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The role of front line managers in employee voice: a social exchange perspective

Abstract

This paper examines the role played by line managers in explaining the link between
employee voice and employee attitudes. The notion of employee voice has gained
prominence in the last two decades with researchers from different perspectives examining
the topic. By and large, this research has found that exercising voice in the workplace is
related to positive attitudes toward jobs and organizations. Using data from 187 employees
across three Irish organisations, we show that positive employee perceptions of voice report
higher levels of affective commitment and work effort.

The paper also highlights the

important role of the front-line manager in managing voice and shaping employee attitudes at
the workplace level. Drawing on social exchange theory, the mediating role of leadermember exchange (LMX) on the voice-outcomes relationships was tested. On the whole,
results emphasise the importance of employee voice for employees. It also supported the
idea that employees perceive the opportunity for voice within a social exchange perspective,
whereby they reciprocate with increased affective commitment.

Keywords:

employee voice, line managers, leadership member exchange, affective

commitment, work effort
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Introduction
The notion of employee voice has gained prominence in the last two decades with researchers
from different perspectives examining the topic. High performance work systems researchers
have investigated voice in order to gain higher levels of organizational performance
(Ichniowski et al., 1997). In contrast, those desiring better systems of employee
representation have examined the notion from an industrial democracy perspective. These
researchers have examined how voice can empower and engage employees more fully in
their jobs by allowing employee expression of constructive ideas, information, and opinions
about change in organizations (Bowen and Lawler, 1992; Conger and Kanungo, 1988; Botero
and Van Dyne, 2009). By and large, this research has found that exercising voice in the
workplace is related to positive attitudes toward jobs and organizations (Frese, Teng, and
Wijnen, 1999; Van Dyne and LePine, 1998). McCabe and Lewin (1992) put forward two
broad potential elements of voice. First, was the expression of grievances or complaints in
workplace to management. Second, was participation of employees in the decision making
process. In this paper we argue that the root of employee voice lies in employees having an
ability to influence the outcome of decisions being made in the organisation through
opportunities to advance ideas and have them considered. Therefore, we focus on the second
dimension proposed by McCabe and Lewin (1992). In this paper, we propose a direct
relationship between perceived levels of opportunity for voice and employee commitment
and work effort. Secondly, we propose, at the employee-line manager level, that an indirect
relationship mediated by leader-member exchange (LMX) theory also exists. LMX reflects
the quality of the social exchange relationship between the employee and line manager. It has
been acknowledged previously that line managers play a crucial role in implementing HRM
(Purcell and Hutchinson, 2007; Redman and Snape, 2005). Boxall and Purcell (2008) point
out that line manager action or inaction is often responsible for the difference between
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espoused HR policies and successful enactment. The role of the line manager and employee
voice in particular has not yet been explored. Based on social exchange theory, we examine
the mediating role of the quality of employee–supervisor relationships (LMX) on voice and
employee outcomes. There has been limited research to date on the mediating role of the
quality of employee–supervisor relationships (LMX) on perceptions of voice and employee
outcomes (Botoro and Van Dyne, 2009).

The paper begins with an exploration of the role of voice and its relationship with employee
outcomes. Drawing on social exchange theory, the importance of the employee-supervisor
relationship is then examined. Specifically, leader member exchange theory is examined as a
mediator between voice and employee outcomes.

Following a description of the

methodology, we present the results of the regression analyses. These findings are then
discussed with implications of the study being identified.

Employee voice
Danford et al. (2009) note that the concept of employee voice is highly imprecise. Wilkinson
and Fay (2011) highlight that employee voice is a very broad term with ‘considerable width
in the range and definitions authors assign’ (pg. 66).

In general, the term refers to how

employees are able to have a say regarding decision making issues within the organisation
(Wilkinson and Fay, 2011; Freeman, Boxall and Hanyes, 2007). However, whilst voice is a
necessary precursor to participation it does not in itself lead to participation. In management
research, employee voice has been conceptualized in numerous ways. Much of the industrial
relations literature, for example, views the articulation of grievances, either on an individual
or collective basis, as the sole component of voice (Gollan, 2001; Dundon et al., 2004). This
sees voice as representative with a focus on power and control.

