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Employees may feel free to speak up at work. But are managers filtering out certain voices which may bring valuable insights? This article explores what individuals choose to share, how their identity at work shapes the ideas they voice – and how their managers respond.
The value of voice to managers: employee identification and the content of voice, Ethan R. Burris, Kevin W. Rockmann and Yurianna S. Kimmons, Academy of Management Journal, December 2017, Vol 60 No 6, pp2009-2125.
Article review
Employee voice has been linked to outcomes including innovation, job satisfaction and improved organisational decision-making. Previous studies have looked at factors that enable employees to speak up, such as manager behaviour and voice climate, but little is understood about why people choose to voice their ideas and concerns at work. 
The ways in which managers respond to employees who raise concerns is also a growing area of interest. Generally, only voice that is viewed as positively contributing to the organisation is viewed as valuable. This holds the risk that certain voices which challenge the status quo are filtered out, when they could offer valuable insights into the way things are done in the organisation. What’s more, issues that are important to an individual on a personal level may be ignored, which could have a negative impact in terms of individual well-being or performance. 
Value judgements
So what does it take for managers to take employee voice into account, and why do individuals choose to speak up about some issues and not others? These are particularly important questions in today’s context of growing awareness and concern around workplace sexual harassment. The authors of this study hypothesised that managers make value judgements about what is voiced, and that any issues raised by employees which are not immediately relevant to the manager’s tasks may be viewed as lower priority – due to the pressure of busy workloads resulting in an inability to address all concerns or suggestions. Moreover, individuals are likely to be selective about which thoughts are meaningful to raise with their managers.
To explore what employees speak up about and how this influences managers’ evaluations of voice, this paper draws on Albert O. Hirschman’s theory from 1970 that individuals choose to share their ideas and concerns when they identify with, or feel a sense of attachment to, their organisation, so they are more motivated to make efforts to improve the way things are done. Previous research has shown a link between organisational identification and the frequency of upward voice. Building on this, Burris and colleagues examined how various work identities could influence both the frequency of voice and what people choose to speak up about (that’s to say, the content of voice). They hypothesised that the degree to which employees identify with different aspects of their work is likely to influence what is voiced, and this content of voice may be valued by managers in different ways. 
What influences choices?
The study focused on two targets of employee identification: ‘work unit’ and ‘profession’, which are both key components of individuals’ identity at work. How does the strength of employees’ identification with their work unit and profession influence what they choose to speak up about, and how does this content of voice affect managers’ value judgements about what is raised? It’s likely that issues related to aspects of the organisation that are self-defining are the ones that the individual perceives as important enough to speak up about. For example, if an individual derives meaning from their profession, they’re more likely to raise issues that affect them in their professional capacity. Additionally, those with a strong sense of professional identity may be viewed negatively by managers in the organisation, if their views are in the interest of the profession but not the organisation.
A qualitative study followed by two quantitative studies were conducted to explore these questions. Study one involved interviews with 35 professionals in the ER department of a US hospital to look at why identification with work unit versus profession influences voice about particular issues. The respondents were asked to describe a recent time when they spoke up, what issue they spoke up about and why, who they spoke to, and the perceived result of speaking up. The findings showed that the content of voice varied on three dimensions: the importance of addressing the issue, the resources required to enact the change, and the interdependencies involved in successfully implementing the change. 
While respondents often raised similar issues, there were differences in voice content for those who identified strongly with their profession (healthcare) and those who identified strongly with their work unit (ER). When the work unit was central to individuals’ self-concept, they frequently raised issues that related to the work unit and its functioning – mainly on improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the ER. Those who identified strongly with the profession spoke up with ideas that were consistent with their identity as a professional (such as those centred on patient care), which often required significant resources and interdependencies to implement successfully. It seemed they were less concerned about the complexities involved in acting on the issues they voiced, since they were important issues in their work as a professional. In contrast, individuals with strong work unit identification raised ideas characterised by what was feasible to implement within the local work unit. They also perceived a more positive reaction from management when they spoke up, compared with those who had strong professional identity.
A survey of 97 employees and managers in two organisations was conducted in the second study, to explore further whether voice on issues related to the work unit versus profession shapes how voice is perceived by managers. The findings suggested that voice is valued differentially depending on the specific content; it’s valued more as it relates to work unit issues and less as it relates to broader profession issues. Study three involved a survey of 396 managers through a controlled experiment where they were randomly assigned to scenarios in which a subordinate speaks up with an idea. This study found that ideas that seem more important, require fewer resources, and are less complex to implement, tend to gain greater managerial support. 
