
	

CHOOSE WISELY: 

VOICE TARGETS’ ENDORSEMENT AND PERCEPTIONS OF THOSE WHO SPEAK UP 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School 

of Cornell University 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Science  

 

 

 

 

 

 

by 

Lauren Ann DeVincent 

August 2019 
	
	

 

  



 2 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2019 Lauren Ann DeVincent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3 

ABSTRACT 

Employee voice is both incredibly beneficial and inherently risky. The benefits of voice are 

numerous and well-documented, contributing to organizational effectiveness (Morrison, 2014) and 

reducing employee dissatisfaction (Morrison & Milliken, 2000). However, employees who 

challenge the status quo are at risk of receiving negative sanctions (Cortina & Magley, 2003). 

Because voicing has the potential to be extremely costly for the person who speaks up, employees 

would benefit by speaking up to whichever person will respond the most favorably. This work 

explores the positive and negative outcomes that result from skipping over a low-ranking superior 

and targeting a high-ranking superior with a suggestion. In two experimental studies, I provide a 

mechanism through which superiors sanction employees who speak up to skip-level leaders (i.e., 

warmth perceptions) and a mechanism through which employees may benefit (i.e., competence 

perceptions). Further, I demonstrate that the formal power level of the superior influences how 

they react to voice, both in terms of endorsement of the suggestion and their resulting perceptions 

of the employee. I assert that although the formal power level of the superior does not influence 

their willingness to implement the suggestion, superiors of all ranks believe that it’s more 

appropriate to approach the low-ranking superior with a suggestion.  
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Introduction 

 For employees, using their voice, or sharing discretionary information that could benefit 

an organization with a member who has the perceived authority to act (Detert & Burris, 2007), 

can be a ‘double-edged sword’. The benefits of voice are numerous and well-documented. 

Employee voice contributes to organizational effectiveness and decision making by reducing 

employee turnover (Hirschman, 1970) and providing organizations with the means to innovate 

and avoid costly mistakes (Morrison, 2014). Employee voice also benefits the individual 

employees by reducing employee dissatisfaction and stress (Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit, & 

Dutton, 1998; Morrison & Milliken, 2000). However, voice is also risky, because even a 

constructive suggestion challenges the status quo (Liu, Zhu, & Yang, 2010). In response to 

speaking out, employees can face informal sanctions, including reputational damage, or formal 

sanctions, such as receiving a poor performance evaluation (Cortina & Magley, 2003). One of 

the concerns mentioned most frequently by employees who would consider voicing is the fear of 

being labeled or viewed negatively by others (Milliken, Morrison, and Hewlin, 2003). Studies 

have shown that having a positive public image inside the organization is correlated with 

likability, being perceived as competent, and career advancement (Bolino, Kacmar, Turnley, & 

Gilstrap, 2008). Even if their intention is to be helpful, employees who voice risk damaging their 

own image if superiors believe the employee is trying to challenge their authority (Milliken et al. 

2003).   

 Because voicing has the potential to be extremely costly for the person who speaks up, 

employees would benefit by speaking up to whichever person will respond the most favorably. 

To make this judgment, the voice literature suggests that employees rely on two key judgments: 

efficacy and safety/risk. Efficacy is the employee’s belief about the effectiveness of speaking up, 
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and safety/risk is employees’ beliefs about whether speaking up will result in negative 

consequences for themselves. Research has suggested that employees are less likely to voice if 

they believe it is futile (Detert & Trevino 2010; Milliken et al. 2003), and individuals are more 

likely to voice as their judgments of efficacy increase (Ashford et al. 1998; Morrison & Milliken 

2000; Pinder & Harlos 2001). However, it is unclear whether employees accurately anticipate 

their superiors’ reactions in terms of efficacy and safety/risk, and few studies have examined 

how recipients of voice actually respond to the suggestions they receive. Employees tend to 

believe that speaking up is futile when in fact superiors could be receptive and willing to endorse 

their ideas (Detert & Edmondson, 2011).  

 Rank may influence whether someone will act on information that an employee brings 

forward. Although employees often have a wide range of targets to choose from, including the 

boss’s boss (Liu et al. 2010; Morrison, 2011), few studies have considered voice targeting 

recipients at different levels in the hierarchy (Kassing, 2009a is one exception). The following 

studies address this gap by considering how superior rank influences their reactions to voice in 

terms of endorsement of the suggestion and in terms of perceptions of the employee, namely 

warmth and competence perceptions. The current research examines these questions in two 

studies using experimental vignettes. 

