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Abstract
This study examines how vicarious experiences of voice, i.e., observing or hearing about coworkers’ 
voice experiences, can affect worker voice, i.e., expressing dissatisfaction about a work-related 
issue. Using data of 829 Dutch workers, the authors find that vicarious experiences of supervisor 
support of coworker voice are positively related to voice efficacy and perceived supervisor 
responsiveness. Conversely, vicarious experiences of supervisor suppression of coworker voice 
are associated with lower levels of perceived supervisor responsiveness. Furthermore, the 
authors find that workers’ voice efficacy is positively related to worker voice. These vicarious 
learning effects show how voice can spill over to other actors within an organization.
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Introduction

We study how workers’ voice is affected by vicarious experiences of voice, i.e., observ-
ing or hearing about coworker voice. Individual voice is an important way for workers to 
address unsafe, unfair, and undesirable situations at work. Its importance is growing, and 
is likely to continue to grow if union power continues its decline. Additionally, the condi-
tions necessary for workers to express their problems individually are also deteriorating: 
the increasing level of job insecurity associated with labor market flexibilization changes 
the position of workers vis-a-vis their employers, reducing their ability to raise issues 
and increasing their vulnerability in terms of retaliation (Sluiter et al., 2022). Various 
alarming consequences of workers’ inability to speak up for themselves have emerged, 
including increasing levels of burnout especially among young flex workers (Dorenbosch 
et al., 2015), exploitation of migrant workers (Dekker et al., 2013), and increasing levels 
of anti-organizational behavior as an alternative channel for expressing discontent 
(Akkerman et al., 2020; De Lange, 2015; Dix et al., 2008; Hebdon, 2005; Hebdon and 
Stern, 1998; Marsden, 2013).

While the effects of workers’ increased vulnerability on voice have become apparent 
at the societal level, this phenomenon can also foster what Morrison and Milliken (2000) 
call a ‘climate of silence’ at the organizational level. A climate of silence arises when the 
absence of voice is perceived by workers as an indication that voice is undesirable behav-
ior. The observation of coworkers voicing issues, on the other hand, provides workers 
with a signal that voice is welcomed and that it is normal and acceptable. Thus, voice in 
teams encourages others to voice issues as well, potentially leading to a ‘spiral of voice’ 
(Bowen and Blackmon, 2003). Empirical research on whether coworker voice stimulates 
or hampers worker voice, and the conditions under which these phenomena occur, 
improves our understanding of workers’ voice within the organization. In particular, the 
response of the supervisor to coworker voice is considered an important indicator of 
whether voice is acceptable behavior or not (Bashshur and Oc, 2015). Therefore, this 
article examines the ways in which vicarious experiences of coworker and supervisor 
behavior affect workers’ voice.

Despite its growing importance, there is a surprising lack of studies focusing on how 
individual workers speak up for their own interests (Barry and Wilkinson, 2016; Pohler 
et al., 2020), especially when compared to the extensive amount of research on individ-
ual voice that focuses on the interests of organizations (mainly referred to as employee 
or promotive voice; see Morrison, 2011). It is likely that these two types of voice share 
certain internal mechanisms, but that they are driven by different motives, e.g., workers’ 
desire to protect worker rights or to stimulate organizational growth. In this study, we 
explicitly examine workers’ individual voice related to their own interests (e.g., not 
being paid enough or experiencing a high level of work stress). We call this type of voice 
worker voice and define it as individual workers speaking up to the supervisor about an 
issue at work related to their interests (Sluiter et al., 2022). Thus, we study vicarious 
experiences of coworker voice and aim to answer the following research question:

To what extent do vicarious voice and supervisor responses affect worker voice?



354	 Economic and Industrial Democracy 47(2)

We adopt an interdisciplinary theoretical approach by integrating theories on efficacy 
and vicarious learning from political science, social psychology, organizational behavior, 
and industrial relations (Mowbray et  al., 2015). We test our hypotheses by applying 
structural equation modeling (SEM) to our unique survey data (Akkerman et al., 2017, 
2018), which was collected in two waves and contains information about the vicarious 
experiences of coworker voice, observed supervisor responses and subsequent worker 
voice of 829 workers in the Netherlands.

Empirically, we contribute to the research on voice in three important ways. First, we 
contribute to the understanding of how voice can spill over within organizations by 
measuring vicarious experiences with voice. Although the idea of vicarious experiences 
with voice was previously mentioned by Detert and Treviño (2010) in their qualitative 
interview study, we expand on this notion theoretically and use survey data to further 
examine such experiences. Second, we expand the understanding of the influence of 
supervisor behavior on voice by measuring supervisor responses to coworker voice. 
Previous research has studied the influence of supervisors through factors such as: trans-
formational leadership (Detert and Burris, 2007; Liu et al., 2010) and the relationship 
between supervisor and subordinate (Botero and Van Dyne, 2009; Burris et al., 2008). 
Few studies have measured supervisors’ actual responses to voice. We follow recent 
studies that focus on the direct effects of supervisor responses to worker voice (Sluiter 
et al., 2022; Stanojevic et al., 2020a, 2020b), and study the effects of such behavior on 
workers’ peers. Third, in contrast to the large amount of research that focuses exclusively 
on supportive supervisor behavior, we test the effect of both supportive and suppressive 
supervisor responses.

Theoretical framework

In what follows, we elaborate our theoretical argument about the role of vicarious learn-
ing in determining the likelihood that workers will engage in worker voice. Our argu-
ment is built as follows: First, we explain the role of voice efficacy and perceived 
supervisor responsiveness as important antecedents to worker voice. Thereafter, we 
explain why vicarious learning should be considered as an antecedent of both voice effi-
cacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness, and we elaborate this argument specifi-
cally for coworker voice and supervisor response to coworker voice. Connecting these 
two elements results in the vicarious voice model, according to which vicarious experi-
ences with (supervisor responses to) coworker voice affect a worker’s likelihood to 
speak up at work.