In contrast, some

5

organizational behaviour scholars see voice as behaviour rather than as a perception or an
attitude (LePine and Van Dyne, 2001) and focus on autonomy and human needs. Examples
of voice behaviours include bringing potential problems to a supervisor’s attention and
making cost-saving suggestions to managers (Withey and Cooper, 1989). HRM researchers
focus on performance and would focus on consensual forms of voice (as proposed by
Freeman and Medoff, 1984) whereby mechanisms or contributing ideas and conflictual forms
of voice would improve organizational performance. This is done through informing and
allowing employees an input into work and business decisions so they can make better
decisions and this will lead to commitment. In thinking about voice, it is important to
examine employee perceptions of voice rather than simply whether voice mechanisms exist
within organisations.

Research has shown that examining the mere existence of voice

mechanisms is a very narrow way of measuring voice as it does examine how deeply or
successfully they are embedded into an organisation (Cox et al., 2003; Marchington, 2005).
This paper defines employee voice as a set of rules or procedures that allow individuals
affected by a decision to present information relevant to that decision (Folger, 1977). This
draws on due process, employee rights and justice literature (McCabe and Lewin, 1992)
focusing on the presence of due process procedures that enhance justice judgments and
facilitate employee participation in decision making (Folger, 1977; Lind et al., 1990).
The pioneering work of Thibaut and Walker (1975) on procedural preference in a
legal setting is credited with introducing the voice construct to organisational behaviour
research, anchored on the conceptual understanding as to whether or not a procedure allowed
people some control over the decision-making process. They advanced two criteria for
procedural justice: process control (e.g. the ability to voice ones views and arguments during
a procedure) and decision control (e.g. the ability to influence the actual outcome itself). In
the legal setting, decision control (referred to as ‘choice’) refers to the individual’s ability to
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have a say in the determination of an outcome during the decision state of the dispute
resolution process. Process control refers to individual’s ability to control the nature of
evidence presented on their behalf in the process stage of the dispute resolution process.
Thibaut and Walker (1975) contend that procedures that vest process control in those affected
by the outcome of the procedure are viewed as more fair than are procedures that vest process
control in the decision maker. Process control was identified as an important determinant in
procedural justice.
Thibaut and Walker’s (1975) work on procedural fairness has been criticised in terms
of its focus on the ‘outcomes’ of fairness. It has since been proven that procedural fairness
on its own is actually more important than the outcome (Lind and Tyler, 1988). In the
pioneering research by Folger and colleagues (e.g., Folger, 1977; Folger, Rosenfield, Grove,
and Corkran, 1979), the focus shifted from the concept of process control toward
investigating whether or not people have an opportunity to voice their opinion in the
decision-making process (Thibaut and Walker had focused on dispute resolution procedures
only). Folger (1977) focused on how procedural differences in opportunities for voice
influence people’s reactions to their experiences. The concept of ‘voice’ can refer to any
manner of communicating with a decision maker (e.g. conveying opinions) and was
borrowed from Hirschman (1970) who defined it as ‘the political process, par excellence’
(pg.16). As an end in itself, being given an opportunity to express one’s own opinion is
shown to be an important mediator (e.g. reflecting a certain amount of esteem that the other
person implicitly acknowledges; obtaining access to rights that, if denied, would indicate
being held in low esteem). It suggests that the opportunity to speak may have value in and of
itself, even if its influence on the final decision outcome is minimal (Tyler, 1987). This ‘voice
effect’ has been observed even when people have been told that their voice can have no
influence on the decision since it has already been made (Lind, Kanfer, and Earley, 1990).
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Creating the opportunity for employee input into decision making is recognised as an
important driver of positive employee outcomes including affective commitment and work
effort. From a theoretical viewpoint, HRM literature proposes signalling theory as a lens in
understanding the positive impact of voice on organisational and employee outcomes. HR
practices (including involvement and voice) act as signals that send messages to employees
about expected workforce behaviours and managerial intentions (Den Hartog et al., 2013).
Subramony (2009) similarly suggests that involvement and empowerment related practices
signal a coherent organisation system focusing on the employee, which can affect employee
perceptions and behaviours including commitment and work effort. Organizational
commitment represents a global, systemic reaction that people have to the company for which
they work. Most measures of organizational commitment assess affective commitment, the
degree to which employees identify with the company and make the company's goals their
own (Allen and Meyer, 1990). In an exchange relationship, when employees believe they can
influence a decision this has the potential to increase their levels of affective commitment
(Korsgaard and Roberson, 1995). HRM researchers have suggested HR systems can be
effective in achieving organisational goals by providing employees with the ability,
motivation and opportunities to participate (Purcell et al., 2009; Combs et al., 2006; Arthur
and Boyles, 2007).