Defining Employee Voice 

 Employee voice has three main characteristics. The first characteristic of voice is that it is 

an act of verbal expression (Morrison, 2011). Anonymous suggestions, such as leaving a note in 

a suggestion box, is not typically considered to be voice in this literature. Second, voicing is 

discretionary, meaning that individuals are not obligated to speak up. For instance, many job 

descriptions do not require employees to speak up as part of their job responsibilities (Parker, 
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Williams, & Turner, 2006). Finally, the third characteristic is that the intent of the voice is 

constructive and its primary objective is to change the status quo (Morrison, 2011). Voice is 

closely related to several other concepts, and other research streams have contributed to our 

understanding of employee voice, so it’s important to distinguish the concepts from one another.  

Issue Selling 

 Issue selling refers to employees’ actions that try to bring managers’ attention to and 

increase their understanding of issues, particularly events, trends, or developments that have 

implications for organizational performance (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). There are two apparent 

differences between issue-selling and voice that distinguish the two literatures from one another. 

First, the issue-selling literature typically considers middle managers who are sharing events, 

trends, or developments with top managers (Dutton & Ashford, 1993), while upward employee 

voice more broadly includes employees at all levels sharing a suggestion with a superior, 

typically their immediate supervisor (Morrison, 2011). There are also significant differences in 

terms of content communicated. Issue-selling involves issues that are larger in scope and affect 

the organization at large, while the content of voice varies widely and encompasses both 

widespread organizational issues and smaller-scale concerns, such as a suggestion that only 

concerns several individuals.  

Upward Influence 

 Upward influence refers to a set of behaviors that subordinates use to influence the work 

environment and/or persuade their supervisors (Wayne & Liden, 1995). Both employee voice 

and upward communication can include message exchanges between employees and superiors 

(Graen & Scandura, 1987), and such exchanges can allow employees to influence and change 

their work environment. However, one important distinction between employee voice and 
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upward influence is that upward influence includes the use of tactics, including ingratiation, 

exchange of benefits, rationality, and coalition building (Kipnis, Schmidt, & Wilkinson, 1980). 

These tactics are fundamental to upward influence and are designed to produce the outcomes 

desired by the subordinate; subordinates deliberately select tactics that will bring about change in 

a superior who has power to endorse or implement (Waldron, 1999). Similar tactics may be used 

by employees voicing to a peer or superior, but such tactics are not inherent to the employee 

voice literature as they are in upward communication.  

Organizational Justice 

 Organizational justice is the term used to describe fairness as it relates to the workplace. 

Specifically, organizational justice is concerned with the ways in which employees determine if 

they have been treated fairly in their jobs and the ways in which those determinations influence 

other work-related variables (Moorman, 1991). Although there are several types of justice, voice 

has been referenced as a way to increase one’s sense of procedural justice, which describes the 

fairness of the procedures used to determine outcomes (Folger & Greenberg, 1985). The justice 

literature primarily considers how voice can lead to perceived fair outcomes for employees and 

employers, while employee voice in the organizational behavior literature primarily considers 

how voice behavior impacts individuals and organizations. One key distinction between voice in 

the justice literature and employee voice as it is defined here is that organizational justice 

research primarily considers organizational procedures and having the opportunity to provide 

input (Lind et al., 1990), while employee voice examines actual communication behaviors (i.e. 

suggestions or problems that are shared).  

Whistle-blowing 
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 Whistle-blowing occurs when an employee who has worked at an organization discloses 

unethical or unlawful activity so it can be stopped (Near and Miceli, 1985). One similarity 

between employee voice and whistle-blowing is that internal channels can be used to share 

information (Morrison, 2014).  However, whistleblowing is distinct from employee voice 

because whistle-blowers can also report the activity to individuals outside of the organization, 

such as a government agency, and employee voice is typically reported to those within the 

organization. Whistle-blowing is also distinct from voice because the content of employee voice 

can be suggestion-focused, problem-focused, and opinion-focused (Morrison, 2011), while 

whistle-blowing is often in response to unethical or unlawful behavior. A third dissimilarity 

between whistle-blowing and employee voice is that whistleblowing can be done anonymously 

(Miceli, Roach, & Near, 1988). The voice literature typically considers voice to be an act of 

verbal expression and the employee who speaks up is identifiable, thereby risking retaliation and 

other negative consequences (Morrison, 2011). 