Voice efficacy, perceived supervisor responsiveness, and worker voice

To understand why workers do or do not voice, we focus on two relevant concepts from 
the voice literature: voice efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness. First, effi-
cacy, as a general concept, refers to a person’s belief that they have the necessary capa-
bilities, as well as the ability to use those capabilities, to take control over their actions 
(Bandura, 1997). In addition to general beliefs about one’s capabilities across different 
aspects of their life, efficacy can also be related to beliefs about specific tasks or 
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activities (Bandura, 1986). Research in the context of work has for example shown that 
higher levels of efficacy can lead to increased work performance (Stajkovic and Luthans, 
1998), lower levels of work-related stress and burnout (Schwarzer and Hallum, 2008), 
and increased job satisfaction (Judge and Bono, 2001).

More recently, voice efficacy was coined by Kish-Gephart et al. (2009) to refer to a 
person’s belief that they are capable of speaking up at the workplace. Political scientists 
use a similar concept of efficacy, namely, political efficacy, which is defined as a per-
son’s belief that they are capable of undertaking political action (Balch, 1974; Campbell 
et al., 1954; Morrell, 2003). Research has shown a positive relationship between political 
efficacy and political participation (e.g., vote in elections) (Finkel, 1985; Gastil and 
Xenos, 2010; Valentino et al., 2009). Similar to these insights from political science, and 
in line with previous literature which suggests that workers with higher levels of efficacy 
are more likely to speak up to their supervisor (Aryee et al., 2017; Duan et al., 2014), we 
expect that the decision to express voice at work is dependent on a person’s beliefs of 
being capable to speak up at work. As such, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Voice efficacy is positively related to worker voice.

Second, we study the role of perceived supervisor responsiveness for the likelihood to 
engage in worker voice. We argue that the decision to express voice at work is dependent 
not only on a person’s capability to voice but also on the responsiveness of those to 
whom the voice is directed (Holland et al., 2017; Withey and Cooper, 1989). This is in 
line with previous research that suggests a link between perceptions regarding supervi-
sors’ levels of responsiveness to voice and voice: workers who perceived their supervisor 
as approachable and responsive to new ideas were more likely to speak up to their super-
visors. Likewise, uncertainty regarding supervisors’ responsiveness decreased the likeli-
hood that workers would speak up (Detert and Burris, 2007; Saunders et  al., 1992; 
Tangirala and Ramanujam, 2012; Van Dyne et al., 2008). We expect that this effect will 
be similar for worker voice and therefore hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Perceived supervisor responsiveness has a positive effect on 
worker voice.

Vicarious learning from (supervisor responses to) coworker voice

Both voice efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness are influenced by the expe-
riences that people have at work. This seems rather intuitive for perceived supervisor 
responsiveness. After all, while people may have general ideas about how supervisors 
tend to respond and how they think they should respond, their perceptions of the respon-
siveness of their own supervisor will be influenced by the behavior of this supervisor in 
the work context. Following the literature on efficacy, experiences are also likely to 
influence voice efficacy. Successful experiences will increase efficacy, while unsuccess-
ful experiences or failure will have a negative effect on efficacy (Bandura, 1997). As 
such, both voice efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness will be influenced by 
experiences with voice at work.
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However, workers may have little experience with expressing worker voice, due to 
the lack of issues in the past or because of the risks associated with speaking up, for 
instance. This can lead to workers being uncertain about their own capabilities to voice, 
and about the level of responsiveness they may expect from the supervisor. When people 
have little or no past experiences on which to base their beliefs regarding their own capa-
bilities, observations of other people’s behaviors, i.e., vicarious experiences, become an 
important source of information (Bandura, 1997; Gist and Mitchell, 1992; Myers, 2018; 
Roberts, 2010). As such, vicarious learning can therefore be especially relevant for voice 
efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness.

The most important source of such voice-related vicarious learning are coworker 
experiences with worker voice. This is because people are likely to compare themselves 
to peers who they perceive as similar to themselves. Vicarious experiences involving the 
behavior of such peers will affect their beliefs regarding their own capabilities to engage 
in similar behaviors (Bandura, 1997; Festinger, 1954). Furthermore, observations of 
peers’ behavior provide people indications of the social norms to which they should 
adhere (Cialdini and Trost, 1998; Cialdini et al., 1991). Moreover, supervisor responses 
to peers’ voice provide workers with valuable information about how their supervisor 
responds to voice. Observing coworker behavior can increase workers’ beliefs in their 
capabilities to engage in similar behaviors, leading to the thought, ‘If they can do it, so 
can I.’ Furthermore, workers can learn vicariously by hearing about their coworkers’ 
experiences. This can help them to know what to do when they are faced with similar 
situations at work (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978; Spouse, 2002).

The behavior of the supervisor influences whether the vicarious experiences are 
viewed as positive or negative. The supervisors’ response to coworker voice provides 
information about the potential consequences of worker voice; and, as such, is an impor-
tant part of the vicarious learning process (Bandura, 1986). The act of speaking up can 
have negative consequences for workers; it makes them stand out and places them at risk 
of reprisal from management or their supervisors (Burris, 2012; Milliken et al., 2003). 
Vicarious experiences of supervisor responses to coworker voice can therefore lead 
workers to expect a positive or negative outcome when speaking up. We consider two 
possible supervisor responses to coworker voice, a supportive and a suppressive response, 
and elaborate on their effects on voice efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness 
respectively.

Supervisor response to coworker voice and voice efficacy.  Workers who observe or hear 
about a supportive supervisor response to coworker voice, i.e., the supervisor responded 
positively to the coworker, will be likely to view this response as a positive outcome of 
voice. Regardless of whether the issue was resolved by the supervisor, the receipt of sup-
port indicates that the coworker was at least somewhat successful in raising the issue. 
Such a vicarious experience may condition workers to expect a positive outcome when 
they engage in worker voice (Bandura, 2008). This experience may give them the confi-
dence to express worker voice themselves, thereby increasing their voice efficacy.

Conversely, if a worker observes a suppressive supervisor response to coworker 
voice, i.e., the supervisor threatened or punished a coworker in response to their voice, 
the worker is likely to perceive this observation negatively. Such a vicarious experience 
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leads workers to expect a negative outcome when engaging in worker voice (Bandura, 
2008), likely perceiving that worker voice carries a higher risk as a result. This increased 
emphasis on the risks of speaking up can increase workers’ doubt about their own capa-
bilities, thereby decreasing their voice efficacy.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Vicarious experiences of coworker voice that are met with sup-
portive supervisor responses have a positive effect on voice efficacy.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Vicarious experiences of coworker voice that are met with sup-
pressive supervisor responses have a negative effect on voice efficacy.

