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Abstract of Dissertation
Employee Engagement: Exploring the Experiences of How Voice and Silence Relate to
Public Sector Employees’ Feeling of Being Engaged

Within the public sector there is a growing understanding of the importance of
employee engagement as a medium for driving the various outcomes, such as
performance and well-being (Macleod & Clarke, 2009). Understanding employee
engagement helps to understand and improve the 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). Additionally, over the past decade,
researchers have begun to conceptualize and test employee engagement and its
relationships to employee voice and employee silence. Morrison (2011) suggested that
employees expressing their voice can have positive organizational impacts.

This qualitative content analysis explored how public sector employees
experienced engaging in voice and engaging in silence; and, how those two experiences
relate to the employees’ engagement state. The purpose of this study was to understand
public sector employees’ experiences of exercising voice and exercising silence and how
those experiences relate to being engaged. Based on in-depth data analysis of participant
responses, the following five conclusions were drawn:

1. Participants’ engagement state drives their decision to engage in voice or silence

2. Participant decisions to engage in voice or silence were impacted by his/her
relationship with his/her supervisor

3. Upward communication is driven by factors other than the relationship between
the employee and the supervisor.

4. Participants’ decision to engage in voice is strengthened by performing due
diligence on their ideas
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5. Participants will engage in silence if they feel insecure about their job function or
lack general confidence in themselves.

Regarding implications for theory, the study provides basis for a further discussion
about the relationship between employee engagement with employee voice and employee
silence as it relates to direct supervisors and other drivers. Regarding implications for
practice, the results of this study make an argument that training and development for
public sector supervisors and leaders should focus on fostering and developing upward
communication. Additionally, training and development for public sector supervisors and

leaders should focus on fostering and developing downward communication skills.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Recently, | was in a discussion with the director of my organization. We work in
the federal government. During our conversation, she explained a new process that would
be implemented at one of our organization’s regional offices (Office A), based on a just-
completed implementation at another regional office (Office B). She did not know that |
knew staff working in both offices and had firsthand knowledge about how they felt
about the separate implementations. |1 knew that the completed implementation at Office
B resulted in high-turnover, employee relations issues, low morale, and low engagement.
| also knew that my colleagues in Office A were very fearful of the implementation
because both offices were totally different, and our leadership was perceived as not being
transparent. My director did not know this information as she was describing the
implementation plan for Office A. | sat there and internally battled whether to speak up
about my knowledge and concerns about the implementation. | wanted to speak, but then
realized that from previous experience my director does not like to be contradicted and
had done nothing with all my previous suggestions. Contradicting my director had
resulted in an adverse impact on my career development. And, our director seemed to
value advice only if it was from her leadership team. In the end, I just smiled and did not
say anything about what I knew.

To add context, earlier in my federal career, | had spoken out on issues that |
thought would help the organization. However, speaking out resulted in futility (nothing
happened) or some adverse action was taken against me for speaking (retribution). These
actions resulted in my becoming less engaged or disengaged completely, which lasted

until 1 found alternative employment with a different agency. | regularly think about these



types of experiences in my current role, and | wonder if my colleagues experience their
own forms of disengagement at work. These experiences also drive my current interest in
engagement, and how it may be connected to voice or even silence. Consequently, this
dissertation focuses on the issues of voice and silence, and how they may be related to
employee engagement.

Within the public sector there is a growing understanding of the importance of
employee engagement as a medium for driving the various outcomes, such as
performance and well-being (Macleod & 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). Research has found that engaged public sector employees are (a) twice
likely to stay in their current jobs, (b) two-and-a-half times more likely to feel they can
make a difference, and (c) three times as likely to report being satisfied with their jobs
(Taylor, 2012). Further, other research has found that 78% of highly-engaged public
sector employees believe they can have an impact on public services delivery or customer
service versus only 29% of the disengaged employees (Macleod & Clarke, 2009).
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. Therefore, understanding employee
engagement helps to understand and improve the 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). Further, Macleod and Clarke
(2009) suggested that employee engagement strategies enable people to be the best they
can 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.

Specific to the federal government, the importance of fostering employee
engagement has been widely recognized, and the people and culture portion of the
President Obama’s management agenda emphasized the need to develop and sustain an
engaged, innovative, and productive federal workforce (Office of Personnel Management
[OPM], 2014). As the largest employer in the U.S., Lavigna (2014) suggested the federal
government must construct—and sustain—effective approaches to address and strengthen
employee engagement. Both the OPM and the General Accountability Office (GAO)
issued a white paper and report, respectively, on employee engagement, which provides
ideas to improve and sustain employee engagement. And, the Merit Systems Protection
Board (MSPB) (2008) found that engaged public sector employees have less intention to
leave their current agency, use less sick leave, and conversely work in agencies that
produce better programmatic results.

Despite the Obama administration’s focused efforts to improve employee
engagement, overall job satisfaction—one proxy measure of employee engagement—
remained far lower for the federal government than the private sector (Fox, 2015). For
example, research has found that overall job satisfaction in the federal government is
almost 20% lower than in the private sector (Partnership for Public Service, 2013). To

address employee engagement within the federal government, the Obama administration



issued a memorandum, via the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), to support
federal agencies’ efforts to strengthen an organizational culture of employee engagement
by (a) creating an environment where employees are doing meaningful work, and (b)
emphasizing an environment where employees feel safe to be themselves and have the
proper resources and availability to be engaging (OPM, 2014).

Concurrent to the Obama administration effort, several federal agencies have
taken steps to improve employee engagement. For example, the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services’ (HHS) Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA) undertook a substantive employee-led employee engagement
initiative, which resulted in improved employee engagement and sense of ownership in
creating a positive place to work (Rivera & Flinck, 2011). The U.S. Patent & Trademark
Office (USPTO) achieved a 20% increase in its Best Places to Work engagement score
between 2009 and 2013 through changed work processes, better communication with
labor and engaged leadership that resulted in reduced patent backlogs even as
applications increased (Partnership for Public Service, 2013)." Finally, the U.S. Mint
made significant progress in improving employee engagement after years at the bottom of
the Best Places to Work rankings by encouraging fully engaged management, targeted
training, and better communication with employees (Partnership for Public Service,
2013).

Scholars have examined how employees choose to engage, or disengage, at work
and have developed different ways to define and understand the construct. For example,

Shuck and his colleagues (2016) identified work activity, job activity, organizational

! The Best Places to Work index score is an agency’s primary score. It measures the overall
performance of agencies and agency subcomponents related to employee satisfaction and commitment,
which are proxies for engagement.



identity, and active role as distinguishing factors of employee engagement. However,
there is consensus that employee engagement has positive impact on individual and
organizational outcomes (Shuck, Reio, & Rocco, 2011a). While there are different
definitions and alternative ways to study engagement, which are discussed in further
detail in Chapter 2, this study defines employee engagement as “an individual
employee’s behavioral, cognitive and emotional state toward organizational outcomes”
(Shuck & Wollard, 2010, p. 103).

Despite this work on engagement, its relationship to employee voice and
employee silence remains unclear. Over the past decade, researchers have begun to
conceptualize and test employee engagement and its relationships to employee voice and
employee silence. 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).

Interestingly, when announcing a memorandum to strengthen employee
engagement within the U.S., President Obama implicitly included employee voice by
stating,

...you've got to have the folks right there on the front lines able to make
suggestions and know that they're heard, and to not simply be rewarded for doing



an outstanding job, but to see their ideas implemented in ways that really make a
difference. (OPM, 2014, p. 1)

While emergent research has identified that employee voice (and silence) are a part of
engagement, the conceptualizations are in conflict whether employee voice (and
employee silence) are precursors to, or outcomes of, employee engagement (Kahn &
Heaphy, 2014).

Employee engagement scholars conceptualized and Rees and her colleagues
(2013) empirically found that employee voice is a precursor of employee engagement
(Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development [CIPD], 2010). However, employee
voice scholars, without specifically focusing on employee engagement, have alluded that
employee voice is a discretionary action by the employee, which suggests that voice is an
outcome of engagement (Detert & Burris, 2007). Discretionary behaviors are not
antecedents, however; rather, discretionary behaviors are outcomes influenced by
experiences that shape psychological states, grounded in an individual’s in-the-moment
meaning making. Further, Shuck and his colleagues (2011) found that discretionary effort
is an outcome of employee engagement. So, employee engagement and employee voice
scholars are in conflict regarding whether employee voice is an antecedent or outcome of
employee engagement.

In summary, research found that public sector agencies with high employee
engagement levels tend to perform well and serve the public good (Macleod & Clarke,
2009). In addition, research by Ruck and his colleagues (2016) and Cumberland and her
colleagues (2017) explored the relationship between employee engagement and employee
voice via leadership responsiveness and management openness, respectively. However, a

clear relationship between employee voice and silence and employee engagement



remains unclear. There is a lack of consensus whether employee voice leads to employee
engagement, or whether employee engagement leads to employee voice.
Statement of the Problem

Organizations and public sector agencies are focused on employee engagement as
a promising strategy to improve a myriad of organizational and agency outcomes;
however, there is a dearth of research on employee engagement relationships with
employee voice and employee silence in the academic literature as it relates to
organizational and agency outcomes (Gruman & Saks, 2014; Lavigna, 2015). For
example, this research found very little qualitative research on employee engagement by
itself, or as it relates to employee voice and employee silence. Further, within the public
sector, organizational development and leadership researchers and practitioners are being
asked to play a greater role in the development of engagement-enhancing strategies
(Shuck, Reio, & Rocco, 2011a). However, the lack of research on employee engagement
and its relationships with employee voice and employee silence limits both prisms of
understanding the causes of, and strategies to improve, employee engagement and its
related individual and organizational outcomes.

From the academic perspective, emerging research aligns employee voice as an
antecedent of engagement; however, other different-minded scholars have suggested
employee voice is an outcome of psychological states. Macleod and Clarke (2009)
conceptualized employee voice as an antecedent of engagement, and Rees et al. (2013)
found that employee voice, mediated by trust, impacts employee engagement. As stated
earlier, Morrison (2014) defined employee voice as the informal, discretionary, and extra-

role communication by an employee. Morrison situated voice as an outcome, or



discretionary, after-behavior. Similarly, Detert and Burris (2007) suggested that
employee voice involves “the discretionary provision of information intended to improve
organizational functioning to someone inside an organization with the perceived authority
to act, even though such information may upset the status quo of the organization and its
power holders” (p. 869). Discretionary behaviors are not antecedents, however; rather,
discretionary behaviors are outcomes influenced by experiences that shape psychological
states, grounded in an individual’s in-the-moment meaning making (Alagaraja & Shuck,
2015).
Purpose of the Study
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to understand public sector employees’
experiences of exercising voice and exercising silence and how those experiences relate
to being engaged.
Research Questions
Three overarching research questions guided this study:
1. How do public sector employees experience engaging in voice?
2. How do public sector employees experience engaging in silence?
3. How do the public-sector employees’ experiences of voice and silence relate
to their feeling of being engaged?
Significance of Study
As scholars and practitioners continue to research employee engagement,
employee voice, and employee silence, this study may be of use in many areas. First, this
study adds qualitative literature to the employee engagement, employee voice, and

employee silence fields by exploring the experiences of public sector employees



regarding those three concepts. Second, this study identifies new themes and patterns for
the relationship between employee engagement, employee voice and employee
engagement. These themes and patterns may be utilized by researchers for further
empirical research. And third, this study launches a discussion regarding whether
employee voice and employee silence are precursors to employee engagement or
outcomes of employee engagement.

Conceptual Framework

Miles and Huberman (1994) defined a conceptual framework as a visual or
written product, one that “explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main
things to be studied— the key factors, concepts, or variables— and the presumed
relationships among them” (p. 18). Further, Merriam and Tisdell (2015) stated the
conceptual framework guides the research process in terms of identification of relevant
concepts and constructs. This study’s conceptual framework concentrated on the concepts
of employee engagement, employee voice, and employee silence within the context of the
public sector employee.

As illustrated in Figure 1, these three concepts are arranged purposefully, and the
focus of the study was to understand more about the lines in-between the concepts. The
image suggests that employee voice and employee silence are two sides of the same coin,
or a binary system that flips back and forth depending on the context and situation. Note,
Figure 1 represents the model that guided this study; however, a different model that

represents the study’s findings is presented in Chapter 5.



’ Public Sector Employees

Employee Engagement

Employee Voice Employee Silence

Figure I. Conceptual framework of proposed study

Employee Engagement

Kahn (1990) was one of the first scholars to write specifically about employee
engagement. He stated, “...everyday, workers choose to express and employ their selves
or withdraw and defend their selves” (p. 692). Kahn defined employee engagement as the
“harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles: in engagement, people
employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, emotionally, and mentally during
role performances” (p. 694). However, this study defined employee engagement as
“individual employee’s behavioral, cognitive, and emotional state toward organizational
outcomes” (Shuck & Wollard, 2010, p. 103).

Kahn’s (1990) research identified three conditions impacting employee
engagement, which are psychological safety, psychological meaningfulness, and
psychological availability. First, Kahn defined psychological safety as the ability to show

an employee oneself without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status, or
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career (p. 708). Second, psychological meaningfulness is defined as the feeling that one is
receiving a return on investments of one’s self in a currency of physical, cognitive, or
emotional energy, which results in feeling worthwhile, useful, and valuable (Kahn, 1990,
p. 703-704). Last, psychological availability is defined as the sense of having the
physical, emotional, or psychological resources to personally engage at a moment; it
encompasses how ready an employee is to engage, given the distractions they experience
as a member of social systems (Kahn, 1990, p. 714).

Several scholars have built on Kahn’s (1990) phenomenological research about
employee engagement and its antecedents with further conceptualization and empirical
studies. For example, May and his colleagues (2004) surveyed 213 employees of a large
insurance firm and found that the three psychological conditions each had a significant
positive impact on employee engagement. Expanding on that research, Saks (2006a)
surveyed 102 employees across various organizations and found that engagement
mediated the relationships between the psychological conditions and job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, intent-to-turnover, and organizational citizenship behavior.
Similarly, Shuck, Reio, and Rocco (2011a) conceptualized outcomes of engagement into
two categories—discretionary effort and intent-to-turnover. Further, Shuck et al. (2011a)
surveyed 283 employees across various organizations and found that employee
engagement impacted those two categories.

Employee Voice

Employee voice emerged with a seminal study by Hirschman (1970) focused on

an organization’s external consumers’ and internal employees’ dissatisfaction,

emphasizing unions as the main instrument of voice (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015).
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Hirschman conceptualized employee voice as an option for customers in a context of how
organizations respond to decline, and since then the term has been used with different
applications (Dundon, Wilkinson, Marchington, & Ackers, 2004). Within the
organization, Hirschman (1970) argued that voice enables employees and their
representatives to not only make their views known, but also influence workplace
practices. As a result, from Hirschman’s perspective, customers and employees have
some power to marshal influence with the organization (Allen, 2014).

From an organizational behavior perspective, employees feel that being heard
reinforces a sense of belonging within an organization and a belief that one’s actions can
have an impact (Macleod & Clarke, 2009). This study utilized the Morrison (2014)
definition of employee voice, which is the informal and discretionary communication by
an employee of ideas, suggestions, concerns, information about problems, or opinions
about work-related issues to persons who might be able to take appropriate action, with
the intent to bring about improvement or change (p. 174). This definition is consistent
with the organizational behavior perspective of employee voice, which is a more direct
with a focus on mechanisms that allow for individual employee involvement, such as
task-based participation, upward communication, and problem-solving (Mowbray,
Wilkinson, & Tse, 2014).

As stated earlier, emerging research aligns employee voice as an antecedent of
engagement, other different minded scholars have suggested employee voice as an
outcome to psychological states. Finally, Morrison (2011) further conceptualized
employee voice “as a discretionary extra-role behavior occurring in a face-to-face

context” (p. 386). Morrison opined situating voice as an outcome, or discretionary after-
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behavior. This perspective of voice is different than the CIPD definition (2010), which
asserted that employee voice is a precursor to employee engagement. Connected,
Macleod and Clarke (2009) suggested employee voice becomes a building block for
engagement when employees’ views are sought out; they are listened to and see that their
opinions count and make a difference.
Employee Silence

There is evidence from a variety of sources that employees often do not feel
comfortable speaking to their bosses about organizational problems or issues that concern
them (Milliken, Morrison, & Hewlin, 2003). Morrison and Milliken (2000) suggested
that silence, or the disinclination to speak out, can undermine “organizational decision-
making” and over time erode employee trust and morale. Additionally, Van Dyne and his
colleagues (2003) suggested examining employee silence as an important behavior that
may impact employee and organizational performance. And, Brinsfield (2012) found that
employees’ reluctance to speak up about work-related matters has been linked to many
important individual and organizational outcomes. Further, Milliken and her colleagues
(2013) suggested that employees often do not feel comfortable speaking to their bosses
about organizational problems or issues that concern them. Thus, Morrison (2014)
suggested that when employees withhold such input, they are choosing to exhibit their
silence and depriving their organization of potentially useful information.

Among the human resource development and employee relations scholars, there
are different views on employee silence. From the organizational behavior prism,
Morrison (2014) suggested that conceptually, silence is failure to voice, and voice is a

choice (deliberate or otherwise) to not remain silent. If an employee has an idea or
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suggestion, or is aware of a problem or issue, that employee can either speak up or
withhold that information (p. 177). Conversely, the employee relations perspective is that
management may actively discourage employee voice to produce silence (Cullinane &
Donaghey, 2014). Further, Donaghey and his colleagues (2011) suggested management,
through agenda-setting and institutional structures, may well perpetuate silence on a
range of issues which are effectively organized out of the voice process in favor of less
threatening items. Consequently, this paper used the Pinder and Harlos (2001) definition
of employee silence, which is “the withholding of any form of genuine expression about
the individual's behavioral, cognitive and/or affective evaluations of his/her
organizational circumstances to persons who are perceived to be capable of effecting
change” (p. 334).

Milliken (2014) suggested that while employee silence is vastly conceptualized,
empirical research is rather limited. In their exploratory study, Milliken and her
colleagues (2013) interviewed 40 employees across various industries and found that
being silent about issues and problems at work was a common experience. Based on
surveying 677 employees at a software company, Vakola and Bouradas (2005) found that
employee silence has inverse relationships with job satisfaction and organizational
commitment. Further, based on 243 questionnaires from a technology organization in the
United Kingdom, Knoll and Redman (2015) found that employee silence had an adverse
impact on job performance and an employee’s well-being.

Therefore, exploring how public sector employees experience voice and silence,
and how those experiences relate to employee engagement is an important contribution to

understanding the influences and impacts of employee engagement. Additionally, this
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study provides themes for future research. And lastly, this study adds clarity to the
discussion of whether employee engagement is a precursor or outcome of employee
engagement.
Methodology

This study was a qualitative content analysis, which is an accepted methodology
for conducting qualitative research (Yin, 2013). This type of qualitative research allows
for exploration of individuals and supports deconstruction and the subsequent
reconstruction of both the employee engagement and employee voice concepts (Baxter &
Jack, 2008). While emerging research has aligned employee voice as an antecedent of
engagement, the combination of determining how and why employee choose to exercise
voice (or silence) aligns with qualitative research (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Rees, Alfes, &
Gatenby, 2013).
Recruitment Overview

The recruiting process for this study utilized purposive sampling. Maxwell (2012)
stated that in this strategy persons are selected deliberately to provide information that is
particularly relevant to research questions and goals. For this process, the participants
were current U.S. federal government employees with a federal work service of at least
five years which were the only two criteria for inclusion in the study. Utilization of a key
informant was the method to identify potential participants. Creswell (2013) defined key
informants as individuals with whom the researcher begins in the data collection because
they are well-informed and provide leads about information. Potential participants were

screened by the researcher to determine eligibility for participation in the research. Those
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accepting to participate were emailed the timeline specifics for the study, as well as the
informed consent form.
Data Collection Overview

While utilizing research of several qualitative scholars, this study mainly used the
Creswell (2013) process for data collection. Creswell conceptualized data collection as a
series of interrelated activities aimed at gathering good information to answer emerging
research questions. For this study, an initial questionnaire, semi-structured, open-ended
interview questions, and secondary documentation were the three instruments used to
collect data. The data collection instruments were pilot tested with a pool of two current
federal employees that are not part of the potential participant pool (pilot participants).
Data Analysis Overview

Creswell (2013) stated that data analysis involves organizing the data, conducting
a preliminary read-through of the database, coding and organizing themes, representing
the data, and forming an interpretation of them. For this study, organizing data consisted
of several steps. First, all data was converted to digital format, which includes
transcribing audio recordings, and consolidating data into a database. Next, following
Yin’s method (2016), the researcher re-read and re-listened to the data to familiarize
himself with collected data. After reviewing the data, main categorical themes were
identified and prepared for coding. Finally, the data was interpreted and presented in a
format that is easy to understand for of the study.
Human Protection Overview

Yin (2013) stated that specific ethical considerations arise involving study

participants. In addition, Yin recommended developing a plan to protect human subjects.
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To protect the participants of this study, prior to data collection formal approval of the

study and plan was sought from each participant or more if necessary, as well as the

institutional review board (IRB). Yin stated that an IRB is charged with reviewing and

approving all human subjects-type research before such research can proceed (p. 78).
Limitations

This study was limited to the experience of employees in the public sector,
specifically the federal government. Even further, this research was based on a single
work group or certification training class. Different federal agencies, public-, and private-
sector organizations may have a different structure, philosophy, issues, and challenges;
therefore, conclusions cannot be generalized to those agencies and organizations. And,
while the sample size was ample for an explorative qualitative study, it may not have
been large enough or representative of a larger population of employees.

Definition of Key Terms

Employee engagement: An individual employee’s cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral state directed toward desired organizational outcomes (Shuck & Wollard,
2010, p. 103).

Employee silence: The withholding of any form of genuine expression about the
individual's behavioral, cognitive, or affective evaluations of their organizational
circumstances to persons who are perceived to be capable of effecting change (Pinder &
Harlos, 2001).

Employee voice: The informal and discretionary communication by an employee

of ideas, suggestions, concerns, information about problems, or opinions about work-

17



related issues to persons who might be able to take appropriate action, with the intent to

bring about improvement or change (Morrison, 2014, p. 174).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter presents the literature review on employee engagement, employee
voice, and employee silence theories and how these three constructs relate with each
other regarding experiences of public sector employees. The literature review provided a
baseline of previous research, which was used to identify a gap in the study of employee
engagement when it comes to public sector employees. Following Maxwell (2012), the
literature review identified how this study “fits” into existing employee engagement,
employee voice, and employee silence research; and, this literature review demonstrates
that it grounds this study. Further, a literature review provides the foundation for
contributing to the knowledge base of the constructs (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). As a
fluid process, this literature review was an ongoing process that was periodically updated
to truly reflect the corresponding conceptual framework. The conceptual framework was
structured using the research perspectives of employee engagement, employee voice,
employee silence, and the public sector.

So, this review of literature provided the foundation for a review of employee
engagement, employee voice, and employee silence. A synthesis of the literature
identified where there are gaps in the research. These gaps set the stage for exploring the
experiences of public sector employees in determining how they choose to exercise voice
and silence and how those experiences relate to their state of engagement.

Regarding the chapter flow, first, methods of review regarding search criteria and
boundaries are described. Second, the literature review focuses on all three constructs,

which include definitions, drivers, and outcome. Third, the literature review addresses
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employee engagement through the lens of the public sector. Fourth, the chapter focuses
on a synthesis of the literature, which concludes with a chapter summary.
Methods of Review

Two important aspects providing boundaries for this literature review are its
scope and the search terms used to create the bibliography. For scope, since Kahn (1990)
is regarded as the seminal article for employee engagement, articles from 1990 to the
present were utilized. However, pertinent literature for employee engagement, employee
voice, and employee silence outside of that scope were referenced and cited. As for the
bibliography search terms, originally, the search was based on the words employee
engagement, employee voice, employee silence, and federal government. However, more
terms were included as search criteria to accurately understand the constructs of
employee engagement, employee voice, and employee silence. Conversations with
researchers, professors, and colleagues identified potential research articles. The
bibliography sections of articles provided more resources to identify appropriate articles.
Key words searched were: antecedents, discretionary effort, employee engagement,
employee empowerment, employee relations, employee silence, employee voice,
government, integrity, intent to turnover, meaningfulness, non-for-profit, organizational
behavior, outcomes, performance, psychological availability, psychological safety, public
sector, retention, satisfaction, silence, trust, voice, and work engagement.

Employee Engagement

This paragraph documents the order for this section of the literature review. First,

this section identifies different definitions of employee engagement, which results in the

justification of using the Shuck and Wollard (2010) definition for this research. Next,
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research, both conceptual and empirical, documents the evolution of employee
engagement since Kahn’s (1990) seminal research. Next, there is a synthesis of the
employee engagement research. And, last, there is a summary of the section.
Definitions

Kahn (1990) is widely credited with the first application and use of engagement
theory to the workplace in his qualitative research with both summer camp counselors
and architecture firm professionals. This research explored how the counselors’ and
professionals’ experiences with various work variables such as manager satisfaction, role
clarity, and availability of resources influenced their experience and involvement with
work tasks, ultimately influencing preeminent thoughts (Shuck, 2011, p. 304). Based on
this research, Kular and her colleagues (2008) suggested that engagement means to be
psychologically as well as physically present when occupying and performing an
organizational role.