The Current Research 

Superiors’ Willingness to Implement 

 Few studies have considered how recipients of voice respond to the suggestions they 

receive, both in terms of perceptions of the person who speaks up and endorsement of the 

suggestion. However, we should consider superiors’ reactions to voice because targets tend to be 

in positions of power within the organization. Superiors are often targeted with voice because 

they have the authority to act on a suggestion (Detert and Burris, 2007; Detert and Treviño, 

2010). Due to their titles, superiors at higher levels in the organizational hierarchy have the 

authority and ability to devote resources to the issue at hand and implement voice (Katz & Kahn, 

1978). Superiors with formal authority can also facilitate implementation by exerting their 
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influence on other members of the organization who can contribute to a successful outcome, 

making voice more effective (Detert & Treviño, 2010; Miceli and Near, 2002). One factor that 

employees consider when deciding whether to voice is the effectiveness of speaking up, as well 

as any potential risks (Ashford et al., 1998; Milliken et al., 2003). Understanding whether 

superiors endorse employees’ suggestions and whether they perceive subordinates differently 

after speaking up would be valuable for employees, because the end goal for employees who 

voice is to convince superiors to endorse and implement their suggestions (Detert & Treviño, 

2010). This understanding could also be beneficial for organizations seeking to encourage voice. 

Because research has demonstrated the many positive outcomes stem from voice, including 

addressing problems in the organization, enhancing efficiency and effectiveness, and 

contributing to innovation, managers have been encouraged to create environments where 

speaking up is normal and accepted (Dutton and Ashford, 1993).  

Skip-Level Leaders 

 Studies that have been conducted typically include voice directed to a single target 

(Morrison, 2011)—often, the recipient of the voice is the employee’s own manager. However, 

research by Detert, Burris, Harrison, and Martin (2013) indicates that employees voice to several 

superiors with different levels of power, including the employee’s immediate supervisor, senior 

leaders in the organization, and “skip-level leaders.” “Skip-level leaders” are leaders within the 

organizational hierarchy who are at least one level above the focal employee’s immediate 

supervisor. For example, the boss’s boss is “two levels up” from the focal employee and would 

be considered a skip-level leader (Detert & Treviño, 2010). Skip-level leaders have been found 

to be relevant to voice behavior. When informants discussed their willingness to voice in their 

organization, approximately half of the employees discussed the behavior of a skip-level leader 
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(Detert & Treviño, 2010). Indeed, managerial functions were found to bring skip-level leaders 

into routine contact with subordinates two or more levels below them in both formal settings, 

such as a project-related meeting, and informal settings, like an informal lunch. This routine 

contact suggests that employees have opportunities to voice to skip-level leaders, and both skip-

level leaders and immediate supervisors may engage in similar types of behaviors that either 

encourage or disinhibit voice (Detert & Treviño, 2010).  

 These interactions with both direct leaders and skip-level leaders result in leader–member 

exchange (LMX) and skip-level leader–member exchange, or SMX (Liu, Tangirala, and 

Ramanujam, 2013). High-quality LMX/SMX relationships result in increased trust in the leader, 

and employees in such relationships have greater confidence that the leader will seriously 

consider and endorse his/her suggestion (Burris, Detert, and Chiaburu, 2008). In addition, 

research has shown that employees in high-quality LMX relationships (and likely high-quality 

SMX relationships) receive more work-related resources and attention from the superior (Liden, 

Wayne, & Stilwell, 1993). This reasoning leads me to the following hypothesis: 

H1: High-ranking superiors and low-ranking superiors will be equally willing to implement a 

suggestion. 	