Supervisor response to coworker voice and perceived supervisor responsiveness.  In addition to 
its effect on voice efficacy of workers, observing or hearing about supervisor responses 
to coworker voice demonstrates how responsive supervisors are to voice and will there-
fore also impact workers’ expectations about the responsiveness of the supervisor to 
voice. Detert and Treviño (2010) provided an example of this in their interview study on 
promotive voice: ‘an R&D informant reported an incident of vicarious learning in which 
a coworker got “dressed down” by a skip-level leader during a presentation, leaving a 
“flare in the air that this guy was a failure” and cementing the impression that this leader 
“destroys those meetings when he’s there – no one will speak up”’ (p. 258). This example 
illustrates how workers adjust their expectations about the supervisor’s openness to 
voice based on perceived negative responses to their coworker. Conversely, it is likely 
that observing or hearing about supervisor support of coworker voice increases the 
expectation that their supervisor is responsive to voice. This leads to the following two 
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Vicarious experiences of coworker voice that are met with sup-
portive supervisor responses have a positive effect on perceived supervisor 
responsiveness.

Hypothesis 6 (H6): Vicarious experiences of coworker voice that are met with sup-
pressive supervisor responses have a negative effect on perceived supervisor 
responsiveness.

Figure 1 shows our conceptual model, the vicarious voice model, which depicts the 
hypothesized relationships involving vicarious experiences of supervisor support or sup-
pression of coworker voice.

Methods

Data

To test our hypotheses, we used data from two waves obtained via the Work and Politics 
Panel Survey (Akkerman et  al., 2017, 2018). Our sample is drawn from the TNS 
NIPObase, which consists of 235,000 people in the Netherlands. Respondents provided 
written consent to participate in the survey. The data used in this study have been 
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Figure 1.  The vicarious voice model: the hypothesized effects of vicarious experience of 
supervisor support or suppression of coworker voice.

anonymized. A sample of 11,942 respondents who were part of the labor force in the 
Netherlands, meaning that they were currently employed or looking for employment, 
and between the ages of 15 and 67, were contacted to participate in our survey. They 
were representative in terms of gender, age, education, and employment situation. 
Ultimately, 7,599 respondents participated in the first wave of the survey, yielding a 
response rate of 64%. The data of the first wave were collected between July and 
September 2017. The data of the second wave were collected between October and 
November 2018. Due to panel drop-out, 7,244 of the original respondents were still 
available for the second wave. The second wave had a response rate of 83% and con-
sisted of 6,008 respondents.

Respondent selection

Questions about previous vicarious experiences of coworker voice and supervisor responses 
to coworker voice were presented only to respondents who had not expressed worker voice 
themselves in the three years prior to the first wave1 (N=3,177). From this subset, we 
selected the respondents who, in the second wave of the survey, were asked whether they 
had expressed worker voice or not. These were the respondents who indicated that they had 
experienced an issue related to their interests during the time period (one year) between the 
first and second wave. These respondents (N=897) were asked whether or not they had 
addressed this issue. To isolate the effects of vicarious experiences involving supportive or 
suppressive supervisor responses to coworker voice, we excluded the respondents who, in 
the first wave, (1) did not indicate that their supervisor had responded to their coworker’s 
voice (17 respondents), (2) indicated that their supervisor had responded in a way that was 
neither supportive nor suppressive (36 respondents), or (3) observed a supportive supervi-
sor response to their coworker’s voice in addition to a suppressive response (15 respond-
ents).2 These observations involve situations that our theoretical model is unable to predict. 
Ultimately, this process resulted in a final sample of 829 respondents.
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Measures

Worker voice.  We measured the dependent variable, worker voice, in the second wave. 
The respondents were first asked if they had experienced an issue related to their work-
ing conditions, employment conditions, career development, or interpersonal conflicts. 
They could select issues from a list, which can be found in Appendix B. If they selected 
more than one issue, they were asked to indicate which issue was most important. The 
subsequent questions were related to the issue that was indicated as most important. 
Respondents who indicated that they had experienced an issue were then asked if they 
had voiced this issue to their supervisor. We used this information to measure worker 
voice. For this question, a score of 1 indicated that a respondent had expressed worker 
voice, and a score of 0 indicated that a respondent had experienced an issue but had not 
expressed worker voice.

Voice efficacy.  Voice efficacy was measured in the first wave. We adapted items from the 
political efficacy scale developed by Craig and Maggiotto (1982) and Craig et al. (1990) 
to measure voice efficacy in the workplace environment. These political efficacy scales 
have been validated in political science research, and capture multiple aspects of the 
process of speaking up that can be applied to worker voice. We did not adapt the entire 
scale due to limited space within the Work and Politics Survey. Voice efficacy was there-
fore measured using the following four items:

EFF1: I immediately recognize a violation of my labor contract

EFF2: Employees like me are very capable of pursuing their interests as workers

EFF3: �Employees like me are very capable of contributing to important organiza-
tional decisions

EFF4: �It is worth listening to the opinions of employees like me about labor 
conditions

Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with these items on 
a five-point Likert scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We 
used Cronbach’s alpha (α) to measure the internal reliability of our constructs. Voice 
efficacy showed good internal reliability (α = .81).

Perceived supervisor responsiveness.  We measured workers’ expectations about the respon-
siveness of the supervisor to voice in the first wave. We adapted two items on the respon-
siveness of political leaders (Craig and Maggiotto, 1982; Niemi et  al., 1991) to the 
workplace environment, resulting in the following items:

RES1: Generally, my supervisor does not really care about my interests

RES2: Generally, my supervisor listens to the problems of employees like me

Similar to voice efficacy, we used a five-point Likert scale for these items. Furthermore, 
we reversed the scores of RES1 so that a higher score corresponds to higher levels of 
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perceived supervisor responsiveness. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of this construct 
was relatively low (α = .56). We considered this score to be just acceptable, and decided 
to proceed with using the scale for several reasons. First, the scale only consists of only 
two items, which can lead to a lower Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (Eisinga et al., 2013). 
In addition, Cronbach’s alpha has rather restrictive assumptions and therefore generally 
underestimates true reliability (Eisinga et al., 2013; Graham, 2006; Trizano-Hermosilla 
and Alvarado, 2016). Second, despite the low alpha, the content of the items accurately 
reflects what we want to measure and this scale has been successfully used in previous 
research (Geurkink et al., 2022).