Bailey (1993) and Appelbaum et al. (2000) argued that opportunity to

participate in decisions was a key to eliciting greater discretionary effort from employees.
Similarly, Edwards (2003) saw voice as a means to secure workers consent to expend
discretionary effort. Thus, we can hypothesise that:

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between perceptions of employee voice and
affective commitment.
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Hypothesis 2: There is a positive relationship between perceptions of employee voice and
work effort.

Social exchange theory – the mediating role of LMX
The relationship that employees and their line managers share is important (Townsend et al.,
2012), particularly in managing the employment relationship. Research has shown that
effective voice can be substantially influenced by the relationship employees have with their
line managers. Furthermore, line managers who have strong people management skills are
more capable of listening to the voices of their subordinates and can communicate effectively
with the employees (Townsend et al., 2012). Applying Blau’s (1964) exchange theory to the
relationship between voice and employee attitudes and behaviours highlights two issues.
Social exchange theory is helpful in understanding the relationship between voice and
outcomes as it describes how social relationships are based on the exchange of benefits
between parties (Moorman and Byrne, 2005). If employees consider having a voice in
decisions and an opportunity to communicate as important then they are more likely to be
motivated to reciprocate that benefit. This reciprocation could include greater commitment to
the organisation or greater discretionary work effort. Three social exchange relationships
have been identified as the primary relationships employees are involved in at work. They are
leader-member exchange (employee-supervisor relationship), perceived organisational
support (employee-organisation relationship) and co-worker exchanges (with other members
of the organisation). Thus employees can form social exchange relationships at multiple
levels (Lavelle et al., 2007). For the purposes of this paper, we focus on the employee-line
manager level – this is known as leader member exchange (LMX) as research has shown that
line managers can be a barrier or facilitator of effective voice systems (Townsend, 2014).

9

LMX is a theory that describes the quality of supervisor–subordinate relationships
(Dansereau, Graen, and Haga, 1975) and reflects the degree of trust, respect and loyalty in
manager – subordinate exchanges (Graen and Scandura, 1987). There are two types of leaderfollower relationships identified in the literature: High-LMX (in-group) members share
mutual trust, respect, reciprocal influence, loyalty, liking, and a sense of obligation with their
leaders (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). Research suggests employees experiencing high LMX
have more communication exchanges with their supervisor and benefit from greater work
support and supervisor responsiveness (Fix and Sias, 2006). In contrast, low-LMX (outgroup) reflects low quality relationships where contributions offered by both the leader and
the follower only rise to the level of that required in the job. As a result, employees in lowLMX relationships have less access to their supervisors, fewer resources, and restricted
information (Fairhurst and Chandler, 1989). Previous research has identified LMX as a
strong predictor of job satisfaction (Gerstner and Day, 1997; Sparr and Sonnentag, 2008),
commitment (Lee, 2005), turnover intentions (Ferris, 1985), job depression and feelings of
control at work (Sparr and Sonnentag, 2008).

There has been limited research however

examining the relationship between voice, LMX and employee attitudes and behaviour.
In line with social exchange theory, employees who experience employee voice
through participation in decision making feel valued by their line manager (who was the
enabler in giving them the opportunity for employee voice) as they see it as a status
confirmation (Farndale et al., 2011). This, in turn, leads to employees reciprocating by
showing higher levels of employee commitment (Korsgaard et al., 1995) and work effort
(Rosen et al., 2011) through upholding the organizations values and speeding the
achievement of its objectives (Luchak, 2003), even when this involves undertaking
behaviours that extend beyond a job’s in-role requirements (Shore and Wayne, 1993

For

example, Stamper, Masterson, and Knapp (2009) suggest that when individuals develop high
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quality social exchanges with their employers, they are more likely to behave in pro‐
organizational ways that are consistent with those perceptions. This non-instrumental effect
of voice may also be more relevant to long-term relationships with one's manager than to the
immediate decision (Lind and Tyler, 1988). Therefore, we predict that employees who
experience high opportunity for voice in decision making will have higher affective
commitment and display greater discretionary work effort, in part because of the quality
exchange relationships with their supervisors. Thus, the two final hypotheses for this study
are:

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between perceptions of employee voice and affective
commitment is mediated by LMX.