 However, it’s also important to distinguish between immediate supervisors and skip-level 

leaders because we see key differences between superiors of different ranks in terms of the voice 

content they receive. Research suggests that employees may deliberately select the target they 

deem most appropriate based on the content of the voice being shared. Detert et al. (2013) found 

that voice to other managers typically involved issues of a larger magnitude or scope compared 

to voice directed to the employee’s own manager, and the other manager was approached when 

the voice had potential benefits for multiple units within the organization or the entire firm. 
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Thus, superiors of all levels may receive voice, but the content of the voice varies, making it 

important to distinguish between superiors with different formal authority.  

 Employees may try to approach the most appropriate target based on the issue at hand, 

because the choice of the recipient can affect both the outcome from speaking up, and the risks 

involved for the employee (Detert & Treviño, 2010; Milliken et al., 2003). Determining whether 

it’s appropriate to voice to one superior over another is crucial considering that leaders have 

power over pay, promotions, and job assignments (Leavitt, 2005). Even though employees might 

have positive intentions when they challenge the status quo, it can still be risky. Any expression 

of concern about current work practices can be perceived as criticism of leaders and could lead to 

negative consequences or sanctions (Milliken et al., 2003; Morrison & Milliken, 2000), such as 

less social support (Liang et al., 2012). Although approaching a skip-level leader can be effective 

due to their authority, speaking up to someone above one’s direct boss feels risky. Detert and 

Edmondson (2011) found that employees implicitly believe that speaking up in ways that 

challenge, question, or contradict one’s boss in front of his/her superiors is disloyal and 

unacceptable (Milliken et al., 2003). I expect that superiors will also hold this “Don’t bypass the 

boss upward” implicit belief, leading me to predict that both high-ranking and low-ranking 

superiors will rate it as less appropriate to go to a high-ranking superior with an idea compared to 

a low-ranking superior. This reasoning leads me to the following hypothesis: 

 H2: Both high-ranking and low-ranking superiors will rate it as less appropriate to go to a high-

ranking superior with an idea compared to a low-ranking superior. 

Superiors’ Perceptions of Warmth and Competence 

 Psychological research has established that we make sense of our social world by judging 

people as relatively high or low on two trait dimensions, warmth and competence (Cuddy, Fiske, 
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& Glick, 2008). Warmth and competence assessments determine how we interact with others. 

Warmth judgments influence the degree to which we trust or doubt others’ motives, and specifies 

whether someone else has positive or negative intentions toward us. Competence judgments 

influence our belief of whether a person can carry out their intentions toward us (Cuddy at al., 

2008).  

Although warmth and competence judgments are pervasive and important in determining 

our perceptions of others, virtually no work has been done on how voice behavior influences 

superiors’ evaluations of employees’ warmth and competence. The few studies that considered 

how superiors respond to voice examined their resulting perceptions of employee performance, a 

corollary to competence, and the findings have been mixed. Some research suggests that 

employees who speak up are rated as better performers (Whiting, Podsakoff, & Pierce, 2008; 

Grant, Parker, & Collins, 2009). However, Burris (2012) demonstrated that this is not always the 

case, as employees in his study who used voice to challenge the status quo were perceived as 

worse performers by managers compared to employees who used voice to support the status quo.  

Though understudied in this context, warmth and competence are important in terms of 

superiors’ perceptions of employees because they would influence how the employee is treated, 

including active harm or sabotage, passive harm or ostracism, helping, and cooperation (Cuddy, 

Fiske, and Glick, 2004). 	

 We also consider the gender of the employees who voice because the warmth and 

competence dimensions correspond to work in gender perceptions (Abele, 2003; Eagly & 

Steffen, 1986), and said gender perceptions could influence superiors’ beliefs about 

subordinates’ warmth and competence. First, I expect sharing a suggestion with a superior will 

signal competence for both male and female employees. Voice is grounded in the organizational 
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citizenship literature (Organ, 1988) and is an extra-role behavior (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). 