Vicarious experience.  We measured vicarious experiences of coworker voice in the first 
wave via the following item: ‘In the past three years, have you witnessed or heard about 
one or more of your coworkers voicing an issue to their supervisor/employer?’ Those 
who had a vicarious experiences of coworker voice in the past three years scored 1 on 
this item, while those who had not scored 0.

Supervisor response to coworker voice.  To measure the response of supervisors to cow-
orker voice, the respondents were asked the following question in the first wave: 
‘After your coworker(s) voiced the issue, did that action result in the following 
response by your supervisor/employer?’ Respondents could choose from 12 different 
supervisor responses and could select multiple responses. Two items were used to 
measure supportive supervisor responses to coworker voice (e.g., ‘The supervisor 
helped the coworker(s) to fix the issue’). Supervisor support was ranked as 1 when a 
respondent indicated that their supervisor had responded in one or in both ways, and 
was ranked as 0 when a respondent indicated that the supervisor had not responded 
in a supportive way. Nine items were used to measure suppressive supervisor 
responses to coworker voice (e.g., ‘The supervisor bullied, threatened or intimidated 
the coworker(s)’). Supervisor suppression was ranked as 1 when a respondent indi-
cated that the supervisor had responded in at least one of these ways, and 0 when a 
respondent indicated that the supervisor had not responded in a suppressive way. 
One item was used to measure passive supervisor responses (‘The supervisor 
responded that he/she could not change much about the issue’). This item was not 
used in this study because we wanted to focus on vicarious experiences of either 
supervisor support or suppression. Respondents could also describe their own spe-
cific observations. The supportive and suppressive supervisor responses from this 
item were labeled accordingly. The full list of possible supervisor responses from 
which respondents could choose can be found in Appendix C.

To test the effect that vicarious experiences of these different supervisor responses 
can have, we combined the scores of the item corresponding to vicarious experience and 
the scores of the items corresponding to supervisor response to coworker voice into one 
categorical variable, namely, Vicarious experience and supervisor response; this variable 
had the following categories: ‘No vicarious experiences of coworker voice’, ‘Vicarious 
experiences of supervisor support of coworker voice’, and ‘Vicarious experiences of 
supervisor suppression of coworker voice’.
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Control variables

Data for all the control variables were collected in the first wave. We control for gender, 
age, level of education (low-, middle-, and high-level education), whether the respond-
ents held a supervisor position, and whether the respondents had experienced an issue 
but had not voiced it. Research on the effects of gender on voice has shown inconclusive 
results in terms of whether male or female workers are more likely to express voice to 
their supervisor (LePine and Van Dyne, 1998; Morrison, 2011; Young, 1978). Therefore, 
although we had no expectations about the role of gender in our model a priori, we 
included gender as a control variable. Furthermore, it is plausible that older respondents, 
respondents with a higher level of education, and respondents who hold a supervisory 
position may have had more opportunities to learn how to voice, leading to more experi-
ence with voice; thus, these respondents may be more likely to have higher prior levels 
of voice efficacy, which could mitigate the effects of vicarious learning. Finally, respond-
ents who experienced an issue but remained silent can have lower prior levels of voice 
efficacy or existing expectations that their supervisor is less responsive to voice com-
pared to respondents who did not experience an issue. This difference could influence the 
effects of vicarious learning.

Analyses

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for all the variables used in this study, including 
the reference categories for the categorical variables Vicarious experience and supervi-
sor response and Education. A correlation matrix with all the variables can be found in 
Appendix D.

We used structural equation modeling (SEM) to test our model and hypotheses. SEM 
allows us to simultaneously test all of the hypothesized relationships in our model while 
determining whether the operationalized measures represent our theoretical constructs, 
thus eliminating the need to performing separate analyses (Williams et al., 2009). We 
performed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to identify our latent variables: voice effi-
cacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness to voice. We then incorporated these latent 
variables into our structural regression model: the vicarious voice model. To perform 
CFA and SEM, we used the Lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012). The diagonally 
weighted least squares (DWLS) method was used to estimate the parameters in our 
model. DWLS is a robust estimator that does not assume multivariate normality in the 
data. The dependent variable in our model, voice, is a binary variable. Therefore, our 
model does not have multivariate normality, so DWLS is an appropriate method to use 
(Mîndrilă, 2010).

Results

Measurement model

We performed confirmatory factor analysis to test the measurement model of our study. 
The results of the standardized estimated factor loadings are displayed in Figure 2. The 
unstandardized estimates and standard errors can be found in Appendix E. All the factor 
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Table 1.  Descriptive statistics.

Min Max M/% SD

Worker voice (T2) 0.00 1.00 64.41%  
Voice efficacy (T1)
  EFF1 1.00 5.00 3.77 0.94
  EFF2 1.00 5.00 3.73 0.90
  EFF3 1.00 5.00 3.70 0.90
  EFF4 1.00 5.00 3.84 0.81
Perceived supervisor responsiveness (T1)
  RES1 1.00 5.00 3.45 1.02
  RES2 1.00 5.00 3.50 0.96
Vicarious experience and supervisor response (T1)
  Reference: No vicarious experience 0.00 1.00 76.60%  
  Vicarious experience of support 0.00 1.00 14.96%  
  Vicarious experience of suppression 0.00 1.00 8.44%  
Education (T1)
  Reference: Low-level education 0.00 1.00 10.86%  
  Middle-level education 0.00 1.00 49.70%  
  High-level education 0.00 1.00 39.45%  
Supervisor position (T1) 0.00 1.00 22.07%  
Respondent had an unvoiced issue (T1) 0.00 1.00 27.86%  
Gender (T1) (0=Female) 0.00 1.00 50.90%  
Age (T1) (0=15 years) 0.00 50.00 23.64 13.29

Note: N = 829.