Hypothesis 4: The relationship between perceptions of employee voice and work effort is
mediated by LMX.

Methodology
The current research utilises a cross-sectional questionnaire as its main method. Data was
collected from employees across three organisations, each selected to reflect variation in
terms of corporate performance and HR architecture. All three organisations operated in the
service sector. A total of 795 questionnaires were distributed across a sample of employees
and 209 returned. Due to missing data, 22 surveys were removed from the data leaving a
sample of 187. These 187 responses were pooled together and treated as one dataset (whilst
controlling for organisational and occupational variations).

Measures
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The operationalisation of variable constructs is explained next. Unless otherwise noted, all
items were measured using a five-point Likert response scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Employee voice was measured using a scale derived from Folgers (1977) definition of voice
in decision making procedures involving HR decisions i.e. procedures that allow individual to
present information relevant to a decision or gives input into organisational decisions. These
items (adapted from Tyler and Blader, 2000) measured the degree to which employees
believed their managers provided opportunity to comment on procedures or give input into
decisions across pay decisions, performance appraisals, grievance procedures and employee
involvement mechanisms.

Sample items include ‘I am provided with reasonable

opportunities to express new ideas, concerns or become involved in decision making’ and
‘My supervisor gives me the opportunity to express my views and feelings on pay setting
issues and pay decisions’. This five item scale had a Cronbachs alpha value of .834.
The most consistently used measure of leader-member exchange (LMX), the sevenitem LMX-7 scale developed by Graen et al., (1982) (see Graen and Scandura (1987) for a
full review) was used in this study. Two illustrative items are ‘I always know how satisfied
my supervisor is with what I do’ and ‘My supervisor recognises my potential some but not
enough (reverse code)’, The reliability of this 7-item scale was high at (α = .901)
Affective commitment included five items from Meyer and Allen (1997), such as ‘I
feel a strong sense of belonging to my organisation’. This again demonstrated reliability with
Cronbach’s alpha value of .932. Work Effort, was measured using a two item scale adapted
Danford et al. (2005), which sought to capture discretionary effort. An example of the
statements used includes ‘I often put effort into my job beyond what is required’. The 2-item
scale had a Cronbach’s value of .830.
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Control variables: The control variables included organization size, HR sophistication,
gender, age, education, nature of employment contract. Research has shown that these
variables affect employee job attitudes and behaviors in particular (Greenberg and Wiethoff,
2001). Similarly, Boselie et al., (2005) found that individual-level HPWS studies tended to
control for personal characteristics such as age, gender, tenure and educational attainment.

Analytical strategy
Multiple regression analyses were used to test all hypotheses. To evaluate the mediation
hypothesis, we drew on the conditions set forth by Baron and Kenny (1986). Mediation is
indicated when the following conditions are met: the independent variable has a significant
effect on the mediator in the first regression; the independent variable has a significant effect
on the dependent variable in the second regression; the mediator has a significant effect on
the dependent variable in the third regression; finally the effect of the independent variable on
the dependent variable is less in the third regression than in the second regression.

Results
Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for all variables used in the analysis are presented
in Table 1. Tables 2 and 3 present the regression results from testing the effects of voice on
affective commitment and work effort and the mediating effects of LMX while controlling
for demographic variables and the organisation. Considering employee voice and affective
commitment (see Table 2), the results show a significant positive relationship (β = .498, p <
.001), which confirms Hypothesis 1, explaining 39.6% of variance. There is also a positive
relationship between employee voice (the predictor variable) and LMX (the mediating
variable, β = .498, p < .617, p < 001) and between LMX and affective commitment (β = .560,
p < .001). The above results fulfil the first three conditions of testing for mediation. Finally,
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results for mediation show that the direct effect between employee voice and affective
commitment significantly decreases.