Research indicates that engaging in organizational citizenship behaviors increases competence 

perceptions for both male and female employees (although females may receive a smaller 

increase than men; see Heilman & Chen, 2005). In addition, I expect both male and female 

employees who voice to the skip-level leader will be perceived as more competent than 

employees who follow the chain of command. Employees believe speaking up to a skip-level 

leader is unsafe due to general feelings of intimidation and the target’s place in the hierarchy 

(Detert & Treviño, 2010), and leaders with higher formal rank in the organization can damage an 

employee’s reputation more broadly within the firm (Detert et al., 2013; Kassing, 2009a). As a 

result, employees who voice to a high-ranking superior filter and pre-process the suggestion with 

others to a greater degree and show greater concern about the quality of the suggestion than 

employees who voice to a low-ranking superior. Detert et al. (2013) found that voice directed to 

an immediate supervisor was discussed with a peer beforehand in 46 percent of the cases in 

which a sequence is discernable, while voice directed to a skip-level leader or other manager was 

discussed with someone else (peer or immediate supervisor) in 70 percent of the cases. Due to 

skip-level leaders’ place in the hierarchy and employees’ fears about voicing to a high-ranking 

target, I expect employees who voice to a high-ranking target will be perceived as more 

agentic/competent than employees who voice to a low-ranking target. Employees hold an 

implicit belief that one shouldn’t bypass the boss upward, and agency is needed for resistance or 

refusing to act in conventional ways (Detert and Edmondson, 2011; Stromquist and Fischman, 

2009). Therefore, I presume that employees who voice to skip-level leaders—thereby going 

against the norm of remaining silent or voicing to an immediate supervisor—will be perceived as 

more agentic/competent. This reasoning leads me to the following hypotheses: 
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H3A: Employees who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-ranking superiors will 

be perceived by the superiors as more competent than employees who voice to low-ranking 

superiors. 

H3B: Male and female employees who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-

ranking superiors will be perceived by superiors as equally competent. 

 However, I also predict female employees who target high-ranking superiors—rather 

than low-ranking superiors—will face a penalty in terms of warmth. Consistent with stereotypes, 

women are traditionally perceived as more communal (warm, caring) and less agentic (assertive, 

achievement-oriented) than men (Deaux, 1984; Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1975). We expect 

female employees who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-ranking superiors will 

be perceived as violating an expectation of communality for female employees. Because 

employees hold the implicit belief that you shouldn’t bypass the boss upward (Detert and 

Edmondson, 2011), approaching a skip-level leader could seem like a slight or a snub to the 

immediate supervisor who is skipped over, lowering warmth perceptions for both male and 

female employees. However, because the female employees are deviating from prescribed 

gender norms for women—that they should be warm and less assertive—I expect female 

employees will receive a stronger backlash compared to male employees (Rudman, 1998) in the 

form of warmth perceptions.	

 Reduced warmth perceptions are also a result of increased competence perceptions. 

When women are perceived to be more competent/agentic, research suggests that they are in turn 

perceived as less warm/caring. The stereotype content model suggests that women are either 

respected or liked, but are not typically respected and liked. For instance, businesswomen are 

often respected but disliked and housewives are often disrespected but liked (Cuddy et al. 2004; 
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Deaux, Winton, Crowley, & Lewis, 1985;). Because speaking up and engaging in other 

organizational citizenship behaviors increases competence perceptions, we expect that this 

increased perceived competence will in turn lower perceived warmth for female employees. We 

do not anticipate that male employees will be penalized in terms of warmth perceptions. First, 

men have been traditionally perceived to be more agentic (Deaux, 1984; Spence et al., 1975) and 

voicing to a skip-level leader would be consistent with this expectations about how men are 

likely to behave (e.g., assertive, achievement-oriented). In addition, studies have demonstrated 

that men do not always face the same backlash as women in terms of warmth perceptions (Cuddy 

et al. 2004). This reasoning leads me to the following hypothesis: 	

H4A: Employees who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-ranking superiors will 

be perceived by the superiors as less warm than employees who follow the chain of command 

and voice to low-ranking superiors.	

H4B: Female employees who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-ranking 

superiors will be perceived as even less warm than their male counterparts.  

Overview of Studies 

 The current research considers employees’ primary concerns regarding voice: superiors’ 

perceptions of employees who voice and superiors’ willingness to endorse and implement. To 

test Hypotheses 1– 4, I conducted two studies using experimental vignette methodology (EVM) 

(Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). In Study 1, I tested Hypotheses 1–3 using a sample from Amazon 

Mechanical Turk. I manipulated perspective (high-ranking or low-ranking superior) and the 

target of voice (high-ranking or low-ranking superior) using a 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) x 2 (target of voice: director or supervisor) between-participants design. Study 1 was 

preregistered at AsPredicted.org (#16241: http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=zt6rv9). In Study 2, 
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I sought to replicate the Study 1 findings and to test Hypotheses 4A and 4B using a sample from 

Amazon Mechanical Turk. I manipulated the gender of the employee who speaks up, the rank of 

the superior, and the target of the voice using a 2 (superior power: high rank, low rank) x 2 

(target of voice: director or supervisor) x 2 (employee gender: male or female) between-

participants design. Study 2 was preregistered at AsPredicted.org (#19190: 

http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=ky8t5e).	