Inclusive approach
This research demonstrates the importance of considering not only how often employees speak up, but the particular issues they are raising and how this influences outcomes in terms of managerial actions. It offers an explanation for why speaking up sometimes leads to positive outcomes for employees, and at other times leads to negative outcomes – since it’s valued differentially depending on the content. There is a need for a more inclusive approach to hearing the voices of all employees, since any issues raised which do not appear important from a managerial perspective could be critical for the individual’s well-being or productivity, or could impact on the organisation in the longer term.
The research also shows that the extent to which employees identify with different aspects of their work shapes the ideas they voice upwards. This suggests that people’s willingness to challenge the status quo or offer solutions may be influenced by their identification with specific facets of their work. This has particular relevance for how organisations can foster a ‘speak up’ culture, in which individuals feel safe and supported in raising concerns about unethical behaviour or issues that could be damaging to the company’s reputation and its people.
Article review
More than a paycheck – how to create good blue-collar jobs in the knowledge economy, Dennis Campbell, John Case and Bill Fotsch, Harvard Business Review, January-February 2018, Vol 96 No 1, pp 118-124.
Giving shares in the business is one way of boosting blue-collar workers’ earnings, says this article. But to create good work for these workers there also needs to be an ownership culture, with investment in L&D and true employee engagement.
As this article points out in the opening paragraph, back in the 1960s Americans knew exactly what a good job meant for a blue-collar worker: a position with a large manufacturer such as General Motors, with good pay and benefits, often unionised, secure, and if you were laid off during a downturn, you would probably return when business picked up. This was true in many other developed economies too.
Today, fewer than 1 in 10 jobs are in manufacturing and pay levels have been stagnant for many years. With the rise of robots and AI in manufacturing, most new blue-collar jobs will be created in the service sector.
Given these trends, what can be done to make blue-collar jobs great in today’s environment? The authors say that jobs need to be better paid and more engaging. But if the economic reality means that it’s difficult for firms to pass on wage costs to their customers, how will pay rise? The authors suggest that blue-collar earnings can increase if companies share the fruits of their labours through equity and profit-share plans.
As they point out, such measures can put substantial amounts of money into workers’ pockets or retirement accounts without adding to an employer’s fixed costs – and without putting companies at a competitive disadvantage. Indeed, they are likely to help companies attract and retain a talented workforce.
Distributing profits to employees or giving them shares or share options in the firm isn’t a particularly novel idea – such schemes have been around for many decades. However, such plans have often been focused on white-collar jobs and senior staff.
The authors cite research indicating that firms with staff share plans typically outperform their peers in terms of job creation, return on assets, productivity, sales growth and revenue per employee.
Firms with a high level of employee ownership are also considerably more likely to survive downturns.
In terms of benefits for employees, the authors point to research that shows that due to higher productivity, those firms with employee share plans can offer better wages and benefits than similar but conventional enterprises. Research suggests that the wage differential between the two groups ranges from 5% to 12%. They go on to cite a new study of workers by the National Center for Employee Ownership, which finds much bigger differences. Respondents to a Bureau of Labor Statistics survey who worked for an employer with an employee ownership plan reported 33% more income from wages and a median household wealth 92% higher than that of comparable workers with no such plan.
However, just giving employees a share in the business isn’t enough. For employee ownership to deliver sustained enhanced performance, you also need to create HR policies and procedures, such as employee involvement in what they do and how they do it or investment in staff training and development, that foster an ‘ownership culture’.
Another important factor is job security. But this is difficult in today’s economy, so the authors recommend that firms invest in their employees so that they have the experience, knowledge and qualifications to allow them, if need be, to move to a different job, a different company, or even a different industry. As the authors point out, learning was notably absent from the good blue-collar jobs of the past, as evidenced by the fact that so many laid-off factory workers have found it difficult or impossible to find new employment. Their mantra is, ‘with learning comes flexibility, and with flexibility comes security’.
As well as recommending investing in the development of blue-collar staff and sharing the rewards of success with them, the article also points out that corporate success can be further promoted by encouraging staff to focus on the achievement of one or two key measures of the value creation process. The authors suggest that firms should help employees own these key measures and encourage them to suggest improvements.
What are the implications for HR practice in the UK? While for many firms employee share ownership plans are not going to be an option in the way they reward and recognise blue-collar workers, profit-share schemes are something that they should consider. Last year’s CIPD Reward Management survey found a dramatic growth in the use of gain-sharing among those employers that operate a collective performance-related reward scheme, where employees receive a bonus linked to productivity improvements or a reduction in production costs.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The article shows that you can’t simply bolt on a reward initiative and expect an improvement in employee attraction, retention or motivation. You also need to ensure that the supporting people practices and policies are in place. It may come as a surprise to some employers that money is not enough to get the best out of their people. As psychologist Frederick Herzberg once said, ‘if you want people to do a good job, give them a good job to do’.