When affective commitment was regressed on the

predictor variable (voice) and LMX (the mediating variable), the effect of LMX was found to
still be significant (β = .344, p < .001). However, the formerly significant relationship
between voice and affective commitment, whilst still significant, has decreased (from β =
.498, p < .001 to β = .301, p < .01). This would imply only partial, rather than complete,
mediation with respect to the mediating variable (Baron and Kenny, 1986). The Sobel tests of
the indirect effect of procedural justice on affective commitment revealed significant
statistics (t = 6.11, P < .01). These results partially support Hypothesis 3: the relationship
between perceptions of employee voice and organisational commitment is partially mediated
by LMX.

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE

We tested Hypothesis 4 in a similar fashion – applying Baron and Kenny’s (1986) three step
process (see Table 3). We regressed work effort on to the predictor variable (employee
voice) first and found a significant positive relationship between voice and work effort (β =
0.19, p < .05) explaining 15.5% of variance. The next steps, found a significant positive
relationship between the predictor variable and the mediating variable, LMX (β = .617, p <
.001) and between the mediator and work effort (β = .218, p < .01). Finally, when work effort
was regressed on employee voice and the mediator, neither variable was found to
significantly influence the dependent variable. Thus, Hypothesis 4 was not supported; the
relationship between employee voice and work effort is not mediated by LMX.
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INSERT TABLE 3 HERE

Discussion
The primary purpose of this study was to examine to what extent employee perceptions of
employee voice affect affective commitment and work effort and the mediating influence of
LMX on this relationship. Consistent with our expectations, the results of this study provide
strong support for the importance of employee voice and positive employee outcomes. This
reinforces the important role of voice in engendering positive attitudes towards the
organisation based on perceived ability to influence decision making in an organization. This
is consistent with previous research. For example, in a change context, Farndale et al. (2011)
found that opportunity for voice results in employees responding with greater organizational
commitment. Support was also found for voice and discretionary work effort. Hence,
mechanisms or strategies that encourage employees to believe they have a voice or influence
can engender other positive effect such as work effort (Balogun, 2006, Appelbaum et al.,
2000).
The study showed that perceptions of voice engendered affective commitment based
on ability to influence decision making and a high leader-member exchange relationship.
When employees believed they had an opportunity to voice their opinions and more
importantly when these were taken into account, this built a good relationship with their
manager and in turn impacted affective commitment. This is consistent with work by Folger
and Konovsky (1989) and Folger (1977) who suggest that voice can have both instrumental
and non-instrumental effects where voice impacts the final outcome and the fair process
itself.

This also highlights the role of the line manager in ensuring voice exists in

organisations. Dundon et al (2004) warn against measures of voice which report frequencies
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as they “assume a static and unambiguous definition of what a particular mechanism actually
means in practice” (pg. 1152). This research counteracts this criticism by asking employees
to rate their perceptions of voice.
Contrary to expectations, LMX did not mediate the relationship between voice and
work effort. It might be that an outcome such as organisational citizenship behaviour might
be a more appropriate outcome given its link to line management relationships (Wayne et al.,
1997; Farndale et al., 2011). An alternative explanation could be that perceived
organisational support might represent a more appropriate mediator. POS refers to employees
‘global beliefs concerning the extent to which the organization values their contribution and
cares about their well-being’ (Eisenberger et al, 1986: 501) or more simply, POS is viewed as
a measure of an organisation's commitment to its employees (Shore and Tetrick, 1991). Allen
et al. (2003) for example found that human resource practices (particularly opportunity to
participate in decision making, fairness of rewards, and growth opportunities) contributed to
employees’ perceived organisational support, which in turn mediated the relationships
between HRM practices and organisational commitment, job satisfaction, and employee
turnover.
This paper suggests that voice is an important issue for human resource professionals.
Our research suggests that positive perceptions of voice are closely linked to affective
commitment and work effort. This highlights the importance for HR practitioners to establish
and implement voice mechanisms in their organisations.