STUDY 1 

Methods 

 Participants 

 I preregistered a target sample of 400 participants or 100 participants per condition. 

Ultimately, I collected data from 437 participants recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk 

(Paolacci & Chandler, 2014). Participants were paid US$.50 for completing a 15-min survey. 

To minimize the risk of unreliable data due to artificial intelligence or bot-generated responses, 

participants were required to complete a captcha verification at the beginning of the study to be 

eligible to participate (Chambers & Nimon, 2016). The sample was predominately White (74%), 

approximately half of the participants were female, (52%), and their ages ranged from 18 to 74 

with an average age of 37. The participants were randomly assigned to one of the four 

conditions.  

 Procedure 

 The experiment conducted used a 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 

(superior power: high rank, low rank) between-participants design. Participants imagined they 

were in a scenario in which an employee approaches them or decided to approach another 

superior about a new service the company could offer. Participants read the following vignette 
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from the perspective of either a low-ranking or high-ranking superior (low-ranking superior 

wording in brackets).  

Part 1 
Imagine you are an executive director [supervisor] at Smith & Sampson. The department you 
manage [work in] employs 100 employees and 10 supervisors whom the employees report to 
directly. As executive director, you [The executive director] oversee[s] the performance of 
everyone within your department and ensure[s] all objectives are being met. The supervisors [As 
a supervisor, you] oversee the performance of their [your] direct reports and report to you [the 
executive director]. Each junior associate works closely with his/her direct supervisor, so they 
[you] interact regularly. You [The executive director] see[s] the junior associates occasionally 
around the office, but you [the executive director] usually interact[s] with their supervisors.  
 
Part 2 
One day, a junior associate from your department has an idea. Rather than go [come] to their 
direct supervisor [you OR the executive director], the junior associate decides to come [go] to 
you [the executive director OR their direct supervisor]. The junior associate suggests a new 
service that your company could offer to clients [Later, the [executive director OR junior 
associate’s supervisor] tells you that the junior associate suggested a new service that your 
company could offer to clients.] None of your competitors have thought to offer this service, and 
if the service is popular with clients, it could bring in significantly more business to your 
company.  
 
After reading the vignette, participants were asked to answer a series of questions about (1) their 

perceptions of the employee who shared the suggestion, which contained our key dependent 

variables (warmth and competence); (2) implementation (willingness to endorse the suggestion 

and the appropriateness and effectiveness of approaching the target); (3) why an employee would 

share a suggestion with one person and not another; (4) demographic information. To 

demonstrate comprehension of the scenario, participants also completed three attention checks. 

Participants were asked to recall their job position in the scenario, who the junior associate 

approached with the suggestion, and what the junior associate suggested. For each question, 

participants selected the correct answer from three multiple-choice options.  Participants who 

answered incorrectly were required to change their answer to the correct option before 

proceeding.  
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 Measures 

 Participants rated the junior associate on nine traits presented in the order described here 

using a 7-point Likert scale (1- Not at all to 7- Extremely). Competence was assessed with an 

index that consisted of four items (α = .79; competent, confident, intelligent, competitive). 

Warmth was assessed with an index that consisted of four items (α = .87; good-natured, sincere, 

warm, tolerant) (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002). Participants completed a 3-item index 

measuring their willingness to endorse the employee’s suggestion. Specifically, participants 

reported their willingness to seriously consider the suggestion, their willingness to implement, 

and their willingness devote resources to its implementation, such as time or money (𝛼 =.87). 

Each item was measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1- Extremely unlikely to 7- Extremely likely). 