Kahn (1990) defined engagement as employees’ investment of physical,
cognitive, and emotional energy and their full deployment of themselves into their work
roles and tasks (p. 694). As Kahn stated, “everyday, workers choose to express and
employ their selves or withdraw and defend their selves” (p. 692). Kahn’s belief was that
people at various points during the work day choose at what depth to expose themselves
(p. 692). This “self” has been aligned to a person’s authenticity (Shuck, Rocco, &
Albornoz, 2011). To further conceptualize employee engagement, Kahn articulated that
“the psychological experience of work drives people’s attitudes and behaviors; and that
individual, interpersonal, group, intergroup and organizational factors influence these

experiences” (p. 695).
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One of the challenges of employee engagement has been that its meaning has not
been captured by a single universally accepted definition. As stated in Chapter 1,
MacLeod and Clarke (2009) found as many as 50 different versions of engagement and
suggested that there may well be more. Employee engagement has been defined as either
being person-centric with work- or job-related focus, or toward having specific
organizational focuses such as organizational commitment and organizational citizenship
behavior (OCB) (OPM, 2015; Saks, 2006b). In addition, employee engagement has been
defined as emotional and intellectual commitment toward the organization or the amount
of discretionary effort exhibited by employees in their job (Kular et al., 2008).

Other research defined engagement as being grounded on different focal points.
Shuck and his colleagues (2016) suggested scholars note the distinguishing unique focal
points for each state of engagement to differentiate both theoretical and practical
distinction. Further, Shuck et al. (2016) identified job activity, work activity,
organizational identification, and alignment with co-workers as focal points separate
from active role (and the full spectrum of the work experience), which is aligned to
employee engagement.

For example, burnout researchers defined engagement as the characteristics of
energy, involvement, and efficacy, which are the inverse of the characteristics of
exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy that align with the focal point of job activity
(Maslach & Leiter, 2008). This definition views engagement and burnout as positive and
negative endpoints of a single continuum (Schaufeli, 2013). Burnout is viewed as the
negative pole and engagement is viewed as the positive pole (Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter,

2010). Further, Schaufeli (2013) stated “persons who are high on engagement are
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inevitably low on burnout, and vice versa. The second, alternative view considers work
engagement as a distinct concept that is negatively related to burnout” (p. 694).
Interestingly, between these endpoints exists boredom at work. Research found that
boredom has an inverse relationship with engagement and a positive relationship with
burnout (Schaufeli, 2013). More specifically, boredom has an inverse relationship job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, and retention (Reijseger et al., 2012).

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) described work engagement as “a positive, fulfilling,
work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (p.
295). This definition aligns with the focal point of work activity. Vigor implied being
energetic and mentally resilient at work and being willing to invest effort and to persist
when difficulties arise (Sonnentag et al., 2012). Dedication means being enthusiastic and
inspired at work and experiencing significance, pride, and challenge (Schaufeli &
Bakker, 2004). Absorption can be described as full concentration at work and as the
experience of being happily engrossed in one’s work (Sonnentag et al., 2012).

Saks (2006) defined engagement as the extent to which an individual is
psychologically present in an organizational role; this aligns to the focal point
organizational identification. Further, Saks suggested that the dominant role for
employees is their role as members of the organization. And, Saks found that
organizational engagement has a direct relationship with organizational commitment.

Specific to the federal government, the OPM (2015a) issued a report with a goal
of creating a public sector-specific definition of employee engagement. The OPM defined
employee engagement as the employee’s sense of purpose that is evident in their display

of dedication, persistence, and effort in their work or overall attachment to their
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organization and its mission (p. 1). This definition aligns with the focal point of
organizational identity. Further, OPM views employee engagement as a positive
condition that benefits the organization.

Another definition articulated engagement as the extent employees commit to
something or someone in their organization, and how long they stay because of that
commitment (Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009). Little and Little (2006) identified other
definitions—the individual’s involvement and satisfaction with, as well as enthusiasm
for, work by Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002); how each individual employee connects
with the company and the customer by Lucy, Bateman, and Hines (2005); and the extent
to which people value, enjoy, and believe in what they do (pp. 111-112). However,
employees can be motivated, satisfied, and committed to their jobs without necessarily
engaging toward overall strategies and objectives of the organization, or without feeling
the wider impact of their outputs and efforts (Werner, Karel, Jan, & Wait, 2011). Shuck
and his colleagues (2017) defined employee engagement as a positive, active, work-
related psychological state operationalized by the maintenance, intensity, and direction of
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral energy. Engagement was found to surpass job
satisfaction and better relate to organizational outcomes (MSPB, 2008).

Shuck and Wollard (2010) defined employee engagement as “an individual
employee’s cognitive, emotional and behavioral state directed toward desired
organizational outcomes” (p. 103). This definition encompasses the behavioral, cognitive,
and emotional state of the employee’s experiences of engagement while aligning the
result of the employee’s state of engagement to a broad array of organizational outcomes.

Shuck and Wollard stated this definition also includes the clarity and comprehension to
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satisfy practitioners, while being robust enough for future scholarly research (p. 103).

The Shuck and Wollard definition of employee engagement was utilized for this study.

Table 1 offers a sample of definitions of employee engagement.

Table 1

Definitions of Employee Engagement

Researcher

Definition

Bakker et al. (2008)

A positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind
characterized by vigor, dedication and absorption

Christian et al. (2011)

Work engagement is a relatively enduring state of
mind referring to the simultaneous investment of
personal energies in the experience or performance
of work

CIPD (2010)

Being positively present during performance of
work by willingly contributing intellectual effort,
experiencing positive emotions and meaningful
connections to others

Corporate Leadership Council
(2004)

The extent to which employees commit to
something or someone in their organization, [and]
how long they work and how long they stay
because of that commitment

Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes
(2002)

The individual’s involvement and satisfaction with
as well as enthusiasm for work

Kahn (1990)

Employees’ investment of physical, cognitive and
emotional energy and their full deployment of
themselves into their work roles and tasks

Macey and Schneider (2008)

The employee’s sense of purpose and focused
energy that is evident to others through the display
of personal initiative, adaptability, effort, and
persistence directed toward the organization’s
goals

Macleod and Clarke (2009)

A workplace approach designed to ensure that
employees are committed to their organization’s
goals and values, motivated to contribute to
organizational success, and are able at the same
time to enhance their own sense of well-being.

Maslach and Leiter (2008)

An energetic state of involvement with personally
fulfilling activities that enhance one’s sense of
personal efficacy

OPM (2015a)

The employee’s sense of purpose that is evident in
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their display of dedication, persistence, and effort
in their work or overall attachment to their
organization and its mission.

Shuck and Wollard (2010) An individual employee’s cognitive, emotional
and behavioral state directed toward desired
organizational outcomes.

In this section, several different definitions of employee engagement were
identified. In addition, different focal points of employee engagement were discussed.
Lastly, the Shuck and Wollard (2010) definition of employee engagement was justified
based on its academic rigor for its antecedents while providing flexibility for future
outcomes.

The next sections provide a review of the literature pertaining to employee
engagement. The sections begin with a documentation of the research in general
regarding employee engagement, which includes conceptualized and empirical research.
Next, there is a description of drivers of engagement, which is followed by a section on
engagement outcomes. Then, there is a review of the literature on employee engagement
specific to the U.S. federal government, and the section concludes with a summary.
Employee Engagement Research

The beauty of employee engagement is that it can be everything to everybody,
and most people think it sounds good (Welbourne, 2011). Employee engagement drives
business outcomes, such as productivity, performance, profitability, and other desirable
behavior results in the workplace, such as retention and pride (Krishna & Murthy, 2015).
Employee engagement speaks to something most social scientists, employees, and
managers truly believe, which is that when employees go above and beyond their work

roles and demonstrate they are not robots just doing a simple, repetitive job, then their
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organizations perform better (Welbourne, 2011). Research identified substantial
differences between firms in the top quartile of average employee engagement from those
in the bottom quartile with respect to return on assets, profitability, and market value
(Albrecht et al., 2015). Macleod and Clarke (2009) posited that it is important to see
employee engagement as a workplace approach designed to ensure that employees are
committed to their organization’s goals and values (p. 9).

Research found that employee engagement has direct positive relationships with a
myriad of individual and organizational outcomes (Shuck, Reio, & Rocco, 2011).
Research also found critical links between employee engagement, customer loyalty,
business growth, and profitability (Schaufeli, 2013). Additionally, Macleod and Clarke
(2009) found that higher levels of engagement are strongly related to higher levels of
innovation. Some other data from Gallup research, as provided by Macleod and Clarke,
were as follows:

1. Those with engagement scores in the bottom quartile averaged 31% to 51%
more employee turnover, 51% more inventory shrinkage, and 62% more
accidents.

2. Those with engagement scores in the top quartile averaged 12% higher
customer advocacy, 18% higher productivity, and 12% higher profitability.

3. Of engaged employees, 59% say that their job brings out their most creative
ideas versus only 3% of disengaged employees.

Sanborn and his colleagues (2011) suggested that engagement levels vary on a

global level amongst countries. Adkins (2016) found that only 32% of U.S. workers

considered themselves engaged in their job; and, most employees (51%) were not
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engaged, while another 17 % of employees were actively disengaged. Truss et al. (as
cited in CIPD, 2010) found that 35% of United Kingdom (UK) employees are actively
engaged, while 57% are moderately engaged. And last, research revealed that only 18%
of Australia’s employee population are (positively) engaged, which represents a higher
percentage than the following Asia-Pacific countries: Thailand (12%), China (12%),
Japan, (9%), New Zealand (17%), and Singapore (18%) (Kular et al., 2008).

Interestingly, since employee engagement is viewed as a state, research found that
employee engagement can change, ebb, and flow throughout an employee’s day, based
on daily tasks and events (Schaufeli, 2013). For example, research on engagement
frequency found that 18% of employees were engaged daily; 59% report being engaged
“once a week;” 22% report being engaged “a few times a year;” and just 1% report
“never” being engaged (CIPD, 2010, p. 104). In addition, CIPD (2010) findings
suggested that a substantial majority of employees are not engaged with their work daily;
but, equally, only a very small number are never engaged (p. 104).

Drivers of employee engagement. 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 who 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,
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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).

Psychological Safety

Psychological safety is defined as the ability to show and employ oneself without
fear of negative consequences to self-image, status, or career (Kahn, 1990). As stated
earlier, levels of psychological safety result in the employee choosing to expose or defend
their authentic self. Psychological safety is based on the belief that the employee needs to
trust their working environment—including leaders and others in the workgroup—
cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally, as well as the need to reasonably under
understand what was expected of them at work (Shuck, 2011).

While Kahn (1990) approached psychological safety from the perspective of the
individual, team psychological safety addresses this antecedent to employee engagement
from the perspective of the organization (team). Team psychological safety is defined as
a shared belief held by members of a team that the team environment is safe for
interpersonal risk taking (Edmondson, 1999). Within the work team, psychological safety

could result in behaviors that improve effectiveness of the team. Examples of these
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behaviors include seeking feedback, sharing information, asking for help, discussing
errors, and experimenting (Edmondson, 1999). Moreover, team members should not feel
they must be guarded in their behavior; instead, team members should feel encouraged to
question current practices and share what may be regarded as provocative ideas
(Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006). Research has found that people felt safer in groups that
exhibit openness and supportiveness (Kahn, 1990). Expanding this belief further, Grant
(2016) identified organizations that openly “prevent groupthink by inviting dissenting
opinions from every employee in the company” (p. 189).

However, both the individual and organizational constructs of psychological
safety can vary between teams and organizations (Dollard & Bakker, 2010). Zohar and
Luria (2005) argued that organizational facets can represent competing operational
demands such as safety versus productivity or service climate versus efficiency; and, the
best indicators of an organization’s true priorities are enacted policies, procedures, and
practices. At the individual level, there are many factors, but the dominant factor is the
impact of the employee’s supervisor or team’s leader (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006).
Further, at the individual level, Kahn (1990) identified four factors that directly influence
psychological safety: interpersonal relationships, leader style and process, group and
intergroup dynamics, and group norms. Note, research by Lucas and Kline (2008) found
that group and intergroup dynamics and group norms have a relationship with culture.
Last, Nembhard and Edmonson (2006) have identified leadership inclusiveness and

communication as factors impacting psychological safety.
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Psychological Meaningfulness

Psychological meaningfulness is defined as the feeling that one is receiving a
return on investment of self in a currency of physical, cognitive, or emotional energy,
which results in feeling worthwhile, useful, and valuable (Kahn, 1990). Research has
found that the following constructs align to Kahn’s (1990) description of psychological
meaningfulness and its task and role influences include job challenge, autonomy, variety,
feedback, role fit, opportunities for development, and rewards and recognition (Crawford
et al., 2013). Additionally, job design and job crafting have been found to have a direct
relationship with employee engagement (Tims, Derks, & Bakker, 2016). Psychological
meaningfulness has been identified in research as the most impactful condition toward
the state of employee engagement (May, Gilson, & Harter, 2004) because these factors
are associated with increased engagement because they offer opportunities and incentives
for individuals to express more of their preferred selves in work role performances
(Kahn, 1992).

Psychological meaningfulness represents congruence between the values,
mission, and behavior of both the individual employee and the organization (Rich,
LePine, & Crawford, 2010). When employees learn that their roles call for behaviors that
are congruent with how they like to see themselves, they are more likely to find their
roles inviting, valuable, and worthwhile and more willing to fully engage themselves
(Kahn, 1992). In addition, when employees believe that their personal values are
congruent with those of the organization for which they work, they perceive that

organizational role expectations are congruent with their preferred self-image; and, they
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should find more meaningfulness in their work, and in turn, exhibit higher engagement
(Rich, LePine, & Crawford, 2010).

Research has found that several aspects of meaningful impact employee
engagement and its outcomes. Fernandez and Moldogaziev (2015) found employee
empowerment has a direct effect on job performance and indirect effects through its
influence on job satisfaction and innovativeness. Note, Thomas and Penthouse (1990)
defined empowerment as a heightened level of intrinsic task motivation or internalized
commitment to a task as evident in four assessments of that task: impact, competence,
meaningfulness, and choice (as cited in Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2015). Additionally,
Fernandez and Moldogaziev (2011) found that employee empowerment has a direct
effect on job satisfaction. Similarly, job fit is defined as the degree to which a person
feels their personality and values fit with their current job (Shuck, Reio, & Rocco, 2011).
Based on their research, “employees who experience good (job) fit derive a degree of
meaningfulness from their work, resulting in who experience job fit within their work
roles are more likely to perform their jobs with enthusiasm and energy” (p. 430). Job fit
provides opportunities for employees to be involved in individually meaningful work that
affects the development of work attitudes (Shuck, Reio, & Rocco, 2011).

Leading theorists in the employee engagement literature have emphasized the role
of job design in having an impact on employee engagement (Shantz, Alfes, Truss, &
Soane, 2012). Note, Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) job characteristics model posited that
the psychological states of meaningfulness, experienced responsibility, and knowledge of
results mediate the relationship between these job design facets and organizational

outcomes. Bakker and Demerouti (2007) suggested there is a positive relation between
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job design and engagement. Specifically, physical, social, or organizational aspects of the
job can be a source of engagement for employees (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Job
design where the employee has certain levels of autonomy is also a mitigating factor in
meaningfulness (Shantz, Alfes, Truss, & Soane, 2013). And, job autonomy leads to
psychological ownership of work because the work outcomes of an employee with high
levels of autonomy depend on that employee’s effort and decisions, rather than on
instructions from the employee’s supervisor or job procedures (Hackman & Oldham,
1976).

Job crafting refers to changes employees make in their job on their own initiative,
which relate from the tasks individuals perform at work to the social characteristics of the
job and to the way employees think about their job (Tims, Derks, & Bakker, 2016). When
employees engage in job crafting, they can create ways to regain meaning in their work
by changing tasks or creating opportunities for interpersonal contact (Tims et al., 2016).
In their research, Tims and her colleagues (2016) found a direct relationship between job
crafting and psychological meaningfulness. In conjunction with autonomy, allowing
employees to play a role in crafting their job to better alignment with their perception of
how the job should be will, consequently, make their work more empowering and
meaningful (CIPD, 2010; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001).

Psychological meaningfulness, in its optimum state, galvanizes the worker’s
human spirit, which seeks fulfillment through self-expression at work via immersion in
the employee’s work role (May, Gilson, & Harter, 2004). This maximization of human
spirit and immersion can result in flow, which is defined as holistic sensation that people

feel when they act with total involvement (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Psychological
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meaningfulness could broaden affective and cognitive processes by generating interest in
the wider context of work tasks; and, could function to influence presence (and absence)
via its impact on engagement (Soane et al., 2013).
Psychological Availability

Psychological availability is defined as the sense of having the physical,
emotional, or psychological resources to personally engage at a moment; it encompasses
how ready an employee is to engage, given the distractions they experience as a member
of social systems (Kahn, 1990). Rothmann and Baumann (2014) suggested the employees
who are psychologically available feel capable and prepared to invest their resources into
their work, while individuals who are not available lack resources or feel distracted from
their work. Kahn (1990) suggested that physical, cognitive, and emotional resources,
work role security, and an employee’s outside activities may impact an employee’s
psychological availability. In addition, factors that may impact an employee’s availability
are resources (emotional energy), work role insecurities, and influences of outside
availability (May et al., 2004).

Kahn (1990) categorized availability into three conditions: (a) emotional energy,
(b) insecurity, and (c) outside life. Emotional energy is defined as the ability to personally
engage which consists of the ability to channel personal energies into physical, cognitive
and emotional labors (Kahn, 1990, 1992). An example of emotional energy is an
employee’s workload. Research found that a proper workload can foster engagement, and
excessive workload can have an adverse impact on engagement (Maslach & Leiter,
2008). An excessive workload has a consistent relationship with exhaustion, which, when

combined with lack of recovery time, can deplete the capacity of the employee to meet
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the demands of the work (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). In their research into a Midwest
insurance firm, May and his colleagues (2004) found that emotional energy was
positively related to psychological availability at work.

Insecurity is defined as the security that people feel about their work and their
status. Factors that contribute to the employee’s feeling of insecurity are lack of self-
confidence and poor job fit (Kahn, 1990; Shuck, Rocco, & Albornoz, 2011). May and his
colleagues (2004) suggested that employees may experience insecurities about how other
may perceive or judge them, which can be distracting because their focus is on external
rather than internal cues. In addition, Kahn (1990) theorized that insecurity distracted
members from bringing their full selves into work and created anxiety that occupied
energies that would have otherwise translated into personal engagement. Shuck and his
colleagues (2011) stated that poor job fit has been shown to result in decreased
productivity, decreased, and increased levels of turnover. And, may et al. found that
insecurity had an inverse relationship with psychological availability.

Kahn (1990) stated that an employee’s outside life has the potential to take them
psychologically away from their job role due to reduced psychological availability.
Conversely, an employee’s outside life can also enhance the psychological availability of
the employee, which is dependent on the personal situation and the type of stress
associated with the situation (Kahn, 1990; Sonnentag, Demorouti, Mojza, & Bakker,
2012). Kahn and Heaphy (2014) suggested psychological availability could mediate the
relationship between work-home and home-work interactions and employee engagement.
Further, Rothmann and Baumann (2014) suggested that activities outside the workplace

could draw away employees’ energies from their work and make them less
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psychologically available for their work. Further, May and his colleagues (2004) stated
that time demands due to participation in outside activities, such as school, other jobs,
and volunteer activities, are likely to distract an employee’s attention so that they are
unable to be available to focus on their work task.

Regarding empirical research, May et al. (2004) found that outside activities have
an inverse relationship with an employee’s availability to work. Additionally, Rothmann
and Baumann (2014) found that an employee’s work-home and home-work interaction
indirectly affect employee engagement via psychological availability. And, research
found that psychological availability has a direct impact on an employee’s engagement
state (May et al., 2004).

Outcomes of employee engagement. As stated earlier, employee engagement
was associated with a range of positive outcomes at both individual and organizational
levels (CIPD, 2010). The experience of engagement was described as personally
fulfilling (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Research found that high levels of engagement are
negatively related to burnout and positively associated with both well-being and good
health (Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter, & Taris, 2008). These findings were reinforced by a
report by CIPD (2010), which found that “engaged employees are more likely to enjoy
their work activities, are able to cope with work-related problems and are less likely to
lose sleep over work-related issues” (p. 49).

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
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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; and, 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, has an
inverse impact on intent-to-turnover.

At the organizational level, research found that employee engagement has shown
a positive relationship with the customer satisfaction and loyalty, profitability,
productivity, and safety outcomes (Harter, Hayes, & Schmidt, 2002). Additionally,
organizations with high levels of employee engagement were found to outperform low-
engagement organizations on productivity, retention, absenteeism, and lost or stolen
inventory (Lavigna, 2013). Engaged employees are likely to have a greater commitment
to their organization (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Regarding profitability, research by
TowersPerrin found that organizations with high levels of employee engagement
improved 19% in operating income while companies with low levels of employee
engagement realized a 33% decline in operating income over the same period (Macleod
& Clarke, 2009). And, in addition to organizational commitment, research found that
employee engagement has a positive relationship with OCB (Rasheed, Khan, & Ramzan,
2013; Saks, 2006). Connecting the research, Hughes and Rog (2008) asserted that:

The more highly engaged the employee, the more likely he or she will be to say

positive things about the organization, thereby contributing to the development of

a positive employer brand; want to remain within the organization...minimizing
turnover...regularly exert a superior level of effort...[and] potentially influencing
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such variables as service quality, customer satisfaction, productivity, sales, [and]
profitability. (p. 749)

On at the individual level, CIPD (2010) research found a direct relationship
between employee engagement and the following outcomes: work behavior, job
satisfaction, well-being, and sustainability; and, an inverse relationship between
employee engagement and intent-to-turnover. Research by Krishna and Murphy (2015)
found employees with high-levels of engagement, “learn and problem solve more
effectively, are more enthusiastic about change, related to others more positively, and
accept change more rapidly” (p. 153). In addition, Macleod and Clarke (2009) found that,
“more than 66% of employees who reported motivated at work also claimed high
productivity levels” (p. 30). Regarding well-being, there is clear evidence that people
with higher levels of well-being are healthier, and more likely to take a positive approach
to both their work and interpersonal relationships with colleagues (Robertson & Cooper,
2010).

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) suggested that engaged employees are more likely to
work harder through increased levels of discretionary effort and be less likely to leave
their organization than those who are disengaged. Shuck (2010) conceptualized employee
engagement outcomes into two categories: discretionary effort and intent-to-turnover.
Further, using a sample of 283 employees, Shuck and his colleagues (2011) found
employee engagement has direct impacts on both discretionary effort and intent-to-
turnover.

Discretionary effort. 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
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getting people to contribute more than their job strictly requires (Lloyd, 2008). For
example, when an employee feels that their manager is supportive of their work, they are
more likely to be involved in exhibiting discretionary effort (Shuck, Rocco, & Albornoz,
2011). 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.

Discretionary effort is the result of employee putting forth more than the
minimum effort to keep their supervisor happy, or just going through the motions at
work; and, daily employees make the kinds of decisions that define the level of
discretionary effort they exhibit (MSPB, 2008). Discretionary effort does not have to be
undertaken by the employer; instead the employee chooses to expend the extra effort
(Dubinsky & Skinner, 2002). Each instance of expending discretionary effort may not be
witnessed by the employee’s supervisor or leader, but over time these efforts can have a
positive effect on the organization (Dubinsky & Skinner, 2002).

Intent-to-turnover. Intent-to-turnover is a powerful predictor of an employee’s
future behavior; and is more predictive of actual turnover than satisfaction or
commitment (Shuck, Reio, & Rocco, 2011). Intent-to-turnover is defined as an
employee’s intent to find a new job with another employer within the next year (Medina,
2012). When employees are affectively committed to their place of employment, feel
their work is meaningful, and perceive that they have appropriate resources to complete

their work, they were less likely to have an intention to turnover (Shuck, Reio, & Rocco,
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2011). It is very likely that employees will have decreased levels of work engagement
when they perceive the environment at their workplace to be threating, risky, ambiguous,
or unfair, which eventually leads to heightened turnover intentions (Qazi, Khalid, &
Shafique, 2015). This aligns to the exit theory where an employee looks for employment
in another organization assuming the feasibility of finding employment (Hirschman,
1970). Within the turnover arena, intent-to-turnover has an inverse relationship with
retention, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment (Medina, 2012). When
employees believe they are supported in a work context, via their organization’s
investment and support, they would report higher levels of employee engagement, and
consequently, lower levels of turnover intention (Shuck, Twyford, Reio, & Shuck, 2014).
Having the right caliber and personality of employees that are effective, well-fit, and
embedded in their jobs can significantly decrease turnover intentions (Qazi, Khalid, &
Shafique, 2015). Subsequently, the impact of leadership environment has a critical impact
on intent-to-turnover.

Research identified all three of the antecedent conditions as having impact on
intent-to-turnover (Shuck, Twyford, Reio, & Shuck, 2014). From the perspective of
psychological meaningfulness, if there is a good fit between the employee’s personal
values, the organizational culture and values, and the job requirements, the employee will
exhibit little intention to leave (Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, & Sablynski, 2001). Regarding
psychological availability, excessive workload can lead to burnout, which was identified
as having a negative impact on intent-to-turnover (and discretionary effort outcomes)
(Maslach & Leiter, 2008). And lastly, regarding psychological safety, leaders that exhibit

behaviors such as public scorn and invasion of privacy, can foster heightened levels of
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awkward, difficult, or emotionally painful circumstances that can result in turnover
(Rose, Shuck, Twyford, & Bergman, 2015).

Employee engagement in the federal government. The MSPB (2008) suggested
that motivating employees to perform at a high level and encouraging their engagement
are essential to an efficient and effective federal government. Lavigna (2013) stated that
government agencies with engaged employees perform dramatically better than
government agencies whose employees are not engaged. Further, MSPB (2012) found
that increased levels of federal employees’ engagement had direct relationships with job
satisfaction and agency outcomes, and an inverse relationship with intent-to-turnover.
And, research found that federal employees who believed their jobs had desirable
characteristics such as skill variety, autonomy, and performance feedback were more
likely to perform well (MSPB, 2012).