In the case of affective

commitment, this positive relationship with voice was explained further when employees had
a strong relationship with their line manager. Purcell et al. (2003) claimed that the line
managers’ role is to implement and bring to life to HR policies and practices. However, these
same managers can have a determining influence on the outcomes of many of these HR
processes as HR decisions are locally configured by line managers.
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Limitations
While the study makes important contributions regarding the mediating role of LMX in voice
research, it also has a number of limitations that suggest caution while interpreting the results.
First, the cross-sectional nature of the study does not allow for causal inferences to be made.
The second limitation concerns the effects of common method bias. All variables were
measured from the same source and it is possible that the results are contaminated by
common method bias. Finally, this study used shortened scales to measure the employee
voice variable. Full scales rather than shortened versions could be used in future studies to
avoid concerns about comparability of results. The voice scale only examines employee
perceptions regarding influence on decisions; it does not investigate the subtleties of
employee voice mechanisms/practices in practice such as depth and breadth of employee
voice arrangements. Future research should extend this research further by incorporating
formal employee voice arrangements and their implementation in terms of organisational
justice.

Conclusion
Building on the social exchange perspective, this study examined the relationships between
employee voice perceptions and affective commitment and work effort and the mediating role
of leader member exchange. Overall, the results provided theoretical and empirical support
for the hypothesis that high LMX acts as a mechanism through which favourable evaluations
of voice impacts affective commitment. Whilst, voice did positively influence work effort
positively, LMX was not found to mediate this relationship.

On the whole, results

emphasised the importance of employee voice for employees. It also supported the idea that
employees perceive the opportunity for voice within a social exchange perspective, whereby
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they reciprocate with increased affective commitment. This highlights the important role of
the front-line manager in shaping employee attitudes at the workplace level. These findings
suggest that intangibles such as employee-management relations can be argued as central to
the success of employee voice mechanisms.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables
Variable

Mean

SD

1

1. Size

-

-

-

2. HRM

-

-

-.166*

-

3. Gender

.4011

.49

.069

-.091

-

4. Age

2.26

.995

-.031

.175*

.028

-

-

-

-.283**

.215**

-.077

-.107

-

6. Tenure

5.27

5.82

-.257**

.240**

-.001

.540**

.063

-

7. Voice

3.57

.83

-.067

-.172*

-.084

.023

-.033

.177*

(.834)

8. LMX

3.70

.93

-.080

-.115

-.104

.037

-.086

.153

.660**

(.901)

9. AC

3.35

.98

-.039

-.071

-.074

.236**

--.085

.283**

.572**

.643**

(.932)

10. Work effort

3.97

.99

-.161*

.095

.147*

.232**

.115

.131

.185*

.222**

.251**

5. Education

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

(.830)

* p < .05, ** p < .01.174* N = 188

25

Table 2: Multiple regression results for mediating role of LMX on voice and affective commitment.

Affective
Commitment
β

H1
Affective
Commitment
β

LMX
β

H3
Affective
Commitment
β

Affective
Commitment
β

Control variables
Org size
HRM
Gender
Age
Education
Tenure
Employee voice
LMX

-.015
-.209*
-.092
.148
-.028
.299

R²
∆ R²
Adjusted R²
F

.174
.136
4.629***

.012
-.084
-.045
.178*
-.029
.162*
.498***

.396
.222
.363
12.257***

.005
-.078
-.067
.203*
.007
.013
.617***

.460
.340
.430
15.349***

-.002
-.095
-.020
.061
-.027
.197*
.560***

.005
-.066
.001
.120
-.034
.162
.301**
.344***

.437
.285
.409
15.422***

.693
.300
.447
14.437***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, p<.001
N = 188

26

Table 3: Multiple regression results for mediating role of LMX on voice and work effort.

Work Effort
β

H2
Work Effort
β

LMX
β

H4
Work Effort
β

Work Effort
β

Control variables
Org size
HRM
Gender
Age
Education
Tenure
Employee voice
LMX

-.059
.131
.202*
-.056
.053
.211*

R²
∆ R²
Adjusted R²
F

.119
.080
3.004**

-.047
.180*
.222**
-.040
.053
.156
.199*

.155
.035
.110
3.450**

.005
-.078
-.067
.203*
.007
.013
.617***

.460
.340
.430
15.349***

-.086
.194*
.228**
-.055
.036
.104
.218**

-.021
.194*
.227**
-.024
.063
.181
.165
.042

.160
.043
.117
3.777**

.413
.034
.118
3.215**

* p < .05, ** p < .01, p<.001
N = 188
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