Figure 2.  Path diagram of the measurement model.
***p <.001.
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loading scores are greater than 0.4; indicating that all the items are good indicators of our 
latent constructs (Saris et al., 2009). One modification was made to our model. We added 
a residual correlation between EFF3 and EFF4. The items EFF3 (‘Employees like me are 
very capable of contributing to important organizational decisions’) and EFF4 (‘It is 
worth listening to the opinions of employees like me about labor conditions’) are both 
related to the concept of workers’ participation in the policymaking of an organization; 
therefore, this positive correlation qualifies as a logical modification to the model.

The modification significantly improved the fit of the measurement model. All the fit 
indices are presented in Table 2. The chi-square test compares the covariance matrices of 
the theorized model and the data. The results shown in Table 2 demonstrate that the chi-
square of our measurement model is significant, indicating a poor model fit. However, 
chi-square is dependent on sample size and should therefore always be interpreted with 
caution (Kline, 2011). This significant result of the chi-square test could be due to the 
relatively large sample size of our study (N=829). The RMSEA is independent of sample 
size, and this value indicates a good model fit (RMSEA <.06). The other commonly 
reported fit indices also demonstrate a good model fit to the data (CFI >.95, TLI >.95, 
SRMR <.05) (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). Based on these results, we conclude that 
voice efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness are both coherent constructs and 
that the measurement model is valid.

Hypothesized model

Next, we analyzed our hypothesized model.3 The fit indices for our model are presented 
in Table 2. The chi-square is significant, indicating a poor model fit. Similar to the meas-
urement model, this significant effect could be due to the relatively large sample size of 
our study (N=829). All the other fit indices indicate a good fit of our model to the data 
(CFI >.95, TLI >.95, RMSEA <.06, SRMR <.05). Therefore, we accepted our model 
and could test our hypotheses.

Testing of the hypotheses

In this section, we discuss the results of testing our hypotheses. The estimates of the 
vicarious voice model are presented in Table 3 and displayed in Figure 3. Our first 
hypothesis predicted that voice efficacy would have a positive effect on worker voice. 
Table 3 shows that this effect is indeed positive and significant (β=0.164, p <.01), 
which provides support for the first hypothesis. This finding suggests that workers 
with higher levels of voice efficacy are more likely to express worker voice compared 
to workers with lower levels of voice efficacy. Hypothesis 2 predicted that perceived 
supervisor responsiveness would have a positive effect on worker voice. However, 
Table 3 shows that this effect is not significant; therefore, the second hypothesis was 
rejected.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that vicarious experiences of supervisor support of coworker 
voice would have a positive effect on voice efficacy. The results in Table 3 show that 
vicarious experiences of supervisor support of coworker voice do indeed have a signifi-
cant positive effect (β=0.147, p <.001) on voice efficacy in our model. This finding 
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Table 2.  Fit indices for the measurement model and the hypothesized model.

Measurement model Vicarious voice model

  Value Value

χ2 24.373 (p <.01) 107.625 (p <.01)
df 7 57
CFI .988 .970
TLI .974 .953
RMSEA .055 .033
RMSEA 90% confidence interval .032 – .079 .023 – .042
SRMR .019 .032

Note: N=829.

Table 3.  Estimates for the vicarious voice model.

Estimate Standardized 
estimate

Voice efficacy → Worker voice 0.130 (0.045)** 0.164
Perceived supervisor responsiveness → Worker voice 0.041 (0.055) 0.047
Vicarious experience of support → Voice efficacy 0.248 (0.048)*** 0.147
Vicarious experience of suppression → Voice efficacy 0.108 (0.067) 0.050
Vicarious experience of support → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

0.209 (0.062)** 0.136

Vicarious experience of suppression → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

–0.351 (0.104)** –0.178

Age → Worker voice –0.000 (0.001) –0.010
Gender → Worker voice 0.017 (0.036) 0.017
Middle-level education → Worker voice 0.033 (0.125) 0.035
High-level education → Worker voice –0.014 (0.131) –0.014
Supervisor position → Worker voice 0.023 (0.044) 0.020
Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Worker voice –0.053 (0.045) –0.049
Age → Voice efficacy 0.010 (0.001)*** 0.220
Gender Voice efficacy 0.051 (0.039) 0.043
Middle-level education → Voice efficacy 0.223 (0.124) 0.185
High-level education → Voice efficacy 0.425 (0.128)** 0.345
Supervisor position → Voice Efficacy 0.165 (0.050)** 0.114
Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Voice efficacy –0.250 (0.043)*** –0.186
Age → Perceived supervisor responsiveness –0.002 (0.002) –0.044
Gender → Perceived supervisor responsiveness 0.005 (0.048) 0.005
Middle-level education → Perceived supervisor Responsiveness 0.046 (0.161) 0.042
High-level education → Perceived supervisor responsiveness 0.208 (0.165) 0.185
Supervisor position → Perceived supervisor responsiveness 0.098 (0.059) 0.074
Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

–0.411 (0.058)*** –0.336

R2  
Worker voice (T2) 0.046  
Voice efficacy (T1) 0.183  
Perceived supervisor responsiveness (T1) 0.207  

Note: N = 829. Standard errors in parentheses. **p <.01, ***p <.001.
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Figure 3.  Path diagram of the vicarious voice model.
Note: Nonsignificant effects are depicted by a dotted line, and control variables were added in the analysis 
but are not presented. **p <.01, ***p <.001.

provides support for Hypothesis 3, namely, that workers who observe or hear about 
supervisor support of coworker voice are more likely to be confident in their ability to 
voice compared to workers without a vicarious voice experience. Conversely, Table 3 
shows that the effect of observing or hearing about supervisor suppression of coworker 
voice on voice efficacy is not significant. Therefore, we rejected Hypothesis 4 based on 
the results of our model.

Our fifth hypothesis predicted that vicarious experiences of supportive supervisor 
responses to coworker voice would have a positive effect on perceived supervisor 
responsiveness. Table 3 shows a positive and significant relationship (β=0.136, p 
<.01) between vicarious experiences of supervisor support of coworker voice and 
perceived supervisor responsiveness. This result is in line with our fifth hypothesis 
and suggests that workers who observe or hear about supervisor support of coworker 
voice are more likely to perceive their supervisor as open to voice compared to 
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workers with no vicarious voice experience. Hypothesis 6 predicted that vicarious 
experiences of suppressive supervisor responses to coworker voice would have a neg-
ative effect on perceived supervisor responsiveness. Table 3 shows that this effect is 
negative and significant (β=−0.178, p <.01), which supports Hypothesis 6. This find-
ing indicates that workers who have vicarious experiences of suppressive supervisor 
responses to coworker voice are less likely to perceive their supervisor as open to 
voice than workers who have not had a vicarious experience. An overview of all the 
hypotheses is shown in Table 4.

In terms of the overall effect on the dependent variable, Table 3 shows that the vicari-
ous voice model explained 4.6% of the variance in worker voice. Furthermore, the 
explained variance of voice efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness is 18.3% 
and 20.7%, respectively.

Control variables

The estimates for the control variables in our model are presented in Table 3. Age is posi-
tively related to voice efficacy. With regard to level of education, respondents with a 
middle- and high-level education are more likely to have higher levels of voice efficacy 
than respondents with a low-level education. Furthermore, respondents who hold a 
supervisory position are more likely to have higher levels of voice efficacy. We also find 
that the presence of unvoiced issues is negatively related to voice efficacy and perceived 
supervisor responsiveness.

Conclusion and discussion

We aimed to investigate the extent to which vicarious voice and supervisor responses 
influence worker voice. We hypothesized that workers learn from their coworkers’ voice 
experiences through vicarious experiences. By observing the voice of others, workers 
gain confidence in their own capabilities to speak up and gain information about social 
norms regarding voice within the organization. Moreover, they are able to observe the 
consequences of voice through these experiences, i.e., whether their supervisor supports 
or punishes their coworker’s voice. When distinguishing between positive and negative 

Table 4.  Overview of the results of all the hypotheses.

Hypothesis Vicarious voice model

H1: Voice efficacy → + Voice Supported
H2: Perceived supervisor responsiveness → + Voice Rejected
H3: Vicarious experience of support → + Voice efficacy Supported
H4: Vicarious experience of suppression → - Voice efficacy Rejected
H5: Vicarious experience of support → + Perceived 
supervisor responsiveness

Supported

H6: Vicarious experience of suppression → - Perceived 
supervisor responsiveness

Supported
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vicarious experiences, we find that vicarious experiences involving supervisor support of 
coworker voice are positively related to voice efficacy. Supervisor suppression of cow-
orker voice, however, is unrelated to voice efficacy. This suggests that a worker’s confi-
dence in their own capabilities to voice issues is higher when coworkers are rewarded for 
voice; however, this confidence is unaffected by supervisors’ suppressive responses. 
These findings are consistent with the existing research on the effects of direct experi-
ences of supervisor responses to worker voice on voice efficacy (Geurkink et al., 2022). 
Two common psychological mechanisms are consistent with this finding, namely, self-
serving biases and defensive attribution. Self-serving biases mean that people attribute 
success to themselves and failure to external factors, such as, in our case, a supervisor 
(Campbell and Sedikides, 1999). The effect found in this study may also be indicative of 
defensive attribution, in which people blame the victim of a situation and distance them-
selves from that victim so that they will feel less vulnerable to becoming a victim them-
selves (Shaver, 1970). Our study suggests that workers’ confidence in their capabilities 
to voice is not affected by suppressive vicarious experiences, indicating that such mecha-
nisms might also apply to vicarious voice experiences.

With regard to workers’ expectations regarding the responsiveness of their supervi-
sors, we find that vicarious experiences of coworker voice that are met with supervisor 
support are associated with higher expectations regarding the responsiveness of workers’ 
supervisors, while suppressive responses are associated with lower expectations. In 
terms of worker voice, we find that voice efficacy has a positive effect on worker voice. 
However, we did not find the expected positive effect of perceived supervisor respon-
siveness on worker voice.

Our results show the ways in which the voice of workers sets an example for their 
peers, and they also suggest that observations of voice are associated with a higher likeli-
hood that workers will express voice. This finding supports the idea of a spiral of voice, 
in which the voice of one worker stimulates the voice of others, when voice is supported 
by supervisors. Interestingly, vicarious experiences of voice suppression do not affect 
voice efficacy. Therefore, we found no support for the idea that suppression has a silenc-
ing effect on those observing these responses, at least not in regard to these workers 
voicing their own issues.

Our study contributes to the literature on workplace voice in several ways. 
Theoretically, we add vicarious learning to the repertoire of the antecedents of voice. 
By distinguishing between voice efficacy and perceived supervisor responsiveness, we 
were able to uncover whether and how negative and positive vicarious experiences 
influence workers’ confidence in their own capabilities as well as the confidence in 
their supervisor’s responsiveness. Furthermore, we tested whether workers’ beliefs 
regarding the responsiveness of their supervisor have an effect on worker voice. Our 
results indicate that this effect is absent, suggesting that workers do not consider the 
responsiveness of their supervisors when they express worker voice. This finding con-
tradicts research on promotive voice, i.e., individual workers speaking up to stimulate 
organizational interests, which has established that perceived supervisor responsive-
ness is an important antecedent of individual voice (Detert and Burris, 2007; Saunders 
et al., 1992; Tangirala and Ramanujam, 2012; Van Dyne et al., 2008). Indeed, a recent 
study finds a positive effect of workers’ expectations regarding the responsiveness of 
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their supervisor on promotive voice (Snoep-Delleman et  al., 2024). One potential 
explanation for this difference in the effect of perceived supervisor responsiveness on 
worker voice and promotive voice may be that the antecedents of individual voice 
change depending on the content or motive of voice (cf. Liang et al., 2012). Certain 
attitudes may be more relevant when workers speak up about organizational interests 
compared to when they speak up for their own interests. These differences should be 
further explored in future research.

Empirically, our original two-wave panel data set enabled us to distinguish important 
parts of the causal chain underlying the expression of worker voice. Although two-wave 
panel data do not allow for establishing causality, the time ordering of our questions does 
allow for establishing that the hypothesized cause (vicarious experience with voice) pre-
cedes the hypothesized effect (worker voice). Nevertheless, it should be noted that the 
time frame of the data collection can have an impact on the results. Namely, due to the 
relatively long period of time (up to four years) between the vicarious voice experience 
and the expression of worker voice, the effect of the vicarious voice experience might 
have decreased somewhat. However, despite this potential concern, we still find signifi-
cant effects.

Additionally, it is important to consider the specificities of our sample to get a better 
understanding of the generalizability of our results. For reasons of data availability – the 
key questions for our study were only asked to a subset of the original sample – our 
sample consists of workers who did not have an issue (roughly 80% of our sample) or 
who did not voice their issue (roughly 20% of our sample) in the first wave of the study, 
but who did have an issue in the second wave of the study. The fact that the vast major-
ity of our sample did not have an issue prior to the first wave of the study may raise the 
suspicion that most of our respondents work in organizations with fewer problems than 
the average organization. At the same time, the fact that all of our respondents did have 
an issue in the second wave of the survey counters this concern. Given that we only 
have data on the individual level and not on the level of the organization, we are unable 
to empirically establish the work context of the respondents in our sample. An intrigu-
ing question for future research is whether vicarious voice experiences have more 
impact in work environments with many problems and/or more examples of voice sup-
pression than in work environments with fewer problems and/or fewer examples of 
voice suppression.

Another important innovation of our study is the theoretical and empirical inclusion 
of supervisor responses to coworker voice. By studying such responses we are able to 
further investigate the role of the supervisor in stimulating or hampering voice at work. 
Furthermore, our study inspires interesting routes for future research. First, workers’ 
relationship and closeness with their coworker, as well as their identification with the 
organization, are likely to moderate the learning effect of vicarious voice (Mitchell et al., 
2015). Second, coworker responses to voice shape working conditions and could help to 
explain how the social context at work affects workers’ ability to speak up. Another route 
for future research would be to examine the link between worker voice and employee 
voice, e.g., whether and when responses to (vicarious) worker voice stimulate or hamper 
workers’ expressions of ideas and suggestions in terms of improving the functioning of 
the organization (cf. Kaufman, 2015).
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Finally, the findings of our study seem to convey an encouraging message to those 
who fear that increased worker vulnerability to retaliation may have a contagious effect 
that leads to a culture of silence; while workers who speak up and are supported by their 
supervisors encourage their peers to speak up as well, we find no evidence that suppres-
sive supervisor responses discourage voice. However, suppressive responses to workers’ 
voice do not encourage their coworkers to speak up either. Thus, our study provides 
managers with valuable insights into the social mechanisms associated with the supervi-
sor’s response to voice.
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Notes

1.	 Respondents who indicated that they had expressed voice in the three years before the first 
wave were asked questions related to their own voice.

2.	 We conducted analyses that included the group of respondents who observed neither a sup-
portive nor suppressive response, or both. These analyses produced results similar to those 
reported in the results section of this paper, supporting the robustness of our findings. The 
results of these additional analyses are presented in Appendix A.
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3.	 We also tested the effects of having a vicarious experience of coworker voice without taking 
the supervisor response into account. This simplified model provided less information than 
the vicarious voice model. Results can be found in Appendix F.
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Appendices

Appendix A

Table A1.  Descriptive statistics for the mixed responses model.

Min Max M/% SD

Worker voice (T2) 0.00 1.00 64.20%  
Voice efficacy (T1)
  EFF1 1.00 5.00 3.77 0.94
  EFF2 1.00 5.00 3.73 0.90
  EFF3 1.00 5.00 3.70 0.90
  EFF4 1.00 5.00 3.84 0.82
Perceived supervisor responsiveness (T1)
  RES1 1.00 5.00 3.44 1.01
  RES2 1.00 5.00 3.48 0.97
Vicarious experience and supervisor response (T1)
  Reference: No vicarious experience 0.00 1.00 72.15%  
  Vicarious experience of support 0.00 1.00 14.09%  
  Vicarious experience of suppression 0.00 1.00 7.95%  
  Vicarious experience of mixed responses 0.00 1.00 5.79%  
Education (T1)
  Reference: Low-level education 0.00 1.00 10.45%  
  Middle-level education 0.00 1.00 49.70%  
  High-level education 0.00 1.00 39.77%  
Supervisor position (T1) 0.00 1.00 22.16%  
Respondent had an unvoiced issue (T1) 0.00 1.00 28.75%  
Gender (T1) (0=Female) 0.00 1.00 51.02%  
Age (T1) (0=15 years) 0.00 50.00 23.80 13.20

Note: N=880.

Table A2.  Fit indices for the mixed responses model.

Mixed responses model

  Value

χ2 114.922 (p <.01)
df 67
CFI .974
TLI .958
RMSEA .029
RMSEA 90% confidence interval .019 – .037
SRMR .031

Note: N=880.



Snoep-Delleman et al.	 375

Table A3.  Estimates for the mixed responses model.

Estimate Standardized 
estimate

Voice efficacy → Worker voice 0.124 (0.045)** 0.150
Perceived supervisor responsiveness → Worker 
voice

0.059 (0.055) 0.066

Vicarious experience of support → Voice efficacy 0.239 (0.047)*** 0.144
Vicarious experience of suppression → Voice 
efficacy

0.102 (0.065) 0.048

Vicarious experience of mixed responses → Voice 
efficacy

–0.012 (0.066) –0.005

Vicarious experience of support → Perceived 
supervisor responsiveness

0.209 (0.062)** 0.135

Vicarious experience of suppression → Perceived 
supervisor responsiveness

–0.343 (0.103)** –0.172

Vicarious experience of mixed responses → 
Perceived supervisor responsiveness

–0.233 (0.098)* –0.101

Age → Worker voice –0.000 (0.001) –0.003
Gender → Worker voice 0.013 (0.035) 0.013
Middle-level education → Worker voice 0.036 (0.126) 0.037
High-level education → Worker voice –0.018 (0.132) –0.019
Supervisor position → Worker voice 0.032 (0.043) 0.028
Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Worker 
voice

–0.064 (0.045) –0.060

Age → Voice efficacy 0.009 (0.001)*** 0.210
Gender Voice efficacy 0.047 (0.037) 0.041
Middle-level education → Voice efficacy 0.224 (0.122) 0.193
High-level education → Voice efficacy 0.425 (0.126)** 0.360
Supervisor position → Voice efficacy 0.159 (0.047)** 0.114
Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Voice efficacy –0.251 (0.041)*** –0.196
Age → Perceived supervisor responsiveness –0.002 (0.002) –0.050
Gender → Perceived supervisor responsiveness –0.010 (0.046) –0.009
Middle-level education → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

0.033 (0.161) 0.031

High-level education → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

0.200 (0.165) 0.181

Supervisor position → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

0.078 (0.057) 0.060

Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Perceived 
supervisor responsiveness

–0.422 (0.056)*** –0.355

R2  
Worker voice (T2) 0.050  
Voice efficacy (T1) 0.184  
Perceived supervisor responsiveness (T1) 0.225  

Note: N=880. Standard errors in parentheses. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001.
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Appendix B

Table B1.  List of issues in the past year.

%

I was dissatisfied with the amount of my wages 33.41%
I did not receive my payment, did not receive my payment on time, got 
paid less than agreed upon

6.76%

I was dissatisfied with the fringe benefits (e.g., number of days off) 7.24%
I was dissatisfied with not (yet) getting a permanent contract 7.36%
I was dissatisfied with the number of working hours 11.82%
I had too much work pressure/stress 42.94%
I had insufficient rests/breaks during work 16.04%
I did not have the means to do my job safely 11.94%
I was dissatisfied with (changes in) my duties and work tasks 20.14%
I was dissatisfied with my opportunities for growth and development 
within the organization

18.46%

I was discriminated against/treated worse than others at work 1.69%
There was a case of sexual harassment 0.60%
I was bullied/harassed at work 3.62%
My supervisor/employer was being difficult because I was sick or 
pregnant

5.19%

My supervisor/employer was not flexible when I had private issues 1.93%
Other, namely . . . 6.76%
None  

Note: N=829
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Table C1.  Supervisor response to coworker voice items.

Type of response %

The supervisor helped the coworker(s) to fix the issue Support 61.86%
The coworker(s) received a compliment from the 
supervisor

Support 9.79%

The coworker(s) received criticism from the supervisor Suppression 16.49%
The supervisor demanded that the coworker(s) stop 
talking about the issue

Suppression 4.64%

The supervisor responded that he/she could not change 
much about the issue

Passive 14.43%

The supervisor sabotaged the career of the coworker(s) 
(e.g., by denying a promotion opportunity or by taking 
away training/education opportunities)

Suppression 3.09%

The issue led to the termination of the coworker(s)/the 
coworker’s(s’) contract(s) was(were) not renewed

Suppression 7.73%

The supervisor gave the coworker(s) a bad review 
during an appraisal

Suppression 4.64%

The coworker(s) received an official warning (letter)/
punishment

Suppression 2.06%

The supervisor bullied, threatened, or intimidated the 
coworker(s)

Suppression 1.55%

The supervisor made work unpleasant for the 
coworker(s)

Suppression 7.22%

The supervisor ignored the issue Suppression 10.82%
Other, namely . . . 1.03%
None  

Note: N=194: workers who had a vicarious experience of coworker voice.

Appendix C
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Appendix E

Table E1.  Factor loadings for the measurement model.

Unstandardized 
estimate

Standard 
error

Standardized 
estimate

Voice efficacy
  EFF1 1.000 0.640
  EFF2 1.304*** 0.082 0.876
  EFF3 0.924*** 0.063 0.619
  EFF4 0.797*** 0.057 0.591
Perceived supervisor responsiveness
  RES1 1.000 0.504
  RES2 1.456*** 0.188 0.776
Voice efficacyPerceived supervisor responsiveness 0.173*** 0.026 0.559
EFF3EFF4 0.216*** 0.022 0.467

Note: N=829. ***p <.001.

Appendix F

Table F1.  Fit indices for the simplified model.

Simplified model

Value
χ2 65.128 (p <.01)
df 52
CFI .984
TLI .972
RMSEA .028
RMSEA 90% confidence interval .014 – .039
SRMR .026

Note: N=829.
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Figure F1.  Path diagram of the simplified model.
Note: Nonsignificant effects are depicted by a dotted line, and control variables were added in the analysis 
but are not presented. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001.

Table F2.  Estimates for the simplified model.

Estimate Standardized 
estimate

Vicarious experience → Voice efficacy 0.117 (0.047)* 0.082
Vicarious experience → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

–0.003 (0.057) –0.002

Voice efficacy → Worker voice 0.122 (0.047)** 0.154
Perceived supervisor responsiveness → Worker voice 0.032 (0.061) 0.035
Age → Voice efficacy 0.010 (0.001)*** 0.210
Gender → Voice efficacy 0.055 (0.039) 0.045
Middle-level education → Voice efficacy 0.205 (0.125) 0.170
High-level education → Voice efficacy 0.404 (0.129)** 0.327
Supervisor position → Voice efficacy 0.155 (0.050)** 0.106

 (Continued)
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Estimate Standardized 
estimate

Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Voice efficacy –0.252 (0.043)*** –0.187
Age → Perceived supervisor responsiveness –0.002 (0.002) –0.043
Gender → Perceived supervisor responsiveness 0.005 (0.046) 0.004
Middle-level education → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

0.044 (0.157) 0.041

High-level education → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

0.201 (0.162) 0.183

Supervisor position → Perceived supervisor 
responsiveness

0.096 (0.058) 0.075

Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Perceived 
supervisor responsiveness

–0.396 (0.057)*** –0.331

Age → Worker voice 0.000 (0.002) 0.003
Gender → Worker voice 0.012 (0.036) 0.012
Middle-level education → Worker voice 0.106 (0.124) 0.111
High-level education → Worker voice 0.066 (0.130) 0.068
Supervisor position → Worker Voice 0.030 (0.044) 0.026
Respondent had an unvoiced issue → Worker voice –0.061 (0.047) –0.057
R2  
Worker voice (T2) 0.048  
Voice efficacy (T1) 0.166  
Perceived supervisor responsiveness (T1) 0.146  

Note: N=829. Standard errors in parentheses. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001.

Table F2.  (Continued)