Regarding the federal government most of the empirical research is based on the
Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) data. Administered by OPM, the FEVS
measures federal employees’ experiences with their jobs and work environments
(Lavigna, 2013). And, the GAO (2015) theorized that the FEVS measures employees’
perceptions of whether, and to what extent, conditions characterizing successful
organizations are present in their agencies. Lee (2015) suggested the FEVS is
increasingly used as a management tool to assist agencies in understanding the needs of
their employee populations at all levels of the organization and in taking specific action
to improve employee engagement and performance. Further, Fernandez and his
colleagues (2015) reviewed 42 research articles based on FEVS data and found that

public management researchers have used the survey to measure organizational
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phenomena, including different leadership styles and approaches, performance
management practices, equity and fairness, diversity management, change and
innovation, employee attitudes such as job satisfaction, different forms of turnover
intention, and performance. Note, Lavigna (2013) stated that FEVS does not directly
measure employee engagement, but measures job satisfaction.

Starting in 2010, OPM further identified 15 questions that measure conditions that
can lead to engagement. The Employee Engagement Index (EEI) provides an assessment
of the engagement potential of a work environment and is comprised of three sub-factors:
(a) leaders lead; (b) supervisors; and (c) intrinsic work experience (OPM, 2015c).
Additionally, these sub-factors reflect specific aspects of the work environment that lead
to or are conducive for higher employee engagement. Identifying the conditions that lead
to engagement is a fundamental first step in strengthening engagement and, ultimately,
improving individual and organizational performance (OPM, 2015c). The questions
comprising the EEI leadership component focus on integrity of leadership and on

leadership behaviors such as communication and workforce motivation (GAO, 2015).
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Table 2

EEI Leadership Component Questions

Leadership Questions

Supervisor Questions

Intrinsic Work Experience
Questions

In my organization, senior
leaders generate high levels
of motivation and
commitment in the
workforce.

My organization’s senior
leaders maintain high
standards of honesty and
integrity.

Supervisors in my work
unit support employee
development.

My supervisor listens to
what I have to say.

| feel encouraged to come
up with new and better ways
of doing things.

My work gives me a feeling
of personal accomplishment.

Managers communicate the
goals and priorities of the
organization.

My supervisor treats me
with respect.

I know what is expected of
me on the job.

Overall, how good a job do
you feel is being done by the
manager directly above your
immediate supervisor?

| have trust and confidence
in my supervisor.

My talents are used well in
the workplace.

| have a high level of respect
for my organization’s senior
leaders.

~ Note. Taken from Employee Engagement Index Questions (GAO, 2015)

Overall, how good a job do
you feel is being done by
your immediate
supervisor?

I know how my work relates
to the agency’s goals and
priorities.

Further, the strength of the supervisors’ component of the EEI suggests that the

employee-supervisor relationship is an important aspect of employee engagement; and,

these questions focus on the interpersonal relationship between worker and supervisor

and concern supervisors’ support for employee development, employees’ respect, trust,

and confidence in their supervisor, and employee perceptions of an immediate

supervisor’s performance (GAO, 2015). And, intrinsic work experience questions reflect

employees’ feelings of motivation and competency related to their role in the workplace,

such as their sense of accomplishment and their perception of utilization of their skills

(GAO, 2015). However, like FEVS, the EEI does not directly measure engagement

(OPM, 2015b).
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While the FEVS and EEI do not measure engagement, researchers using both
surveys have found direct relationships to employee engagement drivers and outcomes.
Using FEVS, Pitts and his colleagues (2011) found that job satisfaction has a direct
impact on an employee’s intent-to-turnover. Additionally, using FEV'S data, Oberfield
(2014) found that more invested leadership styles, such as transformational leadership,
have a direct impact on job satisfaction. Research by Fernandez and Moldogaziez (2015)
used FEVS data to identify positive outcomes regarding job satisfaction and job
performance.

Specific to the EEI, OPM (2015c) identified five key drivers of engagement: (a)
performance feedback, (b) collaborative and cooperative management, (c) merit system
principles, (d) employee training and development, and (e) work and life balance.
Performance feedback refers to the ability for supervisors and employees to have
worthwhile constructive conversations about performance (GAO, 2015). Collaborative
and cooperative management refers to a management style that promotes collaborative
communication and teamwork in accomplishing goals and objectives (OPM, 2015c).
Merit systems principles refer to practices that support fairness and protect employees
from arbitrary practices, favoritism, and coercion (OPM, 2015c). Employee training and
development refers to opportunities for employees to improve skills and enhance
professional development (OPM, 2015c). And last, work and life balance refer to
supervisor support of employees’ needs to balance work and life responsibilities.

A unique aspect of employee engagement in the federal government is
understanding the impact of several contextual factors. Trahant (2009) stated the federal

government is a unique work environment because its employees are typically driven
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more by a sense of altruism and commitment to public service than by financial
incentives. This can mean defending the nation, enforcing laws, educating our children,
putting people back to work, caring for an aging population, or solving problems like
poverty and homelessness (Lavigna, 2013). For example, NASA’s engineers, scientists,
and other employees are motivated by a commitment to the mission of space exploration,
scientific discovery and aeronautics research (Partnership for Public Service, 2013). From
a positive contextual perspective, OPM (2015a) suggested that job security and better
benefits packages may have a positive impact on engagement. Further, Trahant (2009)
suggested that the general schedule (GS) pay schedule, unique to the Federal government,
may increase engagement for lower tenured employees by allowing them to attain high
steps within their pay grades.

Conversely, there are negative contextual aspects that can adversely affect federal
employees’ engagement state. For example, fiscal constraints, such as continuing
resolutions, sequestration, and furloughs have been identified as factors outside of the
control of the employee and supervisor that may impact engagement (OPM, 2015a). In
addition, federal employees endured harsh criticism by the media and elected officials,
even as employees tolerated stagnant wages and reduced pay for newly hired employees
due to increased contributions to benefits programs (Lavigna, 2014). The relationship and
mistrust between political appointed and career employees has an adverse impact on
employee engagement (Lavigna, 2013). Lavigna (2013) further suggested that the
political figures who take charge often see the career folks as intractable bureaucrats who
resist change, no matter what; and career employees, on the other hand, often view new

political leaders as novices and opportunists eager to make their mark quickly, who are
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here today and gone tomorrow and therefore do not care about the career public servants
in their agencies. The result can be antagonism and employee disengagement, low
morale, and decline in desirability of working for the federal government (Lavigna,
2013).

This section provided a literature review for employee engagement. However,
prior to the literature review, this section identified several definitions for employee
engagement, which resulted in the selection and justification of using the Shuck and
Wollard (2010) definition. The literature review details research on employee
engagement on a large scale, which included its drivers and outcomes. Last, the review
detailed employee engagement research specific to the federal government.

Employee Voice

This section provides a literature review for employee voice. The section begins
with an overview on employee voice, then details the different definitions and theories,
which resulted in the utilization of the Morrison (2014) definition for this study. Last
there is a section review.

The concept of employee voice has attracted considerable attention in research
since the 1980s primarily in the fields of employee relations, organizational behavior and
diversity and inclusion (Wilkinson, Gollan, Kalfa, & Xu, 2018). Research found that
feeling listened to was the most important factor in determining how much respondents
valued their organization (OPM, 2015; Rees et al., 2013). Being heard reinforces a sense
of belonging within an organization and a belief that one’s actions can have an impact
(Macleod & Clarke, 2009). Referring to improving engagement within the federal

government, President Obama implicitly articulated the impact of voice when he stated,
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...you've got to have the folks right there on the front lines able to make
suggestions and know that they're heard, and to not simply be rewarded for doing
an outstanding job, but to see their ideas implemented in ways that really make a
difference (OPM, 2014).

LePine and Van Dyne (1998) found that when highly satisfied employees worked
in favorable group conditions, they displayed more voice than their less satisfied
colleagues. Summarizing, Purcell (2013) suggested that voice becomes a building block
for engagement when employees’ views are sought out, they are listened to, and see that
their opinions count and make a difference.

Voice was originally defined as economic complaint mechanisms for customers
(or employees) to express their concerns to the organization (or management)
(Hirschman, 1970). This early work on employee voice focused on unions as the main
instrument of voice (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015). Hirschman (1970) defined voice as any
attempt to change, rather than escape from, an objectionable state of affairs to the
management directly in charge. 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 that will challenge the status quo (Mowbray et al., 2014). And, voice is
more direct with a focus on mechanisms that allow for individual employee involvement,

such as task-based participation, upward communication, and problem-solving (Mowbray
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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 et al. (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.

There are several definitions of employee voice. As stated in Chapter 1, this study
utilized the Morrison (2014) definition of employee voice as the informal and
discretionary communication by an employee of ideas, suggestions, concerns,
information about problems, or opinions about work-related issues to persons who might
be able to take appropriate action, with the intent to bring about improvement or change.
Employee voice was defined as the ability for employees to have an impact on decisions
that are made in organizations (Bennett, 2010). According to Mowbray et al. (2014),
voice was defined as: (a) providing workers as a group with a means of communicating
with management, and (b) the ability to have meaningful input in decisions (p. 383). And,
Rusbult defined voice as “actively and constructively trying to improve conditions
through discussing problems with a supervisor or co-worker, taking action to solve
problems, suggesting solutions, seeking help from an outside agency like a union or
whistle-blowing” (as cited in Morrison, 2014).

In employee relations (ER) studies, employee voice was viewed as a vehicle for

flagging unionism, or alternatively as possible ways of substituting other mechanisms for
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unions in instances when employee voice schemes are initiated by management (Barry &
Wilkinson, 2015). Within this prism of research, employee voice is more indirect and
involves collective employee representation through trade unions or non-union structures,
such as consultative committees or works councils (Mowbray et al., 2014). Research also
found that employee voice can be identified with formalized union representation and
with the role of unions articulating concerns on behalf of their collective to management
(Wilkinson, Dundon, Donaghey, & Freeman, 2014). This perspective asserted that
employee voice, as a collective, could channel discontent and reduce exit, thereby
improving productivity (Barry & Wilkinson, 2015). This employee voice perspective
represented two benefits; on one hand, participation could lead to a beneficial impact on
quality and productivity, while, on the other, it could deflect problems that otherwise
might explode (Dundon et al., 2004, p.1151).

In this context, the best agents for employee voice were the unions, and the fact
that they were independent of the organization added legitimacy (Dundon et al., 2004).
This perspective of employee voice can also help in protecting or safeguarding the rights
of the organization’s employees (Syed, 2014). Employee voice is an articulation of the
individual employee’s dissatisfaction or concern that aims to address a specific
problem/issue with management, which is expressed through collective bargaining and
grievance procedures or via more consensual methods such as joint consultation, team
working or problem-solving groups (Wilkinson et al., 2014).

From a diversity and inclusion (D&lI) perspective, employee voice is defined as a
way to step outside of the status quo and speak out against oppression and start the

process of social action (Byrd, 2009). Research by Bell et al. (2011) determined that
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studies of employee voice often treat voice as a universal concept that applies to all
workers. However, the voices of the non-mainstream workers, such as ethnic minorities
and women, have been neglected in the theoretical framework or organizational
interventions (Syed, 2014). Byrd (2009) stated that expressing voice helps to “seek
resolution to disesmpowering encounters with race, gender, and social class, and
(represents) a rational and natural course of action to take” (p. 599). From this
perspective, employee voice is foundational to understanding the experiences of
oppression and is the first step toward social action within organizations (Byrd, 2014).
Lastly, employee voice is considered a source of power and utilized as a narrative for
those normally outside of the power structure to tell their stories (Cole, 2010).

In this section, an overview of the benefits of employee voice was detailed. Next,
employee voice was defined through the prism of organizational behavior. Then,
literature review detailing the prism of employee voice from the employee relations and
the D&I prisms were provided.

Employee Silence

This section provides a literature review for employee silence. The section begins
with an overview on employee silence, then details the different definitions and theories,
which resulted in the utilization of the Pinder and Harlos (2001) definition for this study.
Last there is a section review.

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 peaking up to their bosses about
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organizational problems or issues that concern them. And, Morrison (2014) expanded 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 an 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 their
supervisors (and 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).

In addition, silence can have a significant impact on organizational performance
(Morrison, 2014). In their explorative study of professionals, Milliken et al. (2003)
determined that 85% of their sample stated being silent about issues and problems at
work is a very common experience; and, that on at least one occasion, they felt unable to
raise an issue or concern to their supervisors despite the importance of the issue. It has
been recognized that maintaining silence may make sense for the employee who fears

that his or her employer will respond adversely to an upward communication of concerns,
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thus undermining the employee’s position in the organization (Cullinane & Donaghey,
2014).

Pinder and Harlos (2001) argued that a climate of silence among employees is
likely where speaking up is perceived to be futile or dangerous. For example, Donaghey
and his colleagues (2011) added depth to this argument by stating the employees’
perceptions emanate from a management who act in a way that discourages
communication from below so that where management are intolerant of dissent,
employees are consequently averse to voicing their concerns. Further, Morrison and
Milliken (2000) suggested that silence is an outcome that owes its origins to (a)
managers' fear of negative feedback and (b) a set of implicit beliefs often held by
managers. This research aligned with Detert and Edmondson’s (2011) argument that
people remain silent at work because of socially acquired beliefs, or implicit theories,
about what makes voice risky within organizational hierarchies.

From an organizational behavior perspective, silence is defined as an employee
choosing to withhold their opinions and concerns about organizational problems
(Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Silence is a “potentially dangerous impediment to
organizational change and development” (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Researchers
noted that it is not uncommon for employees to choose to remain silent about important
issues at work in the face of concerns or problems with the organization or its leadership
and the reluctance to voice substantive and relevant ideas and questions at work is
widespread (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; Morrison, 2014). Conceptually, silence is a
failure to voice, and voice is a choice to not remain silent; regarding an idea or

suggestion, or an issue or problem, the employee can speak up or withhold that
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information (Morrison, 2014). And, employees often feel compelled to remain silent in
the face of concerns or problems (Morrison & Milliken, 2000).

The employee relations perspective views silence from a different prism. While
the organizational behavior perspective views silence as a choice of the employee, the
employee relations perspective focuses on silence as a constraint imposed by
management in preserving their culture (Donaghey et al., 2011). The organization’s
leadership through agenda-setting and institutional structures may well perpetuate silence
on a range of issues, which are effectively organized out of the voice process in favor of
less threatening items (Donaghey et al., 2011). Silence is often the best option for
employees, as those who exercise voice often face a risk to reputation, and frequently
suffer some form of adverse action or retaliation (Donaghey et al., 2011). For example,
Cullinane and Donaghey (2014) stated that “if voice is viewed as a means for employees
to express concerns over their interest in wage and effort bargain, then it is not unlikely
that silence might be expedient for employers” (p. 401).

From a D&I perspective, silence has a different connotation. With an emphasis on
intersectionality, silence is identified as a factor based on the employee’s personal
characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation, and the context within
which the employee operates in determining voice or silence (Bowen & Blackmon,
2003). Bowen and Blackmon (2003) further stated that:

...an individual whose demographic attributes, social or personal identity differ

from the group norm may not feel able to talk about important aspects of their

personal identity. This may initiate an individual spiral of silence, where they feel

inhibited in making meaningful contributions to the group and in turn the
organization. (p. 1395)

Returning to the organizational behavior prism of voice, despite the

organizational benefits of employee voice, research stated that employees often fail to
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speak up when they have potentially important information or ideas (Morrison, 2014).
Detert and his colleagues (2010) surveyed 439 employees working in different
organizations and found that 42% reported withholding information when they felt they
had nothing to gain, or something to lose, by sharing it, which included withholding not
just information about illegal or unethical activities, but also suggestions for addressing
routine problems or for making improvements. Therefore, the data does seem to support
the idea that voice is not necessarily the default option when employees have ideas,
concerns, or opinions and that silence is not an uncommon choice in the workplace
(Morrison, 2014).

Employee Voice and Employee Silence Conditions

Having provided an overview and definitions of employee voice and employee
silence, this next section provides detail of the literature review of the employee voice
and employee silence conditions. First, this section details the impact of futility and fear
of retribution on an employee’s choice to exercise voice or silence. Next, the conditions
that impact the choice are detailed: climate, leadership, and communication. Last, the
section concludes with a summary.

Morrison (2011) stated a central issue related to voice is the question of why
employees do or do not speak up when they have organizationally relevant information,
ideas, or concerns. Further, Milliken et al. (2003) argued that when employees choose to
remain silent, the motive to bring about improvement exists, but it is overpowered by
other motives (Milliken et al., 2003). Detert and Burris (2007) suggested that choosing to
exercise voice is a deliberate choice based on positive and negative consequences.

Further, Morrison suggested two considerations that have been emphasized in the choice
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to exercise voice: (a) perceived futility of voice and (b) perceived safety of voice. Further
Morrison stated “...an employee displays silence when he or she possesses input that
could be valuable to share but does not do so, typically because of fear, concerns about
negative repercussions, or feelings of futility” (p. 377).

Regarding futility, Detert and Trevino (2010) imparted that employees choose not
to speak up when they feel that their input such as their ideas, suggestions, and
information will be ignored or will not make a difference. And conversely, Milliken and
Bishara (2015) suggested that employees will be more likely to voice concerns if they
feel that doing so will result in some remedial action. Further, Detert and Burris (2007)
intimated that because voice involves suggestions to do something differently, leader
behaviors signaling an openness or appreciation for change should be a critical contextual
influence on employee willing ness to speak up. Similarly, Edmondson (2002) reported
that leaders who explicitly communicated a rationale for change, explained the need for
others’ input, and took action on others’ ideas had subordinates who were more willing to
contribute to team learning despite the inherent risks of speaking up. The research stated
that employees might believe that speaking up is futile because in past instances they
perceived that voicing ideas and opinions let to victimization and/or no change (Barry &
Wilkinson, 2015).

Pertaining to psychological safety, employees who fear speaking up to those
above them are likely to remain silent or to simply acquiesce when they truly disagree
(Detert & Trevino, 2010). In their qualitative research on young urban professionals,
Milliken and her colleagues (2003) found that perceived safety of voice included fear of

retaliation or punishment; and, also included fear or being labeled a trouble maker and
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fear of damaging relationships as negative outcomes of exercising voice. Additionally,
Bogosian and Marquardt (2011) found that silence is heightened based on the culture and
structure created my leadership, which resulted in increased fear and decreased
psychological safety. Donaghey and his colleagues (2011) intimated that perceived
safety of voice can be influenced by an organization’s management. Further, Pinder and
Harlos (2001) argued that these perceptions emanate from a management who act in a
way that discourages communication from below so that where management is intolerant
of dissent, employees are consequently averse to voicing their concerns. Finally,
Morrison and Milliken (2000) stated that these perceptions are the product of managerial
recalcitrance in receiving negative feedback about them personally or about a course of
action associated with them.

To counter these ideas and perceptions, Edmondson (2003) recommended the
importance of leaders creating a voice climate where employees feel comfortable about
raising problems, issues or concerns. In addition, Milliken et al. (2003) suggested that the
organization’s communication structure may impact whether employees choose to
exercise voice or silence. At an individual level, employee voice will be curtailed if
employees do not feel that their input will be taken seriously, which results in the belief
that when employees feel that the potential costs outweigh the benefits, the choice of
expressing voice is minimized (Detert & Trevino, 2010). Last, research found that
communication processes that foster voice have direct relationship with organizational
commitment (Purcell, 2013).

Climate. Morrison (2014) suggested that the decision of the employee to exercise

either voice or silence depends on his/her perception of psychological safety. In addition,
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a climate of safety increases the chances employees will take positive risks and speak
candidly (Adelman, 2012). The safety of the climate will have impact on whether the
employee chooses to reveal or defend their authentic self in the workplace (Kahn, 1990).
Also, voice will be curtailed if the employee feels that they may suffer negative
consequences for sharing their ideas or concerns (Morrison, 2014). If an employee
experiences a high level of fear, or lack of safety, the employee may automatically retreat
without any careful consideration of the impact of speaking up (Morrison, 2014). In
environments where expressing voice appears to be problematic, the employee will
choose to exercise silence rather that voice (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). Employees
want to be involved in decision that affect their work; leaders of highly-engaged
organizations create trusting and challenging climates, in which employees are
encouraged to provide input and innovation to move the organization forward (Kular et
al., 2008).

An organization’s top management can design an infrastructure with the aim of
promoting employee voice or discouraging employee voice and promoting employee
silence (Mowbray et al., 2014). Morrison and Milliken’s (2000) model of organizational
silence stated that a climate of silence can be created based on managers’ fear of negative
feedback and managers’ implicit beliefs that employees are self-interested, management
knows best, and that disagreement and dissent should be avoided. For example, in his
research on investment management firm, Bridgewater Associates, Grant (2016)
identified a culture that emphasizes radical transparency, via employees voicing concerns
and critiques directly to each other. Grant documented that the Bridgewater Associates

CEO Ray Dalio stated, “the goal is to create an idea meritocracy, where the best idea
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wins...to get the best ideas on the table in the first place, you need radical transparency”
(pg. 191). Conversely, Wilkinson et al.’s (2015) case study on employee voice system at
Bundaberg Base Hospital in Australia reinforced silence over voice, and unfortunately
resulted in tragic and fatal consequences for patients.

At an individual level, employee voice will be curtailed if employees do not feel
that their input will be taken seriously, which results in the belief that when employees
feel that the potential costs outweigh the benefits, the choice of expressing voice is
minimized (Detert & Trevino, 2010). Research found that communication processes that
foster voice have direct relationship with organizational commitment (Purcell, 2013).

Leadership. Research found that the organization’s leadership plays a key role in
developing culture that fosters employee voice (Kular et al., 2008). Trust in leadership
has been deemed a critical underlying factor in the employee’s decision to exercise voice
or silence (Mowbray, Wilkinson, & Tse, 2014). And, managerial openness has been
identified as a leader behavior consistently related to voice (Detert & Burris, 2007). For
example, an employee that feels comfortable exercising their voice tends to have a higher
quality relationship with their supervisor (Kassing, 2002). And, an employee is most
likely to express voice based on the quality of the relationship with their direct
supervisor. Other levels of leadership play a role in the employee’s choice to express
voice or silence. Some research has theorized that the impact of senior leaders on voice
will be strong and consistent throughout an organization (Morrison & Milliken, 2000).
Research has documented that voice is very subjective and not consistent between the

employee’s direct supervisors and other skip-level leaders, or among skip-level leaders
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(Detert & Trevino, 2010). Skip-level leaders refer to managers and leaders two or more
levels above the employee (Detert & Trevnio, 2010).

Employees often feel unsafe to express their opinions because they believe that
voicing comments and recommendations for change is risky behavior that may challenge
the status quo and upset their leader—the power holder of the established framework of
thoughts and routine (Gao, Janssen, & Shi, 2011). As Detert and Trevino (2010) wrote,
“many well-meaning leaders are unintentionally reinforcing an authority-ranking social
frame that is so pervasive and fundamental that most employees enter organizations
expecting to ‘tread lightly’ around those in power” (p. 264). Research found that
employees who trust their leader are likely to feel safe and comfortable about the ways in
which the leader will respond to their voice, thereby increasing the likelihood that they
will actually engage in expressing their opinions and ideas about workplace issues,
actions of others, or needed changes (Gao et al., 2011). Conversely, Gao et al. (2011)
found that if there is low trust in their leader, employees may believe that coming up with
their concerns and suggestions about critical work affairs is too risky, which may lead
them to choose to remain silent on the subject in the workplace.

Communication. The quality of the communication has an impact on whether the
employee feels safe to express voice or retreat to silence. Research found that
communication processes that foster voice have direct relationship with organizational
commitment (Purcell, 2013). Referring to an employee’s competence or asking closed-
ended questions can hinder the employee expressing their voice (Detert & Trevnio,
2010). Authenticity of communication, compared to camouflaged communication can

have a positive impact on employee voice (Kassing, 2002). Vakola and Bouradas (2005)
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reported research has shown that when communication opportunities exist, and
communication channels are open, and there is involvement in decision-making, active
participation in discussions about organizational issues and trust in management is
increased.

In this section, employee voice and silence were conceptualized based on the
literature. Next, the literature for both voice and silence were documented based on the
ER, DI, and OB perspectives. And then, documentation was provided to conceptualize
the literature as it relates to employee voice and silence conditions

Inferences for this Study

This review of the literature showed that employee engagement, employee voice,
and employee silence are complex concepts—even more so when employees are part of
the public sector. May et al. (2004) found that Kahn’s (1990) antecedents of employee
engagement (psychological meaningfulness, psychological safety, and psychological
availability) impact on employee engagement. In addition, Shuck et al. (2010) found that
employee engagement is directly aligned to the outcomes of discretionary effort and
intent-to-turnover. Regarding the public sector, there was very little qualitative research.
In the federal government, employee engagement has focused on using quantitative
surveys, specifically FEVS and the EEI, which resulted in very little qualitative research
on the topic. Also, FEVS and EEI do not specifically focus on employee voice and
employee silence. While there has been research on employee voice dating back to
Hirschman’s (1970) seminal work, its relationship with employee engagement is
emergent. And, research on employee silence, on its own, and in relationship with

employee engagement is emergent as well. Therefore, this section focuses on the three
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significant areas of focus for this study, which were identified in Chapter 1 as (a) the lack
of qualitative research on employee engagement within the federal government; (b)
exploring how public sector employees experience employee voice and employee silence,
and their relationship with employee engagement to generate themes for future research;
and (c) discuss whether employee voice and silence are precursors to, or an outcome of,
employee engagement.

The Lack of Qualitative Research on Employee Engagement within the Federal
Government

Federal government-related employee engagement articles, both academic
research and practical writings, were heavily focused on quantitative or conceptual
perspectives, which resulted in a dearth of qualitative or explorative research on
employee engagement. Rivera and Flinck’s (2011) research on employee engagement
implementation at the SAMHSA, based on this literature review and feedback from
engagement scholars and experts, appeared to be the only qualitative academic research
on the topic.? Exclusive of that article, most federal government research used
quantitative FEVS or the EEI surveys, which do not measure employee engagement
(Fernandez et al., 2015). To the credit of FEVS (and EEI), Fernandez and his colleagues
(2015) noted that public management researchers have used the survey to measure a
number of critical concepts and to enhance our understanding of a range of organizational
phenomena, including different leadership styles and approaches, performance
management practices, equity and fairness, diversity management, change and
innovation, employee attitudes such as job satisfaction, different forms of turnover

intention, and performance.