The commitment required to endorse the suggestion increases with each item, from merely 

considering the suggestion to allocating valuable resources, thereby capturing the nuances of 

implementation. Participants completed a 2-item index measuring the appropriateness of sharing 

a suggestion with the target and addresses whether employees would likely approach the target in 

practice. Specifically, participants rated how appropriate and how acceptable it was for the 

employee to share his/her suggestion with the target (𝛼 =.92). Each item was measured on a 7-

point Likert scale (1- Strongly disagree to 7- Strongly disagree). Participants completed a 2-item 

index measuring the effectiveness of sharing a suggestion with the target. Specifically, 

participants rated whether going to the target was the most effective way to have the suggestion 

implemented and that the target would implement the suggestion successfully (𝛼 =.90). Each 

item was measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1- Strongly disagree to 7- Strongly disagree). 

Participants also provided answers to an open-response question examining the attributions we 

make about why an employee would suggestion with one superior rather than another, 
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particularly superiors with different formal rank. Participants answered the following question: 

“Why do you think the junior associate came to you (the executive director OR the direct 

supervisor), rather than the direct supervisor (you OR the executive director)?” Participants also 

provided demographic information, including their age, gender, race/ethnicity, career status, and 

income.  

Quantitative Results 

 Manipulation check 

 All participants completed a manipulation check of power. Participants completed the 

item “How powerful are you in the scenario?”, measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1- Not at all 

powerful to 7- Extremely powerful). An analysis of variance test indicated that the mean power 

for the high-ranking superior manipulation (M = 6.04, SD = 1.08) and the low-ranking superior 

(M = 4.76, SD = 1.29) were significantly different F(1, 435) = 128.29, p < .001. Thus, the results 

indicate that the power manipulation was effective.  

 Competence 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of the target of the voice on perceptions of the 

employee’s competence, F(1, 433) = 5.77, p = .017, η2 = .013, suggesting that participants 

believed employees who approached the executive director were more competent compared to 

employees who approached the direct supervisor. There was not a significant main effect of 

superior power on perceptions of the employee’s competence, F(1, 433) = .03, p = .857, 

indicating that participants assigned to the executive director condition and those assigned to the 

direct supervisor condition rated employees similarly in terms of competence. Finally, there was 

not a significant interaction, F(1, 433) = .42, p = .519. As predicted, employees who skipped 
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over low-ranking superiors and voiced to high-ranking superiors were perceived as more 

competent by participants in all conditions compared to employees who followed the chain of 

command, supporting Hypothesis 3A.  

 Warmth 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of the target of the voice on perceptions of the 

employee’s warmth, F(1, 433) = 56.92, p < .001, η2 = .116, indicating that low-ranking superiors 

who were the targets of voice rated the employees as more warm compared to high-ranking 

superiors who were the targets of voice. We also found a significant main effect of superior 

power on perceptions of the employee’s warmth, F(1, 433) = 9.14, p = .003, η2 = .021, 

suggesting that participants assigned to the executive director condition rated employees as more 

warm compared to those assigned to the direct supervisor condition. Finally, I found a significant 

interaction, F(1, 433) = 54.71, p < .001, η2 = .112. Employees who skipped over low-ranking 

superiors and voiced to high-ranking superiors were perceived as less warm by low-ranking 

superiors (M = 4.09, SD = 1.09) compared to employees who voiced to low-ranking superiors (M 

= 5.51, SD = 0.82), t(433) = 7.40, p < .001. Thus, the results provide some support for 

Hypothesis 4A. There were also differences between the two perspectives that was not predicted 

in our initial hypotheses: employees who voiced to high-ranking superiors were rated as less 

warm by the low-ranking superiors who were skipped, but employees who skipped or followed 

the chain of command were rated similarly in terms of warmth by the high-ranking superiors, 

t(433) = 2.94, p = .003.  

 Implementation 
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 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of the target of the voice on implementation, 

F(1, 433) = 4.89, p = .027, η2 = .011, indicating that low-ranking superiors who were 

approached with a suggestion said they would be more willing to implement the suggestion 

compared to high-ranking superiors who were approached. However, there was not a significant 

main effect of superior power on implementation, F(1, 433) = 1.27, p = .261, suggesting that 

participants assigned to the executive director condition and those assigned to the direct 

supervisor condition demonstrated equal willingness to implement an employee’s suggestion, 

and there was not a significant interaction, F(1, 433) = .28, p = .599. Thus, the results provide 

support for Hypothesