practical application. First, our 
study makes the argument that employee engagement scholars broaden their employee voice (and silence) 
research to determine whether it is a driver or outcome of employee engagement. Participants in this 
study felt their decisions to exercise voice and/or silence were outcomes of their engagement state. These 
beliefs align with employee voice scholars positioning of the concept as a discretionary act. Second, 
employee engagement research should start to include employee silence as a construct. In this study, 
participants’ relationship with their supervisor impacted decisions to exercise both voice and silence. 
However, additional silence findings were identified.   

Further research may identify other drivers of employee silence and develop ideas to minimize its 
impact. Regarding U.S. federal government research, this study makes the case that further qualitative 
research may be fruitful to uncover new causes of both engagement and disengagement. While Kahn 
(1990) laid a research foundation as a qualitative research, most U.S. federal government research focuses 
on quantitative correlations of the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) data. Leadership 
development practices could also expand to address competencies that could foster an employee voice 
culture and minimize silence. This study makes the case that drivers of employee engagement, such as 
trust, risk, value, confidence, insecurity, fear, and empowerment impact both employee voice and 
employee silence. Strengthening these leadership competencies can help to foster a strong voice culture 
where all ideas. 

This is the first qualitative study to simultaneously explore the relationships between employee 
engagement, employee voice, and employee silence as they relate to public sector employees in the 
United States. Hopefully, this the work will encourage new research and practices, and begin a much-
needed dialogue between and within established scholars of engagement, voice, and silence. 
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