2 SAMHSA is an administration that is a component of the U.S. Department of Health & Human
Services.
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However, using FEVS to measure employee engagement has limitations. For
example, the survey results only represent a snapshot in time of federal workforce
perceptions. In addition, FEVS does not measure employee engagement but a proxy,
which is job satisfaction (GAO, 2015). Fernandez and his colleagues (2015) argued
reliance on the identified survey items excludes other survey items, which results in other
concepts, such as employee voice and employee silence, not being properly measured or
not measured at all. Additionally, research identified that public sector engagement
scores are 20% lower than their private sector colleagues (Partnership for Public Service,
2013). To close this gap, Rivera and Flinck (2001) suggested further exploration around
what drives employee satisfaction can provide a myriad uses to public sector HRD
scholar-practitioners. Finally, Shuck and Wollard (2010) recommended that expanding
the knowledge base of antecedents and consequences of employee engagement could
inform the development of development of public sector managers and potentially impact
engagement outcomes.

While academic research in the private sector has begun to conceptualize and
empirically test the relationship between employee voice and employee engagement,
research did not focus on the public sector, more specifically federal government
employees (Purcell, 2013; Rees et al., 2013). Also, research argued that employee silence
in itself is an emergent concept (Creed, 2003). Based on the recommendations of Shuck
and Wollard (2010) and Rivera and Flinck (2011), the significance of this study was that
it provides an opportunity to explore how federal government employees experience

voice and silence, and their relationships with employee engagement.
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Exploring How Public-Sector Employees Experience Engaging in Employee Voice
and Employee Silence

Several federal agencies identified communication as having a role in employee
engagement. Lavigna (2014) argued that communication is the glue that holds employee
engagement initiatives together, particularly in government; and, that public-sector
organizations must communicate throughout the entire cycle of planning, conducting, and
especially, acting on employee surveys. However, most recommendations from federal
agencies focus on the communication from the supervisor or skip-level leader, instead of
bottom-up from the voice of the employee. For example, Beth Colbert, the former Acting
Secretary for OPM, recommended that better internal communication from leaders to
employees, and greater input from employees in how their agencies operate can improve
engagement (OPM, 2015b). Further the GAO recommended that communications from
management, such as substantive conversations, demonstrate top leadership’s
commitment and respect for all employees as valued business partners. And, the MSPB
(2012) iterated that supervisors can influence engagement by communicating
expectations and offering feedback. Trahant (2009) recommended that to improve
employee engagement, management needs to clearly communicate goals to all employees
and link individual goals to organizational goals. The assumption from the research is
that the voice of the employee is not considered or is not an integral part of the
relationship between communication and employee engagement, which is in alignment
with the previously stated argument by Fernandez and his colleagues (2015).

Specific to public sector employees, public management scholars and
practitioners have given less attention to explore how employees choose to exercise their

voice. Further, even less attention has been given to explore how public-sector employees
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choose to exercise theirs. There has not been any research that addresses how these two
concepts relate to public sector employees’ state of engagement. This study generated
themes about how these three concepts interact and provide direction for future research.

Whether Employee Voice and Employee Silence are Precursors to or Outcomes of
Employee Engagement

As stated earlier, employee engagement scholars have used conceptual and
empirical research to demonstrate that employee voice and silence are precursors, or
drivers of employee engagement. For example, Macleod and Clarke (2009) stated
employee voice becomes a building block for engagement when employees’ views are
sought out, they are listened to, and see that their opinions count and make a difference;
they speak out and challenge when appropriate (p. 75). Further, Kular and her colleagues
(2008) argued that one of the main drivers of employee engagement is for employees to
have the opportunity to feed their views upward. Additionally, Farndale et al. (2011)
determined that “employees who believe they have an opportunity to voice their opinions
regarding proposed changes to a higher level in the organization believe that they can
influence the decision making; and, they are more likely to be engaged” (as cited in
Purcell, 2013, p 242). As stated earlier, Rees and her colleagues (2013) found that
employee voice was a driver of employee engagement. Similarly, data from the CIPD
(2010) suggested that voice has a positive association with both the extent and frequency
of engagement. Regardless of demographic variables, scholars believe and have found
that employee voice impacts employee engagement (Kular et al., 2008).

However, like-minded scholars, without speaking specifically to employee
engagement, argued that employee voice and employee silence are discretionary acts. As

stated earlier, Morrison (2014) identified employee voice as informal and discretionary
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communication by an employee of ideas, suggestions, concerns, information about
problems, or opinions about work-related issues to persons who might be able to take
appropriate action, with the intent to bring about improvement or change (p. 174).
Similarly, Detert and Burris (2007) suggested that employee voice involves “the
discretionary provision of information intended to improve organizational functioning to
someone inside an organization with the perceived authority to act, even though such
information may upset the status quo of the organization and its power holders” (p. 869).
Similarly, Van Dyne and LePine (1998) defined employee voice as a discretionary, pro-
social, largely informal, and individual behavior. Ironically, while identifying employee
voice as a driver of employee engagement, Rees and her colleagues (2013) recommended
that “employee voice should be encouraged and enabled, but engagement initiatives and
policy debates should focus on how best to develop those managerial skills necessary to
cultivate discretionary effort for the positive benefit of both organizations and their
employees” (p. 2794).

Since Shuck and his colleagues (2011) conceptualized and found that
discretionary effort is an outcome of employee engagement; there is contradiction
between whether employee voice is a driver or outcome of employee engagement.
Discretionary effort being identified as an outcome of employee engagement means there
is conflict by both employee voice and employee engagement scholars regarding the
placement of employee voice and silence in the employee engagement framework. By
exploring the experiences of public sector employees exercising voice and silence, and

their relationship with employee engagement, this study initiated a conversation about
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whether employee engagement is a driver of employee voice and employee silence or the
result of employee voice and employee silence.
Chapter Summary

This chapter provided a detailed literature review for this study. Topics covered in
this literature review included identification and justification for the definitions of
employee engagement, employee voice, and employee silence. Specific to employee
engagement, this chapter detailed an overview of the data on employee engagement at a
macro-level, then specific to the federal government. Next, the literature review detailed
both employee voice and employee silence, and their conditions. Last inferences for this

study were detailed based on gaps identified in the research.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter provides information on the research design and methods that were
used for this study. The research design and methods are described and justified based on
this study. In addition, this chapter describes selection criteria for the participants in this
study, the methods used in the data collection and analysis of data, the ethical
considerations that were implemented to protect the rights, safety, and privacy of the
participants, and the plans for how research was conducted.

Qualitative research is a powerful tool to explore and understand more about our
lives and the world in which we live (Creswell, 2013). Forman and Damschroder (2008)
stated the goal of all qualitative inquiry is to understand a phenomenon, rather than to
generalize from the study sample to the population based on statistical inference. In
addition, qualitative research is interested in understanding how people interpret their
experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their
experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Further, Yin (2016) suggested qualitative
research enables studying many kinds of people and what they think about, under many
different circumstances. Also, Yin articulated that qualitative research drives to explain
social behavior and thinking through existing or emerging concepts. Consequently, this
study explored how public sector employees experience engaging in voice and silence,
and how those experiences relate to their state of engagement, which is best suited for
qualitative research.

Cole (2010) suggested that qualitative research outlines strategies that allow the
researcher to involve and communicate with the participants of the study. Furthermore,

data collected has been termed soft, that is, “rich in description of people, places, and
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conversations that are not easily handled by statistical procedures” (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007, p. 2). Additionally, Cole (2010) stated that qualitative research allows the
opportunity for the participants to be heard and have their story told; and, because human

interaction is unpredictable and very complex, qualitative research provides an avenue to

get to the meaning of each experience that the participants encounter.

This study utilized qualitative content analysis. 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. Qualitative
content analysis delves deeper than simply counting certain words or counting certain
types of content, especially for the case of emergent studies. Further, Zhang and
Wildemuth (2009) stated qualitative content analysis allows for a deeper understanding
by extracting overall themes and patterns. According to Zhang and Wildemuth,
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.

This study used qualitative interviews as its source for the qualitative content
analysis. Yin (2016) stated that the goal of qualitative interviewing is for “the researcher
to reveal the participant’s meanings and interpretations from the participant’s point of
view” (p. 339). Turner (2010) suggested that interviews provide researchers with in-depth
information pertaining to participants’ experiences and viewpoints of a topic.
Additionally, Turner stated that interviews can be coupled with other forms of data
collection to provide the researcher with a well-rounded collection of information for

analysis. Further, Forman and Damschroder (2008) asserted that open-ended interviews
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in which participant responses are not constrained by closed-ended categories can be used
to explore the topics at a deeper level.
Participant Recruitment

The participants for this study were public sector employees. Public sector
employees work for, and are directly paid by, any form of local, state, or federal
government agency (Lewis, 2016). For the purposes of this study, public sector employee
participants currently work for U.S. federal government agencies, which was the one of
the two criteria in determining inclusion or exclusion in the study.

Purposive sampling was used to actively select the most appropriate sample to
answer the research question based on experiences of the study’s intent (Yin, 2016).
Utilizing the strategy of purposive sampling, persons were selected deliberately to
provide information that is particularly relevant to the research’s questions and goals
(Maxwell, 2012). Further, Yin (2016) suggested the goal of purposive sampling was to
select participants that would yield most plentiful, relevant, and information-rich data for
the research topic. For this study, the sample consisted of male and female employees
that were currently working full-time for the U.S. federal government. There was not any
predetermined demographic, such as name of agency, age, gender, or race; however, the
demographics of the participants are noted in Chapter 4. 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. For this study, the only other criteria were that

participants had to be currently employed at a U.S. federal agency.
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This study’s key informant/source for identifying potential participants was the
Director of a Master of Public Administration (MPA) executive program in the
Washington, DC area that is known for educating public sector leaders. This program
provides executive graduate and certificate programs tailored to full-time public-sector
employees. The key informant was selected based on his recognized leadership in the
Washington, D.C. area as well as his access to public sector employees representing a
broad range of federal agencies and work levels.

The scholarly literature confirms that using a key informant is appropriate for
recruiting participants. For example, Biklen and Bogden (2007) stated a key informant is
someone with whom researcher(s) has an especially good rapport and is particularly
helpful, insightful, and able to assist with locating participants (as cited in Shuck, Rocco,
& Albornoz, 2011). Further, Creswell (2013) suggested that key informants are well-
informed, accessible, and provide leads about other information. Based on Shuck et al.
(2011) the key informant should recommend participants that provide “information-cases
that manifest the phenomenon of interest intently” (p. 307).

As stated earlier, the researcher and key informant did not utilize demographics
such as race, gender or type of federal agency. However, there was a concerted effort to
include a broad array of participants to include front line employees (below GS-13),
middle managers (GS-13 and GS-14) and senior leaders (GS-15 and SES) to capture the
experiences of all levels of federal government employees. Additionally, the researcher
and the key informant decided to select potential participants that may have experiences
with employee voice and employee silence during their federal careers. Using Milliken

et al. (2003) as a guide the key informant’s initial email to University alumni described
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the broad purpose of the study to explore their experiences with employee engagement,
employee voice and employee silence (See Appendix F: Key Informant Email to Invite
Participants).

Participant Selection

After receiving names from the key informant, potential participants were
contacted and screened by the researcher to determine eligibility for participation in the
research. First, potential participants (as identified by the key informant) were contacted
by the researcher to receive more detailed information about the study with a request to
participate in two interviews (see Appendix E). The first interview was approximately 45
to 60 minutes in duration, and took place during the data collection phase. The second
interview was conducted at the end of the study, where participants had the opportunity
validate the interview data. See Appendix A for these communications.

Regarding eligibility, the only two criteria were that participants were currently
employed by a U.S. federal agency and had federal work service of a minimum of five
years. Additionally, the Participant Selection Questionnaire (see Appendix A) captured
demographic information previously described. The researcher decided the usage of
these criteria based on conversations with the key informant. The researcher and the key
informant discussed criteria that would most likely accomplish goal of capturing the
experiences of participants representing a broad array of work levels across federal
agencies. Based on these conversations with the key informant and reviewing the level
of criteria of academic articles, the researcher felt that more criteria, or additional years’
work experience would eliminate access to certain participants having rich experiences

regarding engagement, voice and silence.
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Next, participants who met the criteria for the study and agreed to participate in
this research study had interview sessions scheduled at a time and place convenient to the
participant. Those who agreed to participate were emailed the timeline specifics for the
study as well as the Informed Consent Form (see Appendix B). More information about
data collection details are provided as follows.

Human Subjects Protection

At the interview, the researcher reviewed the informed consent form with the
participant and affirmed that the participant could withdraw from the study at any time.
The goal of the informed consent form was to document the participants’ understanding
of the purpose and the nature of the research and their role in it (Yin, 2016). Creswell
(2012) stated the informed consent form must include the following: (a) the right of
participants to voluntarily withdraw from the study at any time; (b) the central purpose of
the study; (c) the procedures to be used in the data collection; and (d) the protection of
the confidentiality of the respondents. In addition to being captured in the informed
consent form, the central purpose of the study and data collection procedures were
verbally articulated to potential and final participants throughout the data collection
process. Confidentiality was addressed in further detail in the ethical concerns section;
however, each participant was given a pseudonym, or unique name. Names for
pseudonyms were based on the Atlantic Basin tropical storm/hurricane names for 2018
and 2019 (see Appendix D), which were determined by the National Hurricane Center.

Digital recordings of the interviews were stored on a password-protected
computer, and transcripts did not contain personal identifying information. A key

document linking the participant to the pseudonym was kept separate from the transcripts
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in a secure and locked area. Any personal identifying information that could expose
participant identity in the transcripts will not be used in future publications; instead,
modification of the data and/or the creation of an aggregate participant (fictitious, based
on actual data) will be created. The goal throughout the recruitment, data collection, and
analysis was to honor the privacy of research participants.

Instrumentation/Measures

There were two instruments used to collect data, which consisted of an initial
demographic questionnaire and semi-structured open-ended interview questions. These
two instruments were in alignment with types of instruments that Creswell (2012) and
Yin (2013) identified as instruments of qualitative research. The demographic
questionnaire was utilized to determine eligibility for participation in the study by asking
questions to verify current employment with the federal government. In addition, this
questionnaire captured demographic data such as age sex, race, the name of the federal
agency, the type of federal agency, and job classification.

The second instrument was a series of open-ended interview questions (see
Appendix C). Yin (2016) suggested that having participants respond to open-ended
questions facilitates the participants using their own words, not the researchers to engage
in a topical discussion. Further, open-ended interview questions were most useful for
flushing out the details surrounding the participant’s experiences, as the interviewer could
probe for in depth and meaningful information around the topic (McNamara, 1999).
Similarly, Seidman (2012) theorized that open-ended interview questions established the
territory to be explored while allowing the participant to take any direction he or she

wanted and did not presume an answer.
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Data Collection

Creswell’s (2013) general concept and process guided the protocol for data
collection 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, data collected consisted of an initial questionnaire and
semi- structured interview sessions.

The data collection instruments were pilot tested with two current federal
employees that were not part of the potential participant pool (pilot participants).
Sampson (2004) recommended that the use of a pilot testing could refine and develop
research instruments, assess the degrees of observer bias, frame questions, collect
background information, and adapt research procedures (as cited in Creswell, 2013).
And, specific to pilot interviews, Maxwell (2012) suggested that the results could help to
affirm or adjust the appropriateness of interview questions.

The pilot tests included the use of email and telephone. Pilot initial interview
questionnaires were developed based on the conceptual framework guiding this study. In
addition, the researcher conducted pilot face-to-face semi-structured interviews with the
pilot participants, which included direct observation by the researcher. As a result, pilot
testing allowed for refinement and clarity of the data instruments and the data collection

process.
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After the results of the pilot testing were implemented, the next step was to
contact the potential participants, distribute and receive informed consent forms, and
schedule interviews with the final chosen participants. Once contact was made with the
potential participants, they were emailed the preliminary questionnaires to validate
eligibility to participate in the study. From the preliminary questionnaire, final
participants were selected and emailed additional information about the study and the
mandatory informed consent form, which needed to be signed by the participants.

Seidman (2012) stated interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived
experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience. Regarding the
data collection process, Creswell (2012) recommended the following interview steps: (a)
decide on the research questions that will be answered by interviews; (b) identify
interviewees who can best answer these questions®; (c) determine what type of interview
is practical and will net the most useful information to answer research questions; (d) use
adequate recording procedures when conducting one-on-one or focus group interviews;
and (e) design and use an interview protocol. The rest of this section identifies how the
five steps were addressed in this study.

Regarding developing the appropriate interview questions, the researcher
followed Shuck et al. (2011) and performed documentation analysis on a structured
literature review mentioning employee engagement, employee voice, employee silence,
and federal government (and its agencies). In general, the interview questions were based
on the conceptual framework developed for this study. Further, as mentioned earlier, pilot

testing was utilized to refine the interview questions, if necessary.

® This step was addressed as a part of pilot testing.
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The interview protocol guided the data collection process. Creswell (2013)
advised that the interview protocol enables the researcher to do the following: (a) take
notes during the interview about the interviewee’s responses; (b) organize thought on
items such as headings, information about starting the interview, concluding ideas,
information on ending the interview; and (c) thank the respondent. This study developed
an interview protocol to guide the researcher through the interview process, memorize the
open-ended questions, and provide space for note taking.

Data Analysis

Creswell (2013) stated that data analysis involves organizing the data, conducting
a preliminary read-through of the database, coding and organizing themes, representing
the data, and forming an interpretation of them. Organizing data entails organizing files
and converting files to appropriate text units (Creswell, 2013). Next, Agar (1980)
suggested that researchers “read the transcripts in their entirety several times. Immerse
yourself in the details, trying to get a sense of the interview before breaking it into parts”
(p. 103). Regarding coding and organizing themes, Creswell (2013) recommended
researchers build detailed descriptions, develop themes or dimensions, and provide an
interpretation considering their own views or views of perspectives in the literature.
Creswell described interpretation of the data as abstracting out beyond the codes and
themes to the larger meaning of the data. It is a process that begins with the development
of the codes, the formation of themes from the codes, and then the organization of themes
into larger units of abstraction to make sense of the data.

For this study, organizing data consisted of several steps traditionally used in

qualitative studies. First, all data was converted to digital format, which includes
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transcribing audio recordings and consolidating data into a database. Next, following Yin
(2016), the researcher re-read and re-listened to the data to familiarize himself with
collected data. After reviewing the data, main categorical themes were identified and
prepared for coding. Finally, the data was interpreted and presented in a format that is
easy to understand for of the study.

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) suggested coding be used as part of a system to
organize and manage data. Further, Merriam and Tisdell stated that coding is a process of
shorthand designation to various aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve
specific pieces of the data; and, the designations can be single words, letters, numbers,
phrases, colors, or combinations of these (p. 199). Also, Maxwell (2012) suggested the
goal of coding is to rearrange data into categories of analysis that involves organizing the
data into broader themes and issues.

For this study, Atlas.ti Version 8 (Atlas.ti), a computer-assisted qualitative data
analysis software (CAQDAS), was used to assist to analyze and interpret the data. While
this tool was used to code and categorize the transcribed responses to the interview
questions, the actual data analysis was the responsibility of the researcher. The unit of
analysis was a current federal government employee. Each participant was assigned a
unique name and designated as a case within Atlas.ti before linking each transcribed
individual interview, demographic data, and field notes to the case. Designating each
participant as a case made it easier to retrieve responses and organizing the data.

Two basic coding processes were used on the interview transcripts. First, coding
based on the conceptual framework identified data that resonated, illuminated, or

connected to the broad themes of experiencing silence, experiencing voice, and
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experiencing engagement. This is called a-priori coding, and represents coding based on a
set of pre-determined codes (see Appendix I). Second, analysis without pre-conceived
codes, or emergent coding, was conducted. This open-coding allowed for the researcher
to search through data for emergent themes, ideas, or patterns that the a-priori coding
scheme did not address. The combination of both analytical methods offered the most
robust analysis of the data because it combined both a-priori and open coding findings to
emerge.

As emerging themes began to develop, a scheme was developed to manipulate the
data as it is collected. The researcher generated further codes because of emerging themes
during and after data collection. Finally, through analysis and use of Atlas.ti queries,
themes were merged, deleted, or amended as appropriate. As discussed later in the
chapter, the researcher reviewed emergent themes to determine whether the codes could
be reclassified to a-priori codes.

Description of Participant Sample

The participants in this research study were U.S. federal government employees
who were alumni of a Washington, DC university’s (University) Executive Master’s in
Public Administration (MPA) graduate program or its Executive Certificate Program.
Permission to utilize the University’s alumni for the purposive sample group was granted
by the University’s School of Public Administration’s Board of Trustees. The Director of
the University’s Executive Leadership Program served as the key informant responsible
for identifying and potential participants. Table 3 identifies the demographics of the

participants.
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Table 3

Participant Demographics

Unique Years of - Pay Age
Name of Agency  Federal DoD Civilian Race Gender

Name : Band  Range

Service

Alberto  Deparment ot 10 x  GS12 2635 Black M

Andrea  Department of 10 x  GS14 3645 Blak  F
Agriculture

Chantal  !ndependent 28 X GS-15 4655  Black F
Agency

Gabrielle  Department of 12 x GS-15 3645 Hispanic  F
Defense
Department of

Helene Health and Human 26 X GS-15 56+ Asian F
Services
General

Isaac Accountability 16 X SES 46-55 White M
Office
Department of

Joyce Homeland 28 X GS-15 56+ Black F
Security

Lorenzo Department of 19 X GS-14 56+ Black M
Defense
Department of

Nadine Health and Human 5 X GS-11  26-35 White F
Services

Oscar ~ !ndependent 6 x  GS15 4655  White M
Agency

paty ~  Department of 17 x  GS-15 3645 Wi/
Labor Hispanic
Department of

Rebekah  Homeland 21 X GS-15 56+ Black F
Security

Van Department of 5 x  GS11 26-35  Black M
Transportation

Wendy ~ Department of 5 X  GS-13 46-55  White  F

Transportation

The final participants interviewed represent a diverse population of the federal
government. The sample contains participants from eight large-level agencies and two
independent federal agencies. Years of federal service ranged from the research minimum
of five years to 28 years, with the average tenure being 15 years. Regarding gender, 64%

of the sample was female, while males represented 36%. Based on how the participants
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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%. Lastly, regarding the age range of the
participant sample: 26-35, 23%; 36-45, 21%; 46-55, 28%; and, over 56, 28%.

All but one interview was conducted face-to-face. The interview for that one
person was conducted via Skype. All interviews were audio recorded using a Sony
Digital Voice Recorder and a Samsung Galaxy Tablet. The duration of the interviews
lasted from slightly under 29 minutes to slightly over 63 minutes, with an average
interview length of 50 minutes.

The researcher began each semi-structured interview by starting the Sony Digital
Recorder and reading boilerplate language from the Interview Guide (see Attachment C).
This language articulated the purpose of the research and the tentative length of the
interview. Additionally, the researcher reminded the participant that the interview would
be audiotaped and asked the participant if he/she had any questions before that researcher
started asking the seven open-ended questions and corresponding probing questions. The
semi-structured and probing questions resulted in conversations where participants
articulated their positive and negative experiences relating to employee engagement,
employee voice and employee silence.

Data Analysis
Yin (2016) stated there are five phases to data analysis: (a) compiling, (b)

disassembling, (c) reassembling, (d) interpreting, and (e) concluding. Further, Yin
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articulated that compiling data is process of arranging all the data in a useful order.
Disassembling data, which may be a repetitive process, involves assigning codes to the
data. Next, Yin stated that re-assembling is the process of using substantive themes to
reorganize the data. Yin asserted that interpreting is the process of the researcher giving
meaning to his/her findings; and concluding in the overarching statement(s) that raises
the interpretation of a study to a higher conceptual level or broader set of ideas. Further
Merriam and her colleagues (2015) stated that during this process the researcher collects,
codes, and analyzes data and decides what data to collect next and where to find them, to
develop theory as it emerges. Note, the final two phases, interpreting and concluding are
explored in further detail in Chapter 5.
Compilation

Compilation consisted of assembling the data in a centralized location, in a
consistent structure, in a manner that rendered the disassembling phase more efficient.
The first step was to create digital copies of the participant questionnaire and informed
consent form, if necessary. Next, the researcher used Transcribed Wreally, a web-based
product, to transcribe all 14 interviews. On the researcher’s laptop, an overarching folder
called “Interviews” was created. Within the Interview folder, subfolders were created for
each participant. Each participant’s subfolder contained the following documents: (a) the
participant questionnaire, (b) the informed consent form, (c) interview transcript, and (d)
digital recording of interview. To ensure the validity of the transcripts, the researcher
listened to the digital recording of the interview while reading the transcript.
Additionally, the researcher performed member checking by sending each transcript to its

corresponding participant for accuracy. The participants were given two weeks to review
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their transcript and provide feedback on their responses to the interview questions. Only
five participants requested edits to their responses and in both cases, which were
grammatical in nature.

Disassembling

Yin (2016) stated the disassembling is a very iterative process, where the
researcher will “continually go back and forth between initial ideas about how to
disassemble the data and the actual data, potentially leading to new conjectures about
initial ideas” (p. 195). The first step in this process is coding the data. Saldana (2016)
stated that coding is a repetitive process and recommends at least two coding cycles be
performed. Yin asserted that the purpose of coding data is for the researcher to begin
moving the data to a higher conceptual level. Creswell (2013) suggested using the
process of developing pre-set, or “a priori” codes; and another set of emergent codes that
emerge for reading and analyzing the data. Saldana stated that an a priori list of codes
should be determined beforehand to harmonize a study’s conceptual framework, and to
enable an analysis that answers research questions and goals. Along those lines, prior to
conducting this study, the researcher, based on the literature review detailed in Chapter 2,
developed a list of a priori codes (see Appendix I).

A CAQDAS, Atlas.ti version 8, was utilized to assist in the coding and analyzing
data. While the CAQDAS software was used to assist in the processes described above,
actual data analysis rested and was the responsibility of the researcher. The unit of
analysis was the U.S federal government employee, who was assigned a unique alias
name. The a-priori codes transcribed interviews were uploaded into Atlas.ti. For the first

cycle coding, the researcher re-read each interview transcript, which was followed by the
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transcript being coded by the researcher. A separate code group, emergent codes, was
created to house codes that the researcher did not feel aligned to the a priori code list,
which was based on the Literature Review.

This first cycle coding resulted in seven code groups. Six of the code groups were
from the a priori index, and one group of emergent codes. Within the seven code groups,
there were 71 codes, which consisted of 34 codes from the a priori code groups, and 37
codes from the emergent code group. First cycle coding concluded with the researcher
and his dissertation committee chair reviewing the emergent codes and analyzing whether

they could be aligned to an a-priori code.

Table 4
Group Codes
Group Code Code Frequencies

Emergent Code Accountability 9
Appreciation 7
Collaboration 6
Comfortability 30
Complacency 30
Contextual Government 2
Creativity 21
Customer Service 5
Engagement Precedes Voice 27
Fairness 8
Frustration 30
Happiness 6
Hierarchy 11
Impact 14
Innovation 3
Intent-to-Retire 6
Investing in Employees 1
Knowledge is Power 10
Leadership Behavior 176
Leadership Stability 15
Learning 23
Listening 8
Morale 27
Obligation 0
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Performance 8
Previous Experience 11
Respect 1
Supervisor Response 15
Staffing 2
Strategic Planning 63
Training 5
Voice Precedes Engagement 3
Well-Being 5
Employee Silence Communication Structure 32
Futility 70
Retribution 17
Employee Voice Address Problem 41
Previous Experience of 12
Others
Provide ldeas 85
Supervisor Relationship 30
Engagement Outcomes Discretionary Effort 34
Intent-to-Turnover 31
Retention 17
Psychological Availability Burnout 7
Confidence 19
Emotional Energy 8
Exhaustion 3
Insecurity 13
Outside Life 39
Physical Resources 20
Psychological Autonomy 14
Meaningfulness
Empowerment 9
Feeling Valued 49
Flow 4
Impact Toward Mission 49
Job Challenge 23
Job Fit 4
Recognition 3
Psychological Safety Communication 35
Culture 117
Impact of Supervisor 60
Interpersonal Relationships 36
Leadership Style and 126
Process
Openness 41
Seeking Feedback 28
Sharing Information 22
Trust 62
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Saldana (2016) stated that second cycle coding is an advanced way of
reorganizing and reanalyzing data through first cycle methods. So, the researcher
performed a second round of coding by analyzing each emergent code to determine
whether its quotations could be aligned to an existing a priori code. The result of this
process was in nine code groups. Six of the code groups were the original a priori list of
code groups and codes. The re-analysis of the emergent code group resulted in less codes,
but also two additional code groups called voice silence relates to engagement and
leading engagement. These new code groups were based on answers to a specific semi-
structured and probing questions. As a result, 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.

Table 5
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
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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
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, the researcher, worked on “post-
coding” and “pre-writing” process 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.
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Creswell (2013) suggested that a qualitative codebook contains the definition of
each code and the text segments that the researcher has assigned to each code.
Additionally, the researcher linked codes to other emergent and/or a priori codes,
provided his interpretation to the code. Lastly, the researcher aligned the codes in the
codebook to one (or more) of the three overarching research questions. Because of
developing the codebook, the number of emergent codes reduced from ten to the
following seven codes. In addition, strategic planning became its own code group with
three sub-codes:

e Complacency

e Frustration

e Impact on Others

e Intent-to-Retire

e Leadership Turnover

e Morale

e Strategic Planning
o Understanding the Problem/Refining the Solution
o Buy-In

o Timing

Validity and Reliability
Creswell (2012) suggested that validation is a subjective assessment of the
trustworthiness of the research. This assessment can come from the researcher,
participants, or readers of the study. Further, to show validity in qualitative research, the

research design must have the ability to accurately identify and describe the phenomenon
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under investigation (Golafshani, 2003). Interestingly, Maxwell (2012) stated that validity
is not a “commodity,” but instead depends on the relationship of conclusions to reality,
which may not be in alignment with methods. And, Yin (2016) stated that a valid study is
one that has properly interpreted its data, so the conclusions accurately reflect and
represent the real world that was studied. Validity in qualitative research is not the result
of indifference, but of integrity (Maxwell, 2012).

Maxwell (2012) argued that researcher bias and reactivity there are two specific
threats to validity. However, Maxwell (2012) provided a validity checklist to increase the
credibility of research conclusions. From this checklist, and for this study, the researcher
utilized “rich-data” via transcriptions, member checking, and a peer review to validity.
Further, a qualitative research computer software program was used to help analyze the
collected data; however, the researcher was responsible for coding and analyzing the
data.

Ethical Considerations

Creswell (2012) stated that ethical issues in qualitative research can be described
as occurring prior to conducting the study, at the beginning of the study, during data
collection, in data analysis, in reporting the data, and in publishing a study. This
sentiment is echoed by Maxwell (2012), who stated that ethical concerns should be
involved in every aspect of design, which includes research goals, the selection of
research questions, validity issues, and the critical assessment of a conceptual framework.
And, at a more holistic level, Yin (2013) suggested that ethics acknowledges a

responsibility to scholarship, such as neither plagiarizing nor falsifying information, as
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well as being honest, avoiding deception, and accountability. To ensure ethical
responsibility, this study included the following steps (Yin, 2013):

1. Gaining informed consent from participants.

2. Protecting participants from harm, including avoiding the use of any

deception.
3. Protecting the privacy and confidentiality of participants, so they would not be
unwittingly be put in any undesirable position.
4. Taking special precautions that might be needed to protect participants.
5. Selecting participants equitably.
Limitations

This study was limited to the experience of employees in the public sector, and in
particular, the federal government. Even further, this research was based on a
Washington, DC university’s graduate and certificate program alumni. Different federal
agencies, public- and private-sector organizations may have a different structure,
philosophy, issues, and challenges; therefore, conclusions could not be generalized to
those agencies/organizations. And, while the sample size was ample for an explorative
qualitative study, it may not have been large enough or representative of a larger
population of employees.

Chapter Summary

This chapter described the research methodology for this qualitative content
analysis. As stated, the overarching research question was: How do public sector
employees experience exercising voice and exercising silence and how those experiences

relate to being engaged? This study used Creswell (2013) as a guide. This chapter
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discussed potential participant recruitment by utilizing a key informant. In addition, this
chapter detailed the process of selecting final participants. The chapter discussed data

collection, data analysis, validity, ethical concerns, and limitations.
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Chapter 4: Findings
Introduction

This chapter presents the results of a comprehensive analysis of the data from a
qualitative content study designed to explore employee engagement, employee voice, and
employee silence. This exploratory qualitative content analysis documented the
perceptions and personal experiences of 14 public sector employees that work for the
U.S. federal government. The three overarching research questions guiding this research
were: (a) how do public sector employees experience engaging in voice; (b) how do
public sector employees experience engaging in silence; and (c) how do public sector
employees’ experiences of engaging in voice and silence relate to their feeling of being
engaged? The research questions were designed to provide rich, contextualized
descriptions of the participants’ personal experiences. Participants were not provided a
specific rating scale, which allowed them to share their own descriptions, experiences,
and perceptions without initial constraints.

The data that generated the responses to this research question, which aligned to
the pre-existing codes, can be found in the a priori coding (See Appendix I). These a-
priori codes were grounded in the Chapter 2 literature review, which provided a starting
point for coding transcripts. In-depth analysis of the participant responses aligned with
several of the a-priori codes, while some other a-priori codes were barely identified. In
addition, based on experiences, responses and the corresponding data, emergent codes not
on the a-priori list were identified.

Additionally, this study presents three findings that are not related to the research

questions, but that have critical importance to developing leaders who are able to nurture
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and develop high levels of employee engagement. These findings are the result of study
participants interview responses and in-depth data analysis. The three findings are: (a)
fostering voice matters, (b) trust matters, and (c) race and gender matters. Fostering
voice matters captures how participants with supervisory responsibility create a culture
that enhances upward communication. Trust matters captures participants beliefs that
employees that transition to management and leadership may be predisposed to have trust
challenges with their staffs. And, race and gender matters capture participants’ responses
about how their race and gender in a non-dominant culture affects their ability to exercise
voice. These findings are important to leader development and will provide a baseline
for future research, which will be discussed in Chapter 5. Following is a summarized
analysis of participants’ responses to the three interview questions.

Research Question 1: How Do Public Sector Employees Experience Engaging in
Voice?

My study suggested that employees experience exercising voice in a myriad of
ways. The participants’ conceptualization migrates from different goals or 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.”
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Considering the stages, and the participant 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 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.
Engagingin Employee Voice
Power of an Idea Rifle Approach to Communication (E) Impact of Supervisor
* Addressing Problem * Refining Solution (E) * Leadership Style and Process
* Feeling Valued * ObtainingBuy-In (E) * Fostering Openness and Trust
* Supporting Colleagues (E) * Timing of Communication (E) * Feeling Autonomous
* Impacting the Mission (E )
(E') Denotes Emergent Dimension or Theme

Figure 2. Engaging in employee voice.

Dimension 1: The Power of the Idea

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
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wellness initiatives. Within this dimension of voice, four types of voice engagement sub-
dimensions identified. The four types of voice engagement sub-dimensions from my
study are: (a) addressing a problem, (b) feeling valued, (c) supporting colleagues, and (d)
impacting the mission.

Participants provided examples of solutions that influenced this dimension
ranging from developing SOPs for their workgroup to addressing strategic planning
challenges with organization-wide impact. Additionally, participants talked about feeling
they had an impact and added value to their workgroups and organizations. Participants
expressed feeling the responsibility to share ideas that primarily benefitted their peers and
colleagues. And last, participants’ responses captured the belief that their ideas would be
of benefit to their organization’s mission.

Addressing the problem. This sub-dimension identifies the typical problem-
identification and problem-solving engagement undertaken by highly engaged
employees. In my study, participants described that during conversations with their
supervisor(s), participants articulated internal problems specific to their workgroup or
division in their federal agency. Some of these problems were identified by supervisors or
skip-level leaders, while other problems were identified independently by the participant.

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 | just happened to say, "I believe I know how I can fix this process.” | went on
to explain on how we can make this process better.
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Similarly, Alberto talked about a supervisor bringing up a concern to her employees, “In
a staff meeting, she talked about the issue and opened it up to the floor for suggestions. 1
brought it up (an idea), and she was excited about proactively addressing the issue, which
snowballed into building the template, (and) working with the contractors to put it
together.”

While Alberto and Lorenzo provided responses focusing on problems at the
request of their respective supervisors, 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 amount of
hours within a pay period to do health and wellness. 1 think there are less than
five branches or divisions within my office that are implementing it. My
particular division is not implementing it. So, | 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.

Additionally, respondents developed ideas to address problems in their workgroup on
their own. For example, Chantal, spoke about her idea:

There are processes for approvals that may be different from how they were from
where you previously worked. So, when | came in everybody was doing
whatever they wanted to do. And | thought it would be a good thing for us to not
only have a SOP (standard operating procedure) developed so everybody used the
same process to ensure we get the right approved instead of later finding that it
didn't happen.

Another participant, Helene, wanted to implement an idea based on a problem staff
identified:
| have discussed the idea of performance evaluations with my supervisor. We had
a focus group established in our division, which is a very big division of 300
people. And, the focus group was established to find out the issues in this

division. One of the issues was performance evaluations are not clear to the
people about how it is done. And why they get the rating they get. What is the
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rationale behind it? So, | have discussed this performance issue with my
supervisor for staff or anybody else in the program.

And last, some participants talked about ideas that would have agency-wide impact.

Rebekah explained her idea:
| initiated the employee engagement council at my component. Two years ago,
my component was involved in trying to do a full workforce transformation
initiative. It was related to (human resources) HR-issues within the agency,
whether it was recruiting and retention. The issues of career ladder and a number
of HR-related things that had been the source of a lot of frustration with my
component managers over the last couple of years. Part of that initiative involved
coming up with three different working groups to deal with different aspects of

the HR function. But one of the things that | saw that was a key issue amongst all
of those working groups was employee engagement.

In this section, participants expressed their beliefs about the type of influences
that make them address a problem. Participants provided examples of addressing
problems based on requests from supervisors. Additionally, participants identified
problems during the daily performance of their job functions. Problems addressed by
participant range from local problems within the workgroup to organizational problems.

Feeling valued. This sub-dimension refers to the belief that respondents
identified their feeling of worth and importance to the workgroup and organization as a
main reason for choosing to upward communicate their idea to their supervisors and skip-
level leaders. Some participants specifically use the word value in their responses. Others
used terms that were synonymous with feeling value: feeling empowered, making things
happen, and having an impact. Alberto explained this feeling, “I felt valued. I felt like I
was a change agent...I was doing something to make lives better to improve our jobs. It
felt really great.”

Another participant, Lorenzo, expressed his thoughts:

| was the only that understood the job. | was the only one that was creative in
making things happen and being successful with that...I got to work and just

96



make things happen. It meant a lot. | had and could provide value to the
organization...I felt valued. | felt like I was contributing to the success of the
organization. And | was making things happen.

Another participant, Nadine expressed this feeling, “It made me feel good. | felt like |
was part of the organization, which is important, too. It made me feel good, and that |
was doing something worthwhile.”

Some of the participants in this study with supervisory responsibility went a step
farther, by talking how this feeling of value, as it relates, to exercising voice, transitions
into how they lead. Chantal said, “It makes me feel hopeful that people who report to me
will be able to take positive things from me and learn. It makes me feel like | am making
a significant contribution to the agency. | feel good about that. | feel good about what 1
and my staff do.”

Another supervisor, Rebekah, echoed similar thoughts, “It made me feel
respected. It made me feel wanted and that my contribution mattered. | hopefully was
able to manage. | am very much a consensus person, and collaboration, but | felt like |
was able to really get consensus of my staff, and the environment around that.”

Supporting colleagues. This sub-dimension represents another factor in
participants’ decision to exercise voice. For participants with supervisory responsibility,
expressing an idea that impacts their colleagues can impact morale. 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 | think would be important to other people even if it goes nowhere | would sill voice
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my concern. I would find a way to do it differently...I would still let my concerns be
made known.”

This impact, according to study participants can supersede the notion of the ideas
being of benefit at the individual level. According to Nadine, “Generally, if there is
something that | want to say, and | feel it is important to say, and it can benefit others,
then | generally will. If it is something more specific to me, then | probably won't.”
Additionally, participants discussed the duty of upward communication when entrusted
by colleagues. Andrea stated, ““...my supervisor did not even know how the information
got to me. Someone had identified what had happened. So, at the point, I had to take it
(the information) to the supervisor because someone had entrusted me with that
information, and I had to see it through.”

Impact to the mission. This sub-dimension represents participants’ beliefs that
their ideas alignment to the overall mission of the workgroup or agency was of great
importance in their decision to exercise their voice. One participant, Rebekah stated,
“...the urgency of whatever the issue is toward the mission. Whether we have done
enough analytics on whatever the particular idea is to be able to prove the point of
adopting whatever the situation is.” Other participants talked about the impact of the idea
having impact on the mission of the agency. Isaac said, “You want to have
recommendations that lead to real change or has an impact that is really going to improve
a program and the functioning of the government.” Further, Patty stated, “I would say
alignment to the mission. | can see that if we do this thing well, it will make a difference

to the public, and that is aligned to the mission.”
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Interestingly, participants discussed that this importance was communicated
upward even when there were trust issues between the employee and his/her direct
supervisor. Andrea stated,

If they created an environment where | felt comfortable sharing, | would never

find a reason to go around or creative ways to raise issues or provide information

that I learned. I would need to look for creative ways to circumvent...maybe not
to my direct supervisor, but I’'m always going to find a way to get information up.

Creativity and innovation are some of the words participants used to describe part of the
process of deciding to communicate upward, which identifies with feelings of
empowerment. Isaac stated, “I can create and help allow people to feel that same kind of
pride in their work; that the work is going to have impact.” Further, Patty stated, “The
creative parts of my brain are firing, and | feel like in a lot of ways | put in that extra
effort because it is something that | am interested in, and | want to do it well.”

This dimension captures the key influencers, based on participant responses,
which drive the desire to develop ideas to communicate upward to supervisors and skip-
level leaders. These influencers, based on analysis of participants’ responses were
addressing the problem, feeling valued, supporting colleagues and the idea’s impact to
the mission. Addressing the problem focuses on how the problem that resulted the
participants’ ideas. Feeling value encompasses participants feeling of worth to the
workgroup or organization. Supporting colleagues captures participants’ beliefs that
articulation of ideas is driven by the ideas’ benefit to their peers and co-workers. And,
impact to the mission details participant feelings that an ideas impact to the workgroup or

organization mission is a key driver of their decision to communicate upward.
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Dimension 2: Rifle Approach to Communication

This dimension represents participants’ belief that how they communicate their
ideas can 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 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 response, three sub-dimensions emerged from the data:
(@) refining the solution; (b) obtaining buy-in; and (c) timing of communication.

Refining the solution. This sub-dimension represents the participants’ strategies
and planning for maximizing their chances for successfully exercising their voice.
Participants 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 | have a full understanding of whatever the

issue is, and that | have thought it through to give my superior a clear idea of what

I think should be done and what the problem is. Generally, | am the kind of

person who likes to have enough information and to be very sure about what | am

going to say to somebody if I think there is something that is a true problem or
not.

Other participants talked about the putting their ideas in the best position to succeed. Van

stated, “I want to have my due diligence done, and I do have the right amount of research

100



done. The way I see it is that if | come to you with the correct information, whether you
accept it or reject it, [ have done my part.”

Taking the due diligence to the lowest level, participants talked about sharing
information with action officers to help them develop their ideas. For example, Chantal
articulated, “...before it became a new process, there had been talks. I had talked to some
of the specialists just to get input from them about what they thought, whether they had
the tools to get the job done.” Participants that were in supervisory roles included their
staff in this process. Patty stated,

| had some ideas of how we might make a few changes, so | came up with a pitch

for my boss. But, also spoke to my employees--my direct reports--about possible

directions that we might go before | talked to my boss. So, | was trying to engage
a few stakeholders.

Participants talked about the power of getting input from stakeholders and allowing them
to have their voices heard in the process. Patty commented, ““...we got co-participants in
the change. | am listening to their ideas. | probably won't be able to use all of the ideas
due to some of the constraints, but people got the opportunity to voice what their thoughts
or ideas were before we have done anything at all.”

Obtaining buy-in. This sub-dimension represents the participants’ interacting
with appropriate stakeholders to get buy-in about their ideas before communicating
upward to their supervisor. One participant, Isaac, explained his process:

We had also reached out to a number of 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 discussed utilizing other employees to gain their insights into the idea being
formulated. Lorenzo recalled, “...you could approach him and ask him to provide a

second set of eyes if the report is going to be acceptable to the Director...he would
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review and provide feedback within a set time frame.” Some participants talked about
getting insight from their supervisor and part of their due diligence. Van commented,
“...she would go over it to see if it makes sense. | am an engineer, a programmer. What
makes sense to me needs to make sense to the average user. So, she would be the average
user, my litmus test.”

From a leadership perspective, supervisors found benefit getting information and
ideas from their staff to help them formulate their ideas to communicate upward.
Gabrielle stated,

We will brainstorm and figure out what we can do to get this done. And, who we

may need to bring in to help us get this done. But we will brainstorm and come up

with a way forward. Present any challenges that will need to be figured out, but
we'll come to you with something.

And, participants talked about watching colleagues speak to stakeholders to gain buy-in.
Nadine stated, “I have one colleague who is very detailed in the way she goes about
things. She tries to make different connections for different people and brings a variety of
examples.”

Timing of communication. This is a sub-dimension of the participants’ sense of
determining when it is the optimum time to communicate their idea. Participants
expressed some of their experiences in deciding when to carry information upward. One
participant, Lorenzo, talked about understanding how long he had to be on the job before
he could communicate upward.

When | came on board, one of my colleagues told me to not go up and speak to

the Director, because she is not going to like that. He told me to wait about six

months, then go up and talk to her. It was a very awkward situation because we
had a little kitchen. She would be in the kitchen making coffee, and | would greet
her, she would greet me. That was it. That was all the conversation there was.

After several months, I could go to her and talk to her. It was an awkward. .. After
several months had passed, | began to brief her, not just her, but the general
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counsel as well and the Director of the agency So, | worked my way into engage
(her) in that sense, after that period of this time.

Further, other participants talked about sensing out when leaders would be receptive to
receiving upward communication. Van stated:

| see there is a time and place for everything. There are certain times to present
ideas and there are certain times to listen. How | read certain things are if it does
not feel like the time for a new idea, then it is a time to listen, I listen. But if it is a
time where they are receptive to new ideas, that's when | start asking ideas to see
what | can do to help....in my mind, it was not the right time or place for that
idea, and it would be something that | would have to work through to ensure that
it is a viable idea to bring to them.

Additionally, participants talked about being politically savvy when determining to
communicate ideas. Nadine stated:
I think having a voice is good but there is time when you shouldn’t speak up.
Right now, it is a different environment. It's political savvy. Right now, | am

downtown, and it is a different environment. And, back in my place within the
organization, and the change and it is temporary, | am not as likely to speak.

Another participant, Patty, expressed the same view:

So, I try to look for the fertile times when those ideas may be better heard. | also

try to gauge the temperature in the room. Sometimes | am invited to our executive

level meetings, and some of my prep work is really addresses the unknowns or
what stakes other people might have and trying to address some of those concerns
that maybe pop up.

This dimension identified the strategic processes that participants incorporated
prior to upward communication with the goal of increasing the chances that ideas would
be heard and acted upon. Analysis of participant responses identified the following
influencers of this dimension: refining the solution, obtaining buy-in, and the timing of
communication. Refining the solution captures the processes participants perform to

diagnose the problem and development of their idea. Obtaining buy-in focuses on the

steps participants partake to ensure stakeholders will support their idea. And, the timing
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of communication highlights participants’ navigation of policies and politics to determent
when the articulation of their idea can result in success.
Dimension 3: Impact of Supervisor

This dimension represents another belief that participants articulated as part of the
experiencing of employee voice. This dimension focuses on the importance of the
participants’ relationship with their supervisor. Participants provided examples of
supervisors exhibiting leadership styles that made them feel comfortable, trusted, wanting
to be creative, and feeling empowered. Based on analysis of participants’ responses, three
sub-dimensions were identified, which were (a) leadership style and process, (b) fostering
openness and trust, and (c) feeling autonomous.

Leadership style. This sub-dimension refers to the leadership practices of the
supervisor. These practices, such as, interaction 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. One participant, 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. | see him
daily. He even pops his head in my office to see how things are going.” Another
participant, 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. | wanted to be sure that | was
letting her know that the faith she had in me was valid.
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Another participant, Van, explained how his supervisor’s leadership style reinforced the
positive aspects:

Her relationship with me. She was my boss at the time and mentor, so | felt more

comfortable going to her with my idea because she, whether good or bad, she'd

try to seek my perspective. She works through the positives. She sees the
positive. How it can benefit (the organization), and then she gives me a chance to
implement some of my ideas. Once it is implemented, she would go over it to see
if it makes sense. | am an engineer, a programmer. What makes sense to me needs
to make sense to the average user. So, she would be the average user, my litmus
test.

Some participants expounded by stating their supervisor’s “practiced what he/she
preached” and were advocates regarding fostering voice. This leading by example created
a safe space for participants to articulate ideas. According to Patty:

Actually, he was a vocal advocate for proceeding with trying to make this change.

I think he, himself, likes to push the envelope a little bit...I think that is how he is

as a leader. 1 would say my boss, the way he leads; he is more from the thought

that all ideas have value. He is not the type of person to immediately dismiss

ideas. He’s usually the type to hold a conversation about all the aspects. He wants

to explore the benefits to making the change.
Nadine expressed the similar thoughts, “I think he just continuously was encouraging me
to think outside the box, and to come up with different solutions and use me as a
sounding board with my work.” Further, Lorenzo talked about how his supervisor’s style
was to create a space for speaking about ideas, “...it was somewhat of an open forum. He
was allowing everyone to interject what their thoughts were.” Chantal added the
following about her supervisor, “His leadership methodology when it came to me, from
the very beginning | felt he was a cheerleader for me. He thought | had great ideas. He
knew that I had experience coming from other places, and the type of work I did; he felt |
was pretty sharp.”

Fostering openness and trust. This sub-dimension refers to the environment

supervisors create to foster workers to bring their ideas and creativity into the workgroup
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or organization. Openness and trust have been identified as factors in creating an open
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.

One participant, 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 | pay attention. How does the manger feel about change in
general? | pay attention to how my manager reacts to those types of feelings
about the meeting and change.

Andrea echoed the same beliefs:

So, she created a space where by | felt like right or wrong, | could talk to her
about it and she would vet it. She asked questions. She made it clear that she was
going to do research. She followed up with me after there was research conducted
to let me know what happened. | transitioned after that role shortly after this
happened, but she stayed in touch.

Another participant, Lorenzo, expressed his supervisor’s openness by saying:

I think when a leader will engage the employees and say ‘Come and talk to me.
Let's talk about what is going on here. Some of the processes we have. Bring your
ideas to me’... There was a guy I worked for, he was a Deputy (Director), and |
had figured out a way to improve a process that we were doing that was taking 2
hours to do. I had figured out a way to reduce that time down to 15 minutes. He
was very approachable. He could talk on the same level, and I could always go to
him, if I had an idea...I wouldn't say that he always agreed with my ideas, but he
always gave constructive criticism, in a sense...I felt there was a sense of trust
between the both of us.

Regarding openness, participants described this feeling as having impact on

aspects of their work. For example, Gabrielle spoke about said of her supervisor:
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My supervisor is really open to feedback from his employees. He's very open to
just allowing us to lead, (and) as one of his Branch Chiefs, I felt comfortable...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."

Wendy stated about her supervisor:

He is all of the good things in a leader. He is open, authentic and listens. | have
had opportunities to work with him directly at some events | was planning. He is
the one who asked us to go interview and give feedback on why the morale so
low. So, I see in him someone who is willing to make changes.

Feeling autonomous. This sub-dimension refers to the feeling that supervisors
conveyed to participants that they could approach their job function with a certain level
of freedom and independence regarding how they made decisions. Participants articulated
these beliefs through the prism of their supervisor making a discretionary decision to
empower them. For example, Gabrielle said of her supervisor:

He's very open to just allowing us to lead, (and) as one of his Branch Chiefs I felt
comfortable... There is one example, where I “voluntold” myself for a project.
There is a new program going on at work where a program manager is needed.
My boss had a meeting with a bunch of us and said that we really need to have a
program manager assigned to help integrate and facilitate and at least get this
program moving forward. And, | just thought that it would be fun to take on the
challenge; and after some of back and forth, I kind of thought it would be a cool
gig. Not joking, but thinking that I could push my job aside for a little while and
do it. He was all for it, and said it was a good idea, and told me | would be a
program manager.

Similarly, Isaac articulated about his supervisors:
Those leaders set out a vision, they didn't prescribe how we got there (the
destination), and they had a great understanding of the larger policy issues. They
allowed the team a lot of leeway to get into the details of it, and craft a
methodology that was really got to the heart of things. And they were supportive
and open to new approaches.
Some participants talked about the autonomy they felt they had been given, and
how it impacted their personal feeling of responsibility regarding their idea. For example,

Alberto expanded talk about how he felt about the freedom that had been given to him,
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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. | wanted to be sure that | was
letting her know that the faith she had in me was valid.

Van echoed the similar thoughts:
She sees the positive. She gave me a shot, and that's what | appreciate most. She
listened first, then she said, "I will give you chance to show me what it can do. If
it doesn't, we can modify it or go with something else.” It makes me want to work
harder. It makes me want to do better because | wanted to continue to grow under

her because she gave me a chance and took a risk on some of my ideas. Since she
took a risk, I wanted to thank her to make her look better.

Some participants translated this feeling by speaking specifically of feeling

empowered. For example, Patty posited,

He just lets me do (my thing). We are in close communication. We have
discussions about possible paths we can go down, but he leaves the decision-
making to me. | feel empowered. Of course, | run things by him, but it is usually
that I feel we are partners rather than he is my boss.

This section detailed the dimension relating to the impact the study participants’
supervisor has in their decision to engage in voice. In-depth data analysis of participant
responses identified three sub-dimensions that influence the impact of the supervisor:
leadership style, fostering openness and trust and feeling autonomous. Leadership style
encompasses the participants’ belief that the way their supervisors interacts and treats
them, and colleagues, influences decisions to engage in voice. Fostering openness and
trust focuses on participants’ beliefs that their supervisor created an environment where
employees feel comfortable taking risks by being creative with their ideas. And, feeling
autonomous captures participants’ thoughts that their supervisor giving them the feeling
of power and independence resulted in the development and upward communication of

ideas.
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Research Question 1 Summary
Participants talked about various aspects of how they choose to exercise their

individual voicing of ideas, issues and concerns. Their responses expressed that these
experiences flow through and is impacted by three dimensions: (a) having a powerful
idea; (b) determining how to communicate their idea in a way that can result in success;
and (c) having a relationship with a supportive supervisor that will hear, and hopefully
act on their idea. Analysis of participant data resulted in three dimensions of experiencing
voice, with 10 sub-dimensions among the three dimensions. And, as will be described
more in Chapter 5, five themes emerged from the data while the other five themes were
based on the theoretical literature (e.g., a-priori codes).

Research Question 2: How Do Public Sector Employees Experience Silence?

My study suggests that employees experience engaging in silence based on

several factors. Study participants have different conceptualizations of silence that span a
myriad of ideas. One participant, Van, admitted, “I did not know about employee silence.
| 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 or their leadership that speaking their
idea may result in an adverse consequence. One of the participants, Isaac, said this about
employee silence:

(It is) the extent to which an employee either chooses not to speak up when they
should be heard or feels that they cannot speak up when they should be heard
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because of feeling unsafe, due to cultural norms discouraging them, or through
intimidation.

Based on the responses of the participants, an in-depth analysis identified three
separate dimensions of engaging in silence. The first dimension of engaging in employee
silence—feeling insecure—refers 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.

Engaging Employee Silence

v

Feeling Insecure (E) Effect of Being “Shot Down” Impact of Supervisor
* Newnesson the Job (E) * Unsuccessful Previous Experiences (E) * Leadership Style and Process
* Not Feeling Confident (E) * Previous Experience of Others * Threats and Retribution

+ Deciding to Leave

(E) Denotes Emergent Dimension or Theme

Figure 3. Engaging in silence

Dimension 1: Feeling Insecure

This dimension represents participants’ belief that how they could not
communicate ideas to their supervisor because of feelings of insecurity. 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 discussed how their supervisor’s
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newness to a job impacted not only their voice, but also their staff decision to
communicate ideas. One participant, VVan, articulated:
When | saw the definition and | 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 | don't

have the confidence, or I don't like taking certain risks, that is something |
identified with, and I ask myself why people won't bring things forward.

Based on analysis of participants’ responses, two sub-dimensions of feeling insecure
emerged from the data, which were the lack of confidence and newness on the job.

Lack of confidence. This sub-dimension refers to the respondents’ belief their
ideas cannot be communicated upward in a successful manner. Study participants
identified their personal flaws as a reason why their ideas are not shared with.
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 | had ideas or

theories in my head or certain things...The main one was that | 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 |

would have to work through to ensure that it is a viable idea to bring to them. If |
bring it to my management, | want to ensure that it is something that I can do, and

I can maintain, and that they can definitely 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 | feel confident, but in instances
where | don't understand the risks, or there are high-risks, my confidence goes down.” He
explained further about what drove his lack of confidence:

Fear that I will not be able to implement what | say...I have seen that happen with

other people. | have seen the ramifications of what that does, especially in the IT
field when companies spend millions of dollars on the technology. 1 read articles
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on companies that pour millions of dollars on the technology, and it seems like a
good idea, but at the end, they don't have anything. | want to make sure | can
follow through.

Additionally, one participant felt that workgroup perceptions contributed to why people
lacked confidence in upward communication. Andrea stated, “I think that on the whole
the thing that would held most people back would be perception. What does it look like
that I am saying that | am information and that the workgroup does not have?”

Newness on the job. This sub-dimension refers to the participants’ belief that
ideas cannot be communicated upward because the employee has just started a new job at
a different agency or within the same agency. Respondents have identified a need to
understand their job function and the workgroup’s culture as a priority in their decision to
remain silent. Additionally, participants with management responsibilities have
communicated how having a supervisor that is new to a job position impact their
decision, and their staff’s decision to not articulate ideas. Helene expressed her fears that
resulting in not sharing her ideas with her supervisor:

There was a situation when | was working at a different agency. | was a post-
doctorate fellow. And there was a colleague that was hired in the same lab after
me, and he came from this agency, and | came from a university. And he came a
couple of years after me. And, that guy in the lab wasn't doing any research and
my supervisor was selected as an editor division director. So, he was not in the
lab. Very little time in the lab. So basically, he gave another investigator the
responsibility of watching the lab. So, we reported to the other person, not to him
because he was in a different building all the time. He was a big shot...The other
guy was without too much research, but he did more talking (networking). I did
more research and less talking. He had an offer to get tenure and | did not. That is
the incident to take forward, to ask why he got tenure before me. Why did I not go
forward? Maybe I did not have the courage to go forward at that time.

She further explained:

I was very insecure because nobody was watching or supporting us...| was new, |
didn't have that much courage. And | was new in this country, too. Not only new
at that place, but new in the country. I didn't know the systems and the people that
much. There wasn't much support. It was a very insecure, and he was a very

112



talking guy. He went around and talked, and talked, and networked and got the
support. That was the time | realized in my life that you don't just work, you got
to talk (network).

Another participant talked about the workload at the beginning of a new job. Andrea
expressed that the sheer volume of the workload for a participant in a new position
impacted his/her mindset toward insecurity:

In the beginning, it is just like, "oh my gosh, it is so much”. And there is this
really cloudy part where you know something’s right, and you can see them
coming together, and then there is this moment of clarity. Then there is this
groove where "I’'m not asking questions anymore, and I can sort of move through
this in a way | couldn't before". You feel proud of yourself. There is a comfort in
knowing you worked through the haze, the discomfort of not knowing. That's not
a comfortable feeling.

Interestingly, participants expressed belief that their supervisors’ being new to a
job impacted their, and their staffs’, decision to communicate upward. Joyce stated,
When he initially got here, he was on probation for his SES (Senior Executive
Service). He was fearful not passing or not getting through his probationary
position. Anything that wasn't ingrained, he did not want to do. We got along
very well. He did not want to make any waves.
When asked how this impacted how she leads, she stated, “I am probably stifling the
growth and creativity of several different people. It is just how I feel. | think a few get
complacent. They maintain and say we can just do it. They get complacent.” As will be
discussed later in this chapter, Andrea was threatened by a supervisor, but his newness on
the job played a role it. She expressed:
The person who threatened me...was a novice manager, a new manager, who had
never training or experience in leadership. So, |1 was going from a person with a
career in leadership, a long time to groom those skills to a person that did not

have that experience; and a person that didn't know how to manage lots of
difficult people.
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Dimension 2: Effect of Being “Shot Down”

This dimension represents participants’ belief that previous 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 their supervisors’ response,
or lack thereof, made them no longer want to communicate upward. As Gabrielle stated:

| 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.

Based on analysis of participants’ responses, three sub-dimensions emerged from the
data, which were (a) unsuccessful previous experiences, (b) previous experience of
others, and (c) already decided to leave.

Unsuccessful previous experiences. This emergent sub-dimension refers to the
participants’ belief that it is not worth the effort to upwardly communicate their ideas
because their supervisors will not act on those ideas. These beliefs were based their
personal history of suggesting ideas that had unsuccessful results. For example, Oscar
talked about his experience responding to a tasker from his leadership:

Um, | spent some time on it. Maybe an hour or two. | put together a list of about

10 or so, project and evaluation ideas. About what we might do in the coming

year. | never heard back from anybody; | stopped doing that. Every once in a
while, 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 | didn't need to do this again...I

wouldn’t say worthless, but (I felt) not valued as an employee. | had gone from
being a high and ambitious performer to someone who just punches a clock.
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Wendy talked about her experience, during which she expressed feelings of futility and

fear of retribution:
| did not feel at all supported. Then it became my benchmark and was discussed a
lot with leadership. When you are a leader or are trying to lead or see
opportunities to lead and you feel like you're sharing that opportunity or providing
that opportunity or asking about that opportunity and the response is so
frequently, "no" or you are shutdown, or you are told that "this is the way it is"
and you know the way it is isn't working. Now, I tend to be far more thoughtful

and hesitant. 1 am much more likely to carefully consider whether | am going to
bring something to her attention because | don't want to deal with the backlash.

Gabrielle expressed frustration with her experience a telework idea that was not allowed
by the policies of her agency. She stated, “I think (about) the opportunity to telework. |
think it is possible. But | haven't because | feel it is pointless because the standard
response is that we work in the Intelligence Community and we cannot work from
home.” Joyce expressed similar frustration about previous ideas not being aligned with
her agency’s fiscal restraints. She articulated, “...with the same supervisor, working
leader develop programs, we know that because of budget constraints, we weren’t going
to be able to make any changes, we kept it copacetic, and didn't try to be creative.”
Previous experience of others. This sub-dimension refers to the participants’
belief that it is not worth the effort to upwardly communicate their ideas because their
supervisors will not act on those ideas. These beliefs were based on witnessing or hearing
about previous unsuccessful attempts by their peers and colleagues. For example,
Gabrielle shared her thoughts on her peers talked about his experience responding to a
tasker from his leadership:
There are a lot of things from before I was promoted into this position, my team
now that are my employees, but were and my peers before, | 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.
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Van expounded about some of the challenges he has experienced in his work group that
resulted in turnover:

Usually, how I carry myself is that | watch or listen before | speak. If the group is
more of a "chorus of no's", then no matter what you say, you are going to get a
“no,” so why even bring it forward...They stopped. Some just don't bring forward
ideas anymore, or some do leave... There are certain environments that are not
built to foster ideas. When certain groups of people are in one place, no matter
what the ideas may get shot down because it is just that polar.

Similarly, Chantal talked about an idea that she did not take forward because of the
previous experience of her colleagues and that it resulted in her looking for a job:

Other GS-12s who had been there longer than me had already asked those
questions and fought that battle. Nothing (happened), they still remained GS-12s.
Some of them ended up leaving for other jobs within our agency. | don't feel like
it would be taken that anything would be done if peers had already tried to get
upward mobility. This isn't right; our job is at GS-13 level work, and only getting
paid at the GS-12 salary. And | never said anything. At one point | started looking
for a job, then | would stop. The morale was bad at that point, but | probably
wasn't coming to work happy every day and just treated the job as something that
needs to get done, but what ended up happening is that management never did
anything.

Patty talked about her experiences with a peer:
I have heard from one of my colleagues that she has all these ideas, but it is like
she doesn’t not feel like they will go anywhere. So, sometimes she tells them to
me and | will give her my opinion, but I am not sure why she does not move them
forward. But | don't know if she does not believe anything will happen. I am not
sure why. But, | have regular conversation about work and the day, and she will
bring up the idea, and she will say that she knows that nothing will happen with it.
Decided to leave. This sub-dimension refers to the participants’ belief that it is

not worth the effort to upward communicate their ideas because they have decided to

seek employment elsewhere. This belief has been captured as part of previous sub-

dimensions. Additionally, some participants decided to not communicate ideas and wait

upon their first opportunity to retire from Federal service. These beliefs were based on
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witnessing or hearing about previous unsuccessful attempts by their peers and colleagues.
One participant, Lorenzo, expressed why he stopped sharing ideas with his leadership,

| really don't know because | am in an area now where | don't do (that work). |
could make some improvements ...l think they would be appreciated, but my goal
right now is to move on. | filed an EEO against the current leadership.

Another participant, Nadine, expressed similar thoughts about her mindset:

We had new leadership come on board. The outcome of that meeting while it was
shared with leadership was going to move forward with implementing some of the
suggested changes was not shared. | knew that I along with others were upset
about that. If you're going to have a meeting to try and address some
organizational issues, then you get the results, but you don't discuss how you
might implement them, then it became a contentious item with the group because
they were making all of these changes. And so, | probably could've asked more
about engaging staff and keeping them abreast of what was happening. Not
overstepping the mark, but just asking if feedback would be provided, so we
could work together to implement change that was needed...l had pretty much
checked out at that stage. My informal mentor had also recently left the
organization in January of that year. | applied for my current role three months
later. And the meeting happened at about that time. While I didn't expect to get
this current position, I just figured I had nothing to lose and my interest was
gravitating a little bit further and further away from the operational day to day.

Further, Helene, reflected to her first job in the Federal government, “If | had gone
forward watching the situation, nothing would have happened. So, | decided to leave, and
I came here to this agency.” And, Joyce talked about a job where ideas where
unsuccessful due to financial resource constraints:
Shot it down because of the budget. We didn't have money in the spend plan. We
follow protocol. Things that are already in place and we have to continue to
maintain. It's very challenging to get things new and innovative done. | quit trying
to be creative and innovative, and then | decided to leave.
And last, Andrea talked about the impact of a threatening response she received from a
concern she communicated to her supervisor. She shared,
So, the next time | received information, at that point the trust had been broken. |

can't come to you. It is not a safe space to share...I left. | did. I left, and that was
why. | knew the day | was threatened, that | was not going to stay.
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This dimension captured participant responses that unsuccessful previous attempts
to communicate ideas upward resulted in no longer desiring to share ideas with
supervisors and skip-level leaders. Study participant responses and data analysis
identified three sub-dimensions: (a) unsuccessful previous experiences, (b) previous
experiences of others, and (c) already deciding to leave. Unsuccessful previous
experiences capture participants’ examples of previous communication ideas; and, how
their supervisors’ responses made the participants leery to share ideas going forward.
Previous experiences of others focus on participants’ beliefs that hearing or witnessing
unsuccessful voice attempts by colleagues and peers drive their own decision to engage
in silence. And, already decided to leave details participants desire to engage in silence
being driven by their desire to look for new employment opportunities elsewhere.
Dimension 3: Impact of Supervisor

This dimension represents participants’ 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 |

don't have a voice, which I have told her openly. | have told her that | feel
discarded.

Based on analysis of participants’ responses, two sub-dimensions emerged from the data,

which were leadership style and process and threats and retribution.
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Leadership style and process. This sub-dimension refers to the 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 | think one begins to see

and understand another person's personalities, and their characteristics and traits. |

knew that at that time that there was no way | was going to be able talk in private,

even if | wanted to. | 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 | work for another toxic leader. | think that | would get the same
result with the other leader. So, | 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...1

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.
Isaac, expressed his thought about the hierarchal communication structure set up by
supervisors and leaders:

It’s a feeling that the superior, the person in charge, is even going to listen or even

cares. Or is going to do anything about it, when | was at a lower level in the

organization, | had a lot of ideas about certain problems I saw on the team but
didn't feel comfortable bringing them to the attention of the managing director
because | just didn't think he would do anything about it. | didn't think he wanted

to hear about it. He was just trying to hold the team together and wasn't a very
decisive person over all. | just didn't think it was worth it...Sure, interpersonal
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dynamics. If | feel a person is not going to listen to me or does not care, then |
would be unlikely to bring something up.

Expressing her frustration, Rebekah added:
| attempted to take them (ideas) to her a lot. She does not entertain a lot of
innovation...Yes, because | feel it will be shot down. The concern is that she has a
set mindset when she has an opinion of somebody, she is not being flexible. | am

also now a point in my career where | would consider other things because | feel
discouraged.

Wendy explained how her supervisor’s leadership made her choose to not take ideas
forward:
If she was more predictable, then 1 would feel a lot better chance that |1 would feel
more comfortable. But it is not predictable. It could be mood, or workload, it
could be a myriad of things. That is sort of the issue. There isn't any consistency.

There isn't any communication process. There isn't a set pattern, so it hard to
predict when there is a good time to approach her.

Threats and retribution. This sub-dimension refers to the participants’ belief
that engaging their voice will result in some form of adverse effect to their career,
resulting in a decision to engage in silence. These beliefs are based on previous
experiences of sharing ideas, thoughts, and concerns with their supervisor. Additionally,
participants communicated that supervisors created a communication structure that
fostered the engagement of silence. Andrea expressed this concern when she talked about
her supervisor’s response to previous exercising of ideas thought, “If I come forward that
person is going to feel challenged, so I am not (coming forward). And, I think it would
have been more about that person.”

Participants provided stories on receiving threats from their supervisors when
communicating concerns about the workgroup. Andrea also stated:

The reason why | did not take it to my direct supervisor is because | had taken

related to my direct supervisor and it was not received well. | was essentially

threatened, which was what ultimately happened. I was trying to fix a problem; I
was taking a piece of information to my supervisor. My supervisor took it very
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personally. Technically, it ended up turning out that the problem originated with
my supervisor, but I did not know that when | took the information to my
supervisor. And so, my supervisor felt threatened, we ended up having a
conversation later where | was threatened...actually threatened.

So, the terms were, verbatim, “If you want to continue to raise this issue maybe
we should push up your mid-year review.” So, in response to that, | said, “Totally
fine. I have just received an Excellent (rating). And, if that's what you want to do,
we can involve your supervisor, but I'm okay with that. Also, | am going to tell
the situation to your supervisor.” So, the next time | received information, at that
point the trust had been broken.

Alberto shared his experience sharing a concern with his supervisor:

The fear is that when | tried to stand up for myself about the number of hours
asked to work, or the request of me is ridiculous was when | was met verbal
violence and a mean atmosphere. Initially, it was a very stereotypical “you need
to get this done,” fist slamming on the table, “What is this shit?”, “I need you to
step the fuck up!” Verbatim. There is one time where | was working on a project
and | came and asked a question, and she looked at it and said, “Are you fucking
kidding me?” This was in a room with two other contractors. That was the culture.
| reached a point and wake up and nothing but cuss words would come out of my
mouth, and | would remind myself that | have to feed my kids. That is how I got
out of bed...I feel pointless, my job is to do what is given to me.

Isaac mentioned his reluctance to take concerns upward to his supervisor,

I couldn’t speak to the people above me because they were a part of the problem.
It wasn’t my place to say to them ‘you’re not doing your job.’ In the hierarchy of
it or the culture of it, it just did not seem appropriate.

Further, Isaac provided more context to his comments on the subject:
| think management can have an adverse reaction to people who complain too
much or only bring up problems, all the time. That can an impact on your career
and the type of work that gets assigned to you. | think people have that calculus
about how much a problem bothers them to bring it up. There are definitely

people who complain all the time. Often, they don't get listened to and as a result
their morale goes down.

The focus of this dimension detailed how the participants’ supervisors impacted
the decision to engage in silence. Participants’ responses and data analysis identified two
sub-dimensions: leadership style and threats and retribution. Converse to Research

Question 1, this version of leadership style captures participants’ beliefs that based on
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interactions and the environment fostered by the supervisor result in employees engaging
in silence. Threats and retribution captures participants feelings upward communication
of ideas will have an adverse effect their career.
Research Question 2 Summary

Participants shared responses that explain why the engage in silence. These
responses captured stories and examples of not wanting to communicate upward because
of feelings of complacency, previous experiences and the relationship with their
supervisor. Their responses expressed these experiences were driven by three central
dimensions. Analysis of participant data resulting in 10 themes among the three
dimensions of feeling insecure, the effect of being “shot down,” and supervisor
relationship. The three dimensions consisted of seven sub-dimensions, which addressed
how participants described their confidence and how they felt about being new on a job.
From the perspective of engaging in silence, participants shared the impact of their
previous experiences and witnessing experience of colleagues. And, not wanting to
communicate upward because of being in the process of looking for a new job (or
retirement). From the prism of supervisor relationships, participants shared stories
regarding how their supervisor’s leadership style and the feeling of being threatened
made them choose to engage in silence over voice.

Research Question 3: How Do Public Sector Employees’ Experiences of Voice and
Silence Relate to Their Feeling of Being Engaged?

My study suggests that participants’ engagement state drives their decision to
engage in voice or to engage in silence. Study participant justifications align with the
literature review in Chapter 2, which resulted in influencers the resulted in a positive

engagement state, and the engagement of voice. Or, the participants experienced
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influencer of a negative engagement state, which resulted in the engagement of silence.
Also, study participants’ responses validated experiences shared in Research Questions 1
and 2 about how they experience engaging in voice and silence, respectively. In
recollecting about her current and previous jobs, Patty stated:

| think it (speaking or not speaking) is driven by my engagement level. | say that

because | am so engaged and like the work that | do, | feel like that gives me the

power and the fact that | care enough to speak up. I know that in my other job, it

is not that | had ideas, but just did not care enough to speak about them. I just felt
like it didn't matter.

Because | love my job | don't hesitate to speak about something. Whether it is a
hot topic or a good thing or a bad thing or something awkward, | feel good about
speaking. I line up my support. If I have a personnel issue | speak with my
supervisor, the CFO... When | was depressed, there were so many things that |
wanted to say or confront but I never did.

Isaac answered based on both engaging in voice and silence:
| think if it is something that I care about more so, that's going to lead me to want
to exercise voice. If I am generally frustrated and not engaged, | am more often

going to be silent about something. I think engagement drives the decision rather
than the other way around.

Nadine shared her opinion through prism of supervisor- and workgroup-relations:
In terms of engagement impacting whether | speak or not or does whether you
speak or not determine your engagement. | think conversely, yes, it can; | feel like
being heard. So, if I am engaged and | have a good relationship with my
supervisor and colleagues then | am more likely to speak up. Ask me next week,
and | am not as likely to speak up because | have class this weekend.
Lorenzo aligned his answer to the feeling of value. “I believe how engaged | am
determines my decision to speak or not speak because when | am engaged, and | feel
value, I think that I can talk about anything. | can be a contributor at a higher level when |
feel valued.” Similarly, Gabrielle answered based on interpersonal dynamics, “l think my

engagement drives whether | speak or not. Engaging with people and having that comfort

with engagement gives me that comfort to be able to open up and say what is on my
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mind.” Oscar expressed his thoughts from based on his current job, “How much | enjoy
my job determines whether | speak or not speak. | don't feel like I am listened to, so I just
shut up. My supervisor came around today and said, ‘Oscar, I don't feel like | am hearing
from you anymore.’”
And last, Wendy expressed her answer based on impact of the idea:
If I am engaged then a program, a contact, an agreement or an issue then 1 will
fight for that. I will work the system to get the best possible outcome. If I don’t

see something is ultimately going to have that kind of impact, those are the kinds
of things that I can let go.

Research Question 3 Summary

Participants shared their thoughts about whether their decision to exercise voice
or remain silent drives their engagement state, or whether their engagement state drove
their decision to exercise voice. Participants expressed their belief, with justification, that
the engagement state drives their decision to exercise voice or exercise silence.
Justification for these beliefs spanned various feelings, such as care and value,
depression, and complacency. Additionally, interactions with supervisors and colleagues
within the workgroup were identified as primary factors that impacted the engagement
state, and subsequently, the decision to exercise voice or silence.
Key Leadership Findings
While the focus of this research was focused on how public-sector employees
experienced engaging in voice, engaging in silence, and how those experiences relate to
their engagement state, three additional findings emerged from the participant interviews.
These findings were outside the scope of this study but are critical to leadership

development. The findings were: (a) fostering voice matters, (b) trust matters, and (c)
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race and gender matters. These key findings will be briefly described below and
referenced as future research in Chapter 5.

Fostering voice matters. This dimension details how study participants with
supervisory responsibility lead their workgroup and build a culture that fosters their staff
engaging voice. Participants shared their ideas and processes that had fostered a culture
where their staff would share ideas to improve their workgroup or organization. For
example, Isaac stated:

| try to create an atmosphere where people feel free to say anything and disagree

and make mistakes rather than have them thinking when anything goes wrong |

will go off the handle and blame somebody. | try to not blame people but operate
as a team...

| also try to develop and create work that people care about and can have an
impact and matter to get their interests.

Additionally, Patty articulated:

In addition to staff meetings, every month or so | send a newsletter that | write to

the whole division about what is going on. | also do a lot of walking around and

seeing how people are doing. | get a lot of foot traffic through my door. People, |
think for the most part feel comfortable just coming by and asking questions or
just saying, “Hi.”

Trust matters. This key finding captures the thoughts of study participants that
people working in the field of auditing or law enforcement; and, their belief that the
inherent nature of the work they perform is grounded in a basic concept of lack of trust of
their customers. Participants expressed thoughts that employees that excel in the
technical capability of not trusting customers advance to supervisory roles and tend to not
trust their staff or micromanage their employees. Participants expressed concern that

there should be specific leadership development for supervisors focusing on creating and

exhibiting trust. For example, Isaac stated:
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Our core values on the functional side are accountability, integrity,

reliability. We are very much aligned and focused on those; we take to heart. |
think one of the things we don't pay as much attention to are the people-
values. We have talked a lot about building trust and valuing people, giving
people opportunity and voice. But, that is a new thing for us to take on.

Race and gender matters. This finding captures the applicable study
participants’ thoughts about how women of color related to their engagement state, and
their ability to engage in voice or silence. Participants shared experiences of being the
only or a limited number of women of color in their workgroup and how it impacts their
ability to engage in voice. For example, Helene shared the following thought on not
representing the dominant demographics of her workgroup culture:

I'm the only woman in a leadership position in this program. | am the only GS-15

woman. There are other GS15 Asian persons, but in the supervisory position, |

am the only woman. So, we are group of seven to eight GS-15s here, and | am

the woman voice...It's hard...hard...But as | said, when I left my previous agency,

| decided that I'm going to work hard. Working hard is never going to go away

from me. You don't lose your habits, and working hard is a habit of Indian

descent, that we work hard. But | decided that | am going to also be heard.
Kathy shared the following about her struggles with her agency’s culture:

This agency has high turnover, because people can't deal with it or they become

complacent. A lot of the people are DoD. The culture is middle-aged Caucasian

men that have been in leadership, and they lead based on doing what they say to

do...Over time | have learned how to adjust to the degree of it. It is not physical,
but it can mentally bother me.

This section identified key findings articulated by participants. These findings did
not relate to this study’s three overarching research questions. However, these
experiences were important to leadership development. The three key findings were: (a)
fostering voice matters, (b) trust matters, and (c) race and gender matters. These three

findings will be discussed further in the Future Research section of Chapter 5.
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Chapter 4 Summary

This chapter presented the findings from my study, which asked three overarching
research questions: (a) how do public sector employees experience engaging in voice, (b)
how do public sector employees experience engaging in silence, and (c) how do public
sector employees’ experiences of engaging in voice and silence relate to their feelings of
being engaged. Each of the three research questions was used as the framework for
structuring the findings, which were organized by thematic analysis. For Research
Question 1, three dimensions were identified as drivers of participants’ desires to engage
in voice. The three dimensions contained 10 sub-dimensions. For Research Question 2,
three dimensions were identified as drivers of engaging in silence. These three
dimensions contained seven sub-dimensions. Interview quotes for the participants’
transcripts were used to justify and validate the study’s themes.

The first section of Chapter 4 described how participants experienced engaging in
voice. In-depth analysis revealed that voice is engaged through three dimensions: (a) the
power of an idea, (b) having a “rifle approach” to communication, and (c) supervisor
relationship. Within the three dimensions, 10 sub-dimensions were identified, with five
being emergent. The second section described how public-sector employees experienced
engaging in silence. In-depth analysis revealed that employees articulated this experience
through three dimensions: (a) feeling insecure, (b) the effect of having ideas “shot down,”
and (c) the impact of the supervisor. Within the three dimensions, sub-dimensions themes
were identified, with three being emergent.

The third section documented public sector employees’ perceptions about the

relationship between employee voice and employee silence with employee engagement.
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Participants expressed the belief that certain factors determined their engagement state,
which impacted whether they chose to engage in voice or remain silent. The next chapter,
Chapter 5, provides a conclusion of the findings in this chapter, addresses the study’s
implications for theory and practice, and recommends topics for future studies.

The fourth section of Chapter 4 identifies findings that emerged that were outside
of the scope of this study. However, these findings are included here based on their
importance to leader development. The three findings were: (a) fostering voice matters,
(b) trust matters, and (c) race and gender matters. These three findings are discussed

further in the future research section of Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations

This chapter presents interpretations and recommendations related to the findings
of this case study with respect to the study’s theoretical underpinnings, conceptual
framework, and research questions. In addition, this chapter presents the researcher’s
conclusions about the study, and then identifies implications for theory and practice.

Summary of Results

The purpose of this research is to understand public sector employees’
experiences of engaging in voice and engaging in silence and how those two experiences
relate to their engagement state. More specifically, my research explored how public-
sector employees experience engaging in voice and silence, and how those two
experiences related to their engagement state. To capture these experiences, 14 U.S.
federal government employees were interviewed. A qualitative content analysis approach
was used to capture the richness of the voice and the experiences of the participants.
Based on participants’ answers to the semi-structured and probe questions, answers to the
three research questions are detailed below.

Research Question 1: How Do Public Sector Employees Experience Engaging in
Voice?

This research question explored scenarios and examples where the study
participants conceptualized an idea, thought, or concern (idea) to better their workgroup
or organization and chose to communicate it upward to their supervisor or skip-level
leadership. Based on the participants’ responses and in-depth data analysis, three
dimensions of engaging in voice were identified. Below is a brief overview of the

dimensions described in Chapter 4.
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Engaging in Voice: Dimension One

The first dimension, the power of an idea, represents the content of the idea that
the participant shared with his/her supervisor and/or leadership. Within this dimension,
four sub-dimensions were identified; two representing the literature (from a-priori codes)
and two representing emergent findings (from open coding). The first a-priori-based sub-
dimension, addressing a problem, identified the influence that drove the desire behind the
idea. The second a-priori-based sub-dimension, feeling value, captured participants’
beliefs’ that their feelings of worth or importance towards their job function, supervisor,
workgroup, or agency was a driving factor in their decision to communicate upward. The
third sub-dimension, from open coding, supporting colleagues, represents participants’
feelings that ideas that benefitted their peers and direct reports were another driving
factor toward the decision to engage in voice. The fourth sub-dimension, impacting the
mission, represents the last emergent sub-dimension, which details participants’
responses about how their ideas’ effect and alignment to the workgroup and/or
organizational mission is another driver of the decision to articulate ideas to their
supervisor.
Engaging in Voice: Dimension Two

The second dimension, rifle approach to communication, emerged from the
participants’ responses and in-depth analysis. This dimension describes how participants
decided what and how to communicate, as well as the prep work participants described
prior to engaging in voice. This dimension is called the ‘rifle approach’ by study
participant, Isaac, because a rifle has a specific narrow target, as compared to a shotgun

which aims in a general direction. Within this dimension, three sub-dimensions were
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identified: (a) refining the solution, (b) obtaining buy-in, and (c) timing of
communication. Specific to refining the solution, this sub-dimension identifies the tasks
that participants do to develop an idea that will be heard, and hopefully, acted on by their
supervisors and leadership. These tasks include gaining clarity about the problem
participants had chosen to address, and determining how, what, and when to
communicate their ideas upward. The second sub-dimension, obtaining buy-in, captures
participants’ beliefs and process in meeting with various shareholders to share
information and gain feedback to build support for their idea. The third sub-dimension,
timing of communication, describes participants’ methodology to navigate their
supervisor, office culture, and office politics to determine the appropriate time to
articulate their ideas to supervisors and leaders to achieve success.
Engaging in Voice: Dimension Three

The third dimension, supervisor relationship, focuses on participants’ belief that
the relationship with their supervisor was a primary driver of their decision to
communicate upward. From the data of participant responses, three sub-dimensions were
identified, which were (a) leadership style and process, (b) fostering openness and trust,
and (c) feeling autonomous. The first sub-dimension, leadership style and process,
represents the participants’ premise that the supervisors’ and skip-level leaders’
methodologies and theories impact the participants’ decision to communicate ideas
upward. The second sub-dimension, fostering openness and trust, focuses on participants
communicating that when their supervisors created an open and safe culture, a level of
creativity and innovation was fostered that made them want to develop and communicate

ideas to improve the workgroup or organization. The third sub-dimension, feeling
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autonomous, captures participants’ responses about the feeling of having independence
and freedom in performance of their job function, which resulted in the desire to
conceptualize and articulate ideas to their supervisor.

In summary, for Research Question 1: How Do Public Sector Employees
Experience Engaging in Voice, study participants responses touched on the influencers
that make them communicate ideas upward to supervisors and skip-level leaders.
Analysis of the responses identified three dimensions: (a) power of an idea, (b) ‘rifle
approach’ to communication, and (c) the impact of the supervisor. The first dimension,
the power of an idea, describes the drivers that participants identified as determining
factor in the decision to engage in voice. The second dimension, ‘rifle approach’ to
communication, captures study participants’ processes to best develop and communicate
their idea upward in a way where it will be heard and acted upon. The third dimension,
impact of the supervisor, captures the participants’ beliefs that their relationship and
interaction with their supervisor influences their decision to engage in voice.

Research Question 2: How Do Public Sector Employees Experience Engaging in
Silence?

This research question explored scenarios and examples where the study
participants conceptualized an idea, thought, or concern (idea) to better their workgroup
or organization and chose to not communicate it upward to their supervisor or skip-level
leadership. Based on the participants’ responses and in-depth data analysis, three
dimensions of engaging in silence. Below is a brief overview of the dimensions described

in Chapter 4.
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Engaging in Silence: Dimension One

The first dimension, feeling insecure, represents study participants’ beliefs that
their ideas are not communicated upward because of apprehensiveness or lack of self-
confidence. Within this dimension, two sub-dimensions were identified from emergent
findings. The first emergent sub-dimension, lack of confidence, captures the notion that
participants’ characteristics such as personality flaws and workgroup culture, make them
feel too insecure and hesitant to articulate their ideas. And, the second sub-dimension,
newness on the job, captures participants’ thoughts that beginning in their tenure into a
job function contributed to their feeling too insecure to communicate ideas upward.
Additionally, participants with supervisory responsibility articulated how their supervisor
being new in a job function impacted their staff’s desire to communicate information
upward.
Engaging in Silence: Dimension Two

The second dimension, effect of being “shot down,” represents participants’
stories of how the impact of previous unsuccessful attempts at upward communication
resulted in them no longer communicating ideas upward. Within this dimension, three
sub-dimensions were identified; two representing the literature (from a-priori coding) and
one dimension representing emergent findings (from open-coding). The first a-priori
sub-dimension, previous experiences of others, represents study participants’ responses
that witnessing or hearing about unsuccessful voice experiences of colleagues and peers
leads participants to not communicate their ideas upward. The second a-priori sub-
dimension, already decided to leave, captures participants’ thoughts that communicating

ideas upwards would be fruitless because they have decided to seek employment
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elsewhere, or wait on retirement eligibility. The only emergent sub-dimension,
unsuccessful previous experiences three sub-dimensions, which were (a) unsuccessful
previous experiences, (b) previous experiences of others, and (c) deciding to leave. The
first sub-dimension, unsuccessful previous experiences, captured participants’ beliefs
that, based on their previous ideas being upward communicated unsuccessfully, resulting
in engaging in silence regarding future ideas.

Engaging in Silence: Dimension Three

The third dimension, impact of supervisor, represents participants’ comments that
their daily interaction with their supervisor negatively effects their decision to
communicate upward. Within this dimension, two sub-dimensions were identified,
which represent literature (from a-priori codes). The first sub-dimension, leadership style
and process represent participants’ experiences with their supervisors’ leadership
methodology that resulted in decisions to not carry ideas forward. The second sub-
dimension, threats and retribution, capture participant stories regarding how previous
unsuccessful attempts to upwardly communicate left them fearful that future attempts
would have an adverse effect on their career.

In summary, for Research Question 2: How Do Public Sector Employees
Experience Engaging in Silence, study participants responses touched on the influencers
that make them choose to not communicate ideas upward to supervisors and skip-level
leaders. Analysis of the responses identified three dimensions: (a) feeling insecure, (b)
effect of being “shot down,” and (c) the impact of the supervisor. The first dimension,
feeling insecure, describes the drivers that participants identified as determining made

them lack confidence, and, therefore, choose to engage in silence. The second
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dimension, effect of being ‘shot down,’ captures study participants’ experiencing,
witnessing or hearing about previous ideas being unsuccessfully communicated upward,
which results in their choosing to engage in silence regarding future ideas. And, the third
dimension, impact of the supervisor, captures the participants’ beliefs that their
relationship and interaction with their supervisor influences their decision to engage in
silence.

Research Question 3: How Do Public Sector Employees’ Experiences of Engaging in
Voice and Silence Relate to Their Feeling of Being Engaged?

This research question asked participants for their perspectives on whether their
decisions to engage in voice and silence drive, or are the result of, their engagement state.
Participants responded that their feeling of engagement, or disengagement, drove their
decisions to engage in voice or silence, respectively. Regarding in engaging in voice,
participants provided examples and responses that identified factors such as job affect,
creativity, influence, and impact as examples of drivers of their engagement state, which
resulted in engaging in voice. Alternatively, participants identified factors such as
depression, complacency, and intent-to-turnover as drivers of an engagement state that
resulted in decisions to engage in silence.

Research Questions 1 through 3 Summary

Research has found that psychological meaningfulness, psychological safety and
psychological availability all drivers an employee’s engagement state (May, Gilson, &
Harter, 2004), and consequently their output level of discretionary effort (Shuck, Reio, &
Rocco, 2011). These three dimensions align to one or more of the three drivers of
engagement identified above. For example, a participant response for power of an idea

contains the sub-dimensions of feeling valued and impacting the mission. These sub-
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dimensions have been identified as aligning to psychological meaningfulness (Rich,
Lepine, & Crawford, 2010). Further, analysis from participant responses identified the
sub-dimensions of supporting colleagues and obtaining buy-in. As part of an effective
work environment, these two sub-dimensions align to psychological safety (Edmondson,
1999). And, study participants’ responses identified sub-dimensions of leadership style
and fostering openness and trust. These two sub-dimensions align to both psychological
meaningfulness and psychological safety (Kahn, 1990). Based on these alignments, these
results from this study make the argument that the dimensions of engaging in voice align
with the drivers of employee engagement.

Conversely, if the Kahn (1990) drivers of employee engagement result in
engaging in voice, then this study’s results suggest these same drivers can result in an
engagement state where participants choose to engage in silence. For example, feeling
insecure is an emergent finding as it relates to engaging in silence. However, within the
employee engagement construct, Kahn (1990) suggested that an employee’s level
insecurity, as a part of psychological availability, impacted his/her engagement state.
Further, previous experience of others aligns to psychological safety from the aspect of
workgroup interactions and relations (Edmondson, 1999). And as with Research
Question 1, the employee’s relationship with his/her supervisor, via psychological safety
and psychological meaningfulness can impact his/her engagement state. So, the results of
this study suggest that drivers of employee engagement impact an employee’s
engagement state, and consequently, impact the discretionary decision to engage in

silence.
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Study participants responded that their engagement state impacted their decisions
to engage in voice or silence. As stated in Chapter 4, participants’ justifications for this
placement ranged from feelings of care and value as drivers that resulted in engaging in
silence. For engaging in voice, participants identified feelings depression and
complacency as their drivers. Much like Research Questions 1 and 2, the employee’s
relationship with his/her supervisor impacts both the decisions to engage in voice and
silence. As stated in Chapter 2, employee voice scholars have suggested that employee
voice and employee silence are a discretionary acts exhibited by an employee (Morrison,
2014).

The results of this study suggest that study participants’ views on engaging in
voice and engaging in silence are in alignment with the employee voice scholars. This
alignment is different from the perspective of employee engagement scholars, who have
found the employee voice (and silence) drive an employee’s engagement state (Rees,
Alfes, & Gatenby, 2013).

Conclusion

Over the past decade, employee engagement has received significant attention
within the public sector. The Obama administration made increasing employee
engagement throughout the federal government a primary focus. And while the 2017
Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) identify almost 62% of federal employees
being engaged (using job satisfaction as a proxy for engagement), that number continues
to lag private sector engagement by almost 20 percentage points (Partnership for Public
Service, 2017). Saks (2017) has suggested that, despite the attention to employee

engagement over the past decade, there are deepening levels of disengagement among
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employees, which correlates to misalignment with translating engagement research into
practice.

Regarding employee voice and employee silence, Ruck and his colleagues (2016)
have suggested that despite the vast research on employee engagement, there is limited
research on its relationship with communication. And, Morrison (2014) suggested that
there is a significant opportunity for expanding understanding of the conditions that
motivate and inhibit employee voice. Further, employee engagement and employee voice
(and silence) scholars have not had a discussion to determine whether employee voice
and employee silence are drivers, or outcomes, of employee engagement.

From those contexts, this study captures public sectors employees’ experiences in
engaging in employee voice and employee silence. Additionally, those employees
discussed the relationship between employee voice and employee silence with employee
engagement and provided justification and examples for their responses. Based on the
findings of this study, the researcher suggests the following conceptual model to capture
the relationships between employee engagement, employee voice, and employee silence
(Figure 4). Note, the employee’s engagement state is identified twice. The box on top
represents an employee’s positive engagement state, and the box on the bottom represents

a negative engagement state.
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Figure 4. Relationship of employee engagement to engaging in voice and engaging in
silence.

Figure 4 represents an updated conceptual framework based on the study
participants’ experiences and in-depth data analysis as detailed in Chapter 4. The boxes
on the left represent the dimensions that drive either a positive or negative engagement
state, noted by the plus (+) and minus (-) symbols, respectively. And, both the positive
and negative engagement states influence the participants decision to exercise in voice or
silence as an outcome. Linking the boxes are one-directional arrows, which are identified
Al-AG6.

Arrow Al identifies the alignment between two dimensions, the power of an idea
and the rifle approach to communication (strategic comm) to a positive engagement state.
As stated earlier, the power of an idea captures participants thoughts about the
formulation of ideas that are communicated upward to management and leadership. And,
strategic comm, captures the due diligence and processes participants used to craft an
idea that would increase the chance of successful communication. This study concludes
that when an employee has a compelling idea and has competencies in terms of being
able to formulate effective upward communication strategies, then the employee is more
likely to exercise voice.

Arrows A2 and A3 signify the alignment the dimension of the impact the
supervisor relationship with participants having both a positive and negative impact on
the participants’ engagement states, respectively. From the positive engagement aspect,
participants identified their supervisor’s leadership style and ability to create an open,
trusting and empowering culture as drivers toward a positive engagement state.

Conversely, participants’ responses also identified leadership style creating a fearful,
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threatening and retribution filled culture as drivers of a negative engagement state. This
study concludes that the relationship between participants and their supervisor regarding
leadership style and processes and level of psychological safety influences the

employees’ decision to exercise both voice and silence.

Arrow A4 captures the alignment between the dimensions of previous experience
and feeling insecure have to a negative engagement state. Based on previous
experiences, participants shared how their own prior unsuccessful attempts to
communicate upward and witnessing or hearing of their colleagues’ unsuccessful
attempts led them to a negative engagement state regarding sharing future ideas.
Additionally, participants shared how newness on the job or lack of confidence made
them feel insecure, which influenced their negative engagement state. Consequently, this
study concludes that participants’ ideas in situations where they feel unconfident or are
new to a job will result in exercising in silence.

As stated earlier, participants felt that their positive and negative engagement
states drove their decisions to exercise voice or silence, respectively. Arrow A5 shows
the alignment between the participants positive engagement state driving their decision to
exercise voice. Conversely, arrow A6 represents the alignment between the negative
engagement state to exercise silence. Therefore, this study concludes that when
participants are in a positive engagement state or are in a negative engagement state, they
will choose to exercise voice or silence, respectively.

This study illuminates and captures the experiences and stories of participants
regarding their decisions to share, or not share, their ideas with their leaders. These

stories and experiences add depth and breadth on how upward communication can be
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maximized while identifying the positive and negative impacts of good and bad
downward communication. The findings of this study provide a stronger foundation
regarding leadership development specific to nurturing engagement. This foundation
results in the following conclusions:

Participants’ engagement state drives their decision to engage in voice or
silence. The results of this study indicate 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. Participants provided responses and justification that
identified engaging in voice or silence as a result their engagement state Detert and Burris
(2007) suggested employee voice (and silence) as a discretionary act by employees.
Further, Shuck and his colleagues (2011) found that discretionary acts by employees are
outcomes of employee engagement. So, 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 as
an outcome of engagement. These findings counter employee engagement previous
employee engagement research. Macleod and Clarke (2009) suggested that employee
voice (and silence) is drivers of an employee’s engagement state. And, Rees and her
colleagues (2013) found that employee voice is factor that determines employee
engagement.

Participants provided justifications for their responses for their sequential order of
employee engagement with engaging in voice and engaging in silence. Specific to
engaging in voice, these justifications included feelings of empowerment, creativity, the

impact of relationship with their supervisors, and job affect. Referring to engaging in
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silence, these justifications included feelings of exhaustion, complacency, poor
supervisor relationship, and depression. Both sets of justifications 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.

Participant decisions to engage in voice or silence were impacted by his/her
relationship with his/her supervisor. My research 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. This conclusion is
in line with both employee voice (Detert & Burris, 2007) and employee 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.
Additionally, these findings are in alignment with Kahn’s (1990) qualitative research
regarding the impact the supervisor relationship has with an employee’s engagement
state. As a part of psychological safety, Kahn (1990) argued that supportive and resilient
leadership created and environment that resulted in employee openness and creativity.

Specific to engaging in voice, my study found that a supervisor that exhibited a
leadership style that fostered trust the potential for employees to engage in voice. This

finding is aligned with research by Rees and her colleagues (2013), which found that trust
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mediated the relationship between employee voice and his/her supervisor. Additionally, a
supervisor’s leadership style that makes employees feel empowered and independent
drove an employee’s decision to engage in voice. This conclusion is aligned to research
by Gao and his colleagues (2011), which found that a direct relationship between a
leaders’ empowering styles and an employee’s decision to engage in voice.

Conversely, my study findings suggest that the supervisor’s leadership style can
create a relationship with the participant that resulted in the participant’s decision to
engage in silence. A leadership style that did not make the participant feel he/she was
operating in a culture that was trusting resulted in employees not taking risks and not
being creative, which resulted in engaging in silence. My study 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 that 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.

In summary, my research suggests that participant’s relationship with his/her
supervisor is a driving factor in his/her decisions to engage in voice or silence. This

finding validates previous research by employee voice scholars that found that leadership
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behaviors have an impact on employee voice (Detert & Burris, 2007) and employee
silence (Morrison, 2014). Additionally, this finding validates research by employee
engagement who have suggested that leadership and supervisor relationship employee
creativity and voice (Kahn, 1990).

Upward communication is driven by factors other than the relationship
between the employee and the supervisor. This study expanded on employee voice
scholar research that factors exclusive of the participant’s relationship with his/her
supervisor relationship emerged as drivers of upward communication. Participants
identified factors such as feeling of value, wanting to support colleagues, and the ideas’
impact to the missions as superseding their relationship with their supervisor when
determining to engage in voice. When considering feeling of value, Morrison and
Milliken (2000) argued that a culture of organizational silence can make an employee
feel devalued. However, in this study, participants feeling value, based on their job
function, leads to upward communication of their ideas despite the organizational culture.

Also, participants articulated that another driving factor of upward
communication of ideas was the idea’s benefit to colleagues and peers. This factor
supersedes an idea solely benefiting the employee regarding the decision to articulate
ideas. Ruck and his colleagues (2016) suggested that employee will share information
and seek feedback from colleagues when formulating the content of the idea. However,
employees in this study articulated explicitly that their ideas benefit to their colleagues
drove their decision to share ideas with supervisors and skip-level leaders.

Last, participants will upward communicate their ideas to their supervisor and

skip-level leaders based on the idea’s strong impact to the mission. Their idea impacting

144



the mission of the workgroup or organization will be communicated upward even if there
is not trust between the employee and the supervisor. In Chapter 4, participants
responded that they would find a way circumvent their direct supervisor to get an idea
communicated upward. Morrison (2014) suggested that future research would be
worthwhile to consider more fully the focus on the relationship between the employee
and his/her peers. Further, Rees and her colleagues (2013) suggested future research
focus on upward communication as it relates to the workgroups interaction with their
supervisor. However, this study expanded on research by Morrison (2014) and Rees and
her colleagues (2013) by identifying that employees communicate upward based on the
impact to the mission, sometimes despite the working relationship with their supervisor,
not because of that relationship.

In summary, my research expanding on existing employee voice research by
identifying upward communication drivers exclusive of the dyadic relationship between
participants and their supervisors. Participants identified factors such as feeling value,
supporting colleagues and their ideas impact to the mission as drivers that determine
engaging in voice. This finding expands on research by Morrison (2014) that
recommends more employee voice research based on the dyadic relationship between the
employee and his/her supervisor.

Participants’ decision to engage in voice is strengthened by performing due
diligence on their ideas. This study expanded on employee voice research by
identifying that upward communication by participants is driven by their belief that their
ideas are crafted and communicated in a successful manner. This goal of finding is that

participants’ upward communication will be heard and, hopefully, acted upon. This
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finding emerged from the participants’ responses and data analysis. Participants
identified several steps or tasks performed in crafting and determining how and when to
upward communicate. The steps included engaging stakeholders to get feedback and
share information and communicating with their supervisor for clarity of the problem
being addressed. Additionally, participants said they communicate with stakeholders to
gain buy-in on the idea or mitigate potential resistance. And, employees perform due
diligence by determining when is the most optimum time to upward communicate their
idea for success. Morrison (2011) suggested that employee voice research should focus
on “voice message.” But voice message emphasizes the type of messages communicated
upward, such as suggestion- or problem-based, not the actual crafting, timing, and
delivery of participants’ ideas.

Participants will engage in silence if they feel insecure about their job
function or lack general confidence in themselves. In this study, participants identified
the feeling of insecurity, especially, early in their job tenure as a driver in the decision to
engage in silence. This finding expands on employee voice research and emerged from
data analysis of participant responses. Participants discussed how, when starting a new
job, their uncertainty made them feel apprehensive and they would not communicate
ideas upward. However, as participants became more comfortable and confident in
performing their job functions, their desire to engage in silence diminished. Additionally,
participants identified a lack of confidence, some termed as personality flaws, as drivers
of the decision to engage in silence. Interestingly, participants in a supervisory role
suggested that having a supervisor that was new on the job and displaying insecurity

impacted their decisions and their staff’s decision to communicate upward. Morrison
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(2014) suggested that feelings of job insecurity will make engaging in voice as a risky
proposition. However, this hypothesis is grounded in the prism that the employee’s job
security is tenuous, not that the employee is insecure based on his/her newness or job
tenure.

Implications for Theory

The findings of my research have implications across the constructs or employee
engagement, employee voice, and employee silence theories. Regarding employee
engagement, this research adds to the limited and emergent research pertaining to its
relationship with employee voice and silence. Regarding employee voice, this research
adds to the existing research by expanding on its drivers and inhibitors. And, regarding
employee silence, this research expands the limited research by, also, expanding drivers
and inhibitors.

In my research, the constructs of employee engagement, employee voice, and
employee silence were explored based on the experiences of public sector employees.
The goals of capturing these experiences are to: (a) add to the limited qualitative research
on employee engagement by itself, and how it relates to employee voice and silence; (b)
to strengthen the understanding of the causes; and (c) to identify the strategies to improve
employee engagement and its related individual and organizational outcomes. For all
three constructs, the participants’ responses identified consistency and emergent finding
to their respective research.

There was consistency between Kahn’s (1990) drivers of engagement and the
results of this study. For example, Kahn (1990) stated that psychological safety is the

employee feeling able to show and employ one’s self without fear of negative
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consequences to self-image, status, or career. Additionally, Kahn and Heaphy (2014)
suggested the employee’s self-expression is apparent as he/she use or suppress their
authentic voice at work. Kahn identified interpersonal relations, leader style and process,
and culture and influencers of psychological safety. This study provided validation that
psychological safety factors that drive an employee’s engagement state are also the
factors influence the decision to engage in voice or engage in silence. Referring to
Chapter 4, the leadership style and process of the supervisor were identified as
dimensions that drive decisions to engage in both voice and silence. Additionally,
Cumberland and her colleagues (2017) found that supervisors can be a motivator or
inhibitor of the free flow of information. And, as stated in Chapter 2, Edmondson (1999)
shared that psychological safety could result in behaviors that improve effectiveness of
the team. Examples of these behaviors include seeking feedback, sharing information,
asking for help, discussing errors, and experimenting. From the data, these examples
emerged as influencers of the employee’s decision to communicate ideas upward to
supervisors.

Also, Kahn (1990) suggested that an employee’s feeling of psychological
meaningfulness influences his/her engagement state. Kahn stated that psychological
meaningfulness relates to and employee’s feeling that one is receiving a return on
investment of self in a currency that results in feeling worthwhile, useful, and valuable.
Further, Kahn and Heaphy (2014) suggested that when employees feel they are making a
difference for others (both coworkers and beneficiaries) they feel more capable of
effecting positive change—and experience greater meaningfulness in their work; and, at

the core of the sense of meaningfulness is the belief that one’s efforts truly and deeply
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matter. This study validated these theoretical influences of psychological
meaningfulness. Additionally, regarding employee voice, this study found these factors
influenced the decision to engage in voice. As documented in Chapter 4, these feelings
of being useful were articulated by participants. Participants spoke of feeling valued and
empowered, which drove their decisions to engage in voice.

Kahn’s (1990) last driver of employee engagement was psychological availability.
Kahn conceptualized psychological availability representing physical, cognitive, and
emotional resources, work-role security, and an employee’s outside activities as having
impact on the employee. Kahn expressed that employee’s psychological availability was
impacted by their security in their work role and security. Also, Rothmann and Baumann
(2014) suggested activities outside the workplace could draw away employee’s energies
from their work and make them less psychologically available for their work. Based on
my study, these aspects of an employee’s psychological availability influence decisions
to engage in both voice and silence. As stated in Chapter 4, participants expressed
feelings of insecurity, and lack of confidence on the job made them more likely to engage
in silence. Additionally, outside life activities, such as attending graduate school, were
identified as aligning to engaging in silence due to lack of the emotional energy to be
fully engaged during the workday.

As stated earlier, employee voice (and silence) research is an emergent topic as it
relates to an employee engagement state. In this emergent state, engagement scholars
have conceptualized (Kular et al., 2008) employee voice (and silence) influence and
employee’s engagement state. Further research found that employee voice influenced

and employee’s engagement state (Rees et al., 2013; Ruck et al., 2016). However,
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employee voice scholars have conceptualized and defined employee voice and employee
silence as discretionary actions by employees (Detert & Burris, 2007; Morrison, 2014).
Shuck and his colleagues (2011) have identified and found that an employee’s
discretionary actions align to outcomes of his/her engagement state, not drivers. In my
research, participants stated and justified their belief that their engagement state
influenced their decisions to engage in voice or silence, rather that it being a driver of
engagement. As identified in Chapter 4 and previously in Chapter 5, their justifications
for that positioning provided examples that all align to Kahn’s (1990) drivers of
employee engagement.

Implications for Practice

The purpose of this section is to discuss the practical implications of my research
study. Based on my study’s results and the myriad of literature, there are three
implications for the constructs of employee engagement, employee voice and employee
silence within the public sector.

Training and development for public sector supervisors and leaders should
focus on fostering and developing upward communication. The results of this study
indicate the relationship between participants and their supervisor influences their
decisions to communicate ideas upward. Additionally, supervisors’ responses to upward
communication influences whether participants’ future ideas are communicated upward,
or they choose to engage in silence. The results of this study identify that cultivating
upward communication by helping participants strategically craft their ideas, in addition
to creating an open and safe culture can increase the exercising of voice. Detert and

Burris (2007) found that leader openness influences employees’ decisions to engage in
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voice and silence. Further, research by Cumberland and her colleagues identified the
same influence with employees and their middle managers.

Within the federal enclave, recommendations to supervisors and leaders regarding
engaging in voice are rather limited. For example, the GAO (2015) recommended that to
improve employee engagement, federal leaders have constructive performance
conversations with their staff. However, results of this study identify the supervisor’s
daily communications flow with employees influencing whether ideas are communicated
upward or remain close-held by the employees.

From the prism of upward communication, this study identified influencers that
resulted in engaging in voice. Those influencers include feeling valued, autonomous, and
empowered. Leadership training should focus on how leaders can create a culture of trust
and openness, while articulating how employees are valued. Additionally, this training
should include implementing a talent management plan where the employee understands
their value and, their job function’s impact to the workgroup and organizational mission.

In this study, participants discussed the desire to upwardly communicate their
ideas in a way where could be acted on. Participants discussed their process from the
formulation of the idea to the steps to prepare it for articulation. These steps include
clarifying the problem being addressed, refining the solution, obtaining buy-in, and
timing when to communicate the idea. While research suggests that supervisors fostering
employee voice (Morrison, 2011) will have a positive impact, to the best of the
researcher’s knowledge, the research does not address how employees communicate
upward for success. So, leadership training should emphasize assisting employees in

how to craft an idea in a way it can be communicated successfully.

151



Training and development for public sector supervisors and leaders should
focus on fostering and developing downward communication skills. Research on
downward communication has focused it is impact regarding the scaling of messages and
controlling culture. For example, Dundon and his colleagues (2004) described how
organizations utilized electronic media to increase the ease with which employees could
respond to management or convey their own opinions to senior managers. Research by
Detert and Burris (2010) found that decisions to engage in voice are influenced both
direct and indirect actions by supervisors and skip-level leaders. Research by
Edmondson (1999) suggested that feeling of psychological safety impacts decisions to
engage in voice. Further, culture and work group dynamics are identified as a part of
psychological safety.

In my study, participants provided responses and stories that resulted in decisions
to engage in both voice and silence. Participants provided examples of upward
communicating ideas to supervisors and leaders. These communiques to supervisor and
skip-level leaders were rejected or ignored. How the rejection was communicated
downward resulted in participants articulating that future ideas were not communicated
upward because of futility. In addition, downward communication methods made
employees fearful that future upward communication of ideas would have an adverse
impact to their career, to include threats and retribution. Further, employees witnessed or
heard stories of their colleagues’ unsuccessful attempts at upward communication and
decided to not communicate their own ideas. Study participants expressed a desire to

engage in silence, aside from futility, participant responses included feelings of

152



complacency toward their job function and frustration with their supervisors and skip-
level leaders.

Training for human resource leaders to strengthen downward communication
skills should focus assessing the communication skills of the leaders to identify which of
their communication skills are strong, the ones that need to be strengthened, and
communicating messages with emotional intelligence and empathy.

Suggestions for Future Research

Based on the results and discussion of this study, the following recommendations
for future study are recommended:

1. Currently most of employee engagement research is done is performed by the
OPM’s FEVS; and most academic research consists of regression analysis
based on the FEVS. Since there is a dearth of qualitative research specific to
the U.S. federal government, there should be more research that explores the
experiences for public sector employees as it relates to the constructs of
employee engagement, employee voice and employee silence.

2. This study explored and captured the experiences of 14 U.S federal employees
as they engaged in voice and silence, and their relation to employee
engagement. Since the study involved a limited number of participants, the
results are limited. This research should be replicated to a more expansive
population of public servants, which should include participants at the federal,
state, and municipal level.

3. FEVS focuses on engagement at the individual level with the focus on the

employee. Additionally, practical articles on engagement that don’t focus on
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6.

the employee shifts to capturing the perspectives of Federal Government
Senior Executive Service members. Participants with supervisory
responsibility at the middle management level, shared experiences of leading
and engaged workgroup, which was outside of the scope of this research.
Future research should focus on experiencing and leading engagement, its
drivers and its outcomes from the perspective of middle managers.

There is very limited research on some of the Intersectional demographics and
their relationship to employee engagement. Additionally, there is very limited
research on regarding women of color how their experiences on voice and
silence relate to employee engagement. In this study, women of color shared
their experiences of gender as it related to engagement, voice and silence.
Future research should explore how women of color experience the three
constructs from the prism of being an employee and a leader.

There is a dearth of research that explores how federal employees in auditing,
law enforcement and cyber security leading an engaged workforce as it relates
to transitioning from rank-and-file to leadership. Future research should
explore how their leadership training helps or hinders their ability to lead an
engaged workgroup and workforce.

While employee voice and silence are emergent research topics with
employee engagement scholars, there is very little or no research regarding
these topics specific to the federal government. Future research should you
this study as the foundation to conduct quantitative research amongst a

population of public sector employees.
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Researcher’s Conclusion

This study sought to explore the experiences of public sector employees as they
engage in voice and silence, and how those experiences relate to their engagement state.
For this emergent research, qualitative content analysis helped capture this experience
from the voice of the participants. This study led to the creation of a new conceptual
framework to capture the interaction of the constructs of employee engagement,
employee voice and employee silence. The researcher’s wish is that the information and
results of this study will be the foundation for future research and practical
implementation for leadership development in all levels of the public sector.

The challenge within the public sector, more specifically the federal government,
is that there is a limited amount of qualitative research on employee engagement.
Additionally, the primary tool to assess engagement is the OPM FEVS. OPM and
academic researchers are in agreement that FEVS does not measure employee
engagement, but job satisfaction, which is used as a proxy for employee engagement.
However, academic research identifies job satisfaction as an outcome of employee
engagement, not a substitute. So, federal leaders utilize a survey that does not measure
engagement, to determine how to improve engagement.

Further, FEVS has been viewed as a tool of federal agency management, and in
their view the voice of the employee. As a result, federal leaders view FEVS as the voice
of the employee and the foundation to take action, while federal employees and their
unions approach FEVS with trepidation. For example, while outside of the scope of this
study, one of the participants, Alberto stated how he feels about FEVS, “To be honest,

because of the fear of management, people tell me not to fill it out because it is not
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anonymous. Because of this fear, we feel that management will find out who you are and
retaliate. As a result, leadership development is hampered because there is not enough
academic research and academic articles that capture and illuminate the voices and
experience of a broad array of federal government employees.

Another challenge to leadership development is the misalignment between
academic research and practical implementation regarding trust. FEVS data, at a general
level, identifies that employees trust in leadership is strongest with their direct
supervisors and decreases as employees view leadership up the skip-level leadership
hierarchy. The engagement, voice, and silence research have conceptualized and found
that trust is a driver of psychological safety, leadership, which impacts the engagement
state and the myriad of outcomes of three constructs. From a practical implementation
perspective, OPM (2015) states that “collaborative collaboration and cooperation” will
“build a sense of trust and community throughout the agency.” However, OPM does not
provide guidance how to accomplish this. This results in leaders that foster mistrust,
trying to improve engagement by continuing to utilize leadership skills that foster
mistrust.

At its core, this study is about upward and downward communication experiences
within the Federal government. To improve engagement, OPM (2015) states that
“managers and supervisors must clearly communicate performance standards to
employees and hold employees accountable for their performance” (p. 29). While being
a valid attestation, the results of this study capture experiences and stories from
participants that result in the belief that downward communication is a broader impact

than just performance feedback. And, this attestation does not capture the need, or the
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understanding, of managers and leaders gaining that critical upward communication of
ideas, thoughts and concerns. Without capturing this broad prism of the role and value of
upward and downward communications; and, not providing methods or practices to foster
both within the workplace, federal government leaders will not be developed to lead

workgroups as effective as needed.
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Appendix A: Participant Selection Questionnaire

The purpose of questionnaire is to determine your eligibility to participate in a
dissertation study being completed through The George Washington University Graduate
School of Education and Human Development. The purpose of this study is to explore
the experiences public sector employees. More specifically, this study will explore the
experiences of how public sector employees experience exercising voice and silence. In
addition, the researcher is also interested how those experiences relate to public sector
employees’ state of being engaged.

Your completion of this questionnaire is voluntary. Any information you provide will be
confidential and used only to inform the present study. By completing this pre-interview
questionnaire, you are consenting to the use of this information.

Please provide your contact information. This information will be held in a secure
and password protected file accessible only to the researcher.

Name:

Email Address:

Phone Number:

Best time to call/not call:

Is it okay for me to leave a message/voice mail at this number?

Geographic location (city and state):

Please respond to the following demographic questions:

1. Areyou currently employed by the U.S. federal government? Yes NO

2. If yes, please name the agency?

3. Total years of federal service?
4. s this a Department of Defense agency? Civilian agency?

5. What is your pay grade/band?

6. Indicate your age:
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25and under
26to35
36tod5
46to55

56 and older

7. Please indicate your gender: Female Male

8. What racial group do you identify with:

White/Caucasian

Black/ African-American
Native American

Asian/ Pacific Islander
Hispanic

Other not listed

9. What is your definition of employee engagement:

10. What is your definition of employee voice:

11. What is your definition of employee silence:
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form

Employee Engagement: Exploring the Experiences of How Voice and Silence Relate to
Public Sector Employees’ Feeling of Being Engaged

Informed Consent Form

Principal Investigator: James Russell Robinson, Jr., Human Organizational Leadership

Doctoral Candidate

This is a research study to explore the concepts of employee engagement,
employee voice and employee silence through your lived experience at work. The
purpose of the study is to describe these three phenomena from your perspective. By
agreeing to participate in the study, you will be asked seven (7) open-ended questions
during a one-on-one interview (please see Attachment C, Interview Protocol). The
questions have been designed to ensure you have the opportunity to fully express your
thoughts and feelings regarding engagement and the decision to exercise voice or silence.
The interview will take approximately one (1) hour to complete and will be audio-taped.
A second meeting lasting approximately 30 minutes will be completed at the end of the
study, at which time my findings will be shared with you and you will have the
opportunity to provide feedback as to whether my interpretation of your lived experience

was captured as presented.

Taking part in the study will not affect your employment status. All information
collected in the interviews will be kept confidential. Your name will never be shared with
anyone. Your identity will be assigned a unique name your protection. The cross
reference of names will be maintained in a locked file cabinet at my home, along with all

audio and written recordings of the interviews.
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You should understand that your participation in this research study is completely
voluntary, and you will not receive payment nor is there is any direct benefit to
participating in the study. You have the right to have any questions answered at any time.

You may refuse to participate in the study at any time, for any reason.

If you have any questions about this about your rights as a research participant,
you may contact the Institutional Review Board at the George Washington University’s
Office of Human Research (202-994-2715). If you have questions about this study, you

may contact the principal investigator, James Russell Robinson, MPA (202-903-3180).

If you agree to be in the study and to have the interview audio-taped, please sign

your name below.

Participant Name: (print) Signature:

Witness: (print) Signature:
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Appendix C: Formal Letter and Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol

Employee Engagement: Exploring the Experiences of How Voice and Silence Relate to
Public Sector Employees’ Feeling of Being Engaged

Date:

Name of Participant:

Assigned Identification Number:
Job Category:

Years of Experience:

My dissertation research involves exploring and sharing the lived experience of
Federal government employees regarding the constructs of employee engagement,
employee voice, and employee silence in the work setting. The interview will take
approximately one (1) hour, and I will be audio taping it. Your identity will be protected;
you will be assigned a unique name that will be used in the final report. Do you have any

questions prior to our beginning the interview?

Think of a time when you had information (an idea, concept, or concern) that you
thought would be beneficial to your workgroup or the organization:

1. Can you recall a time when you spoke to your supervisor or management about
this information?
a. Tell me about it.
b. What were the details of the information?
c. What made you feel that you could speak about it?
d. What was the result of providing this information?
2. Can you recall a time when you had information and felt that you could not
openly talk about this information with your supervisor or management?
a. Tell me about it.
b. What were the details of the information?
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c. What made you feel that you could not speak about it?
d. What do you think would have happened if you had spoken to your
supervisor/management about this information?
. What makes you speak or not speak to your supervisor/management when you
have this type of information?
a. What are the factors that make you free comfortable to provide this
information?
b. What are the inhibitors that would keep you from providing this
information to your supervisor/management?
Do you feel your co-workers feel comfortable or uncomfortable speaking to their
supervisor or management when they have information?
a. Can you provide an example of when a co-worker provided information to
their supervisor/management?
b. Can you provide an example when you know a co-worker chose to not
provide information to their supervisor/management?
c. Do you think the co-worker shared your reasons for why they chose to
share or not share information?
d. What was the result of them sharing information? Not sharing
information?
. Think about a time when you were really enjoying a job. Describe what that
experience was like?
a. Describe what about the job made it enjoyable.
b. Relationship with supervisor?
c. Work/Life balance?
d. What were the results of this job?
. Think about a time when you were not enjoying your job. Describe what that
experience was like?
a. Describe what about the job made it enjoyable.
b. Relationship with supervisor?
c. Work/Life balance?
d. What were the results of this job?
How do you feel your decision to provide information to your supervisor or
management relates to how you feel about your job?
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Appendix D: National Hurricane Center Tropical Cyclone Names (Atlantic Basin)*

2018 2019
Alberto Andrea
Beryl Barry
Chris Chantal
Debby Dorlan

Ernesto Eric
Florence Fernand
Gordon Gabrielle
Helene Humberto
Isaac Imelda
Joyce Jerry
Kirk Karen
Leslie Lorenzo
Michael Melissa
Nadine Nestor
Oscar Olga
Patty Pablo
Rafael Rebekah
Sara Sebastien
Tony Tanya
Valerie Van

* http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/aboutnames.shtml




William

Wendy
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Appendix E: Email Response to Interested Parties

Hello [Potential Participants First Name],

Thank you for expressing interest in participating in my research study exploring the
relationships between employee engagement, employee voice and employee silence. If
you qualify, I would love to have your participation!

To assist me with my selection process, | would ask that you answer a few questions
from the attached Participation Selection Questionnaire and return it to me via email by
[one week later].

This questionnaire will help determine whether you meet the study’s criteria. As a
reminder, the criteria for participation are that you:

e Are currently employed as a U.S. federal government employee
e Have at least five years of U.S. federal government work experience

Thanks again for your interest and | look forward to hearing from you.

Best,

Russell Rohinson

Attachment: Participant Selection Questionnaire
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Appendix F: Key Informant Email to Invite Participants

Hello Key Programs students and alumni

| am writing to let you know that a research study is being planned that may be of interest
to you. This research is part of a dissertation that is being done by one of our Key
Program alumni. This research provides an opportunity to be a part of important
research in the field of employee engagement.

e Are you currently employed by the Federal government?
e Do you have at least five (5) years of Federal government service?

If you answered YES to these questions, you may be eligible to participate in a nutrition
research study.

e The purpose of this research study is to explore the experiences of public sector
employees regarding employee engagement, employee voice, and employee
silence

e This study will involve completion of a survey and participation in two
interviews

e This research has the potential to identify themes and ideas to improve a several
employee engagement outcomes

Please call Russell Robinson at (202) 903-3180 for more information.

Best Regards,

Patrick Malone

Director, American University Key Executive Leadership Program
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Appendix G: Researcher Email to Invite Participation

Employee Engagement: Exploring the Experiences of How Voice and Silence Relate to
Public Sector Employees’ Feeling of Being Engaged

My name is Russell Robinson. | am a doctoral candidate in the Graduate School of
Higher Education and Development (GSHED) at the George Washington University. In
addition, I am a proud alumnus of American University’s Key Executive Leadership
Master’s in Public Administration (MPA) program. | am conducting a research study as
part of the requirements of my degree in Human Organizational Learning, and | would
like to invite you to participate.

| am studying employee engagement through the prism of how public sector employees
experience voice and silence; and how those experiences relate to being engaged. If you
decide to participate, you will be asked to complete a brief questionnaire and meet with
me for an interview. More specifically, you will be asked questions about your
experiences pertaining to employee engagement, employee voice and employee silence.
This meeting will take place at a mutually agreed upon time and place and should last
about 60 minutes. This interviewed will be audio recorded so that | can accurately reflect
on what is discussed. The audio recording will only be reviewed by me for transcription
and analysis.

| will be happy to answer any questions you have about the study. You may contact me
at (202) 903-3180 and russlogic@gwu.edu) or my dissertation chair, Dr. Julia Storberg-
Walker, at (571) 553-3787 and jswalker@gwu.edu. If you have any questions about
rights as a research participant, you may contact the Office of Human Research at George
Washington University at (202) 994-2715.

Thank you for your time and consideration. If you would like to participate, please
contact me at the number listed below to discuss participating. 1 will call you within the
next week to see whether you are willing to participate.

With kind regards,

Russell Robinson
(202) 903-3180

russlogic@gwu.edu
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Appendix H: Reminder Email — Participation in Individual Interviews

Hello, {Potential Participant’s Full Name},

Thank you for expressing interest in participating in my research study exploring the
relationships between employee engagement, employee voice and employee silence.
Your support in this research will be invaluable in bringing deeper understanding
between how the concepts described above are experienced by public sector employees.

| am following up with you to remind you that the Participant Selection Questionnaire is
due on INSERT DATE. The purpose of questionnaire is to determine your eligibility to
participate in my dissertation study being completed through The George Washington
University Graduate School of Education and Human Development.

Please take a moment and visit the link below to complete the questionnaire. Completion
should take no more than 15 minutes.

I look forward to working together to support public sector employees through their
experiences with engagement, silence and voice.

Please feel free to reach out if you have any questions.

Best,

Russell Robinson
(202) 903-3180
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Appendix I: A Priori Literature Review Coding

Employee Engagement

e Psychological Safety
o Impact of Supervisor
o Interpersonal Relationships
o Leadership Style and Process
= Leader Inclusiveness
o Culture
= Intergroup Dynamics
= Group Norms
o Communication
= Seeking Feedback
= Sharing Information
o Openness
e Psychological Meaningfulness
o Job Design
Job Fit
Job Crafting
Autonomy
Empowerment
Rewards and Recognition
Values to Mission
o Flow
e Psychological Availability
o Emotional Energy
= Physical Resources
= Cognitive Resources
= Emotional Resources
=  Workload
e Exhaustion
o Workrole Security
= Confidence
= Job Fit
o Outside Life
=  Work/Life Balance
= Home-Work Balance

O O O O O O

Employee Voice

Supervisor Relationship
Previous Experience of Others
Address Problem

Provide Idea

o O O O

Employee Silence
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0 O O O

Futility

Retribution

Upward Communication
Social Beliefs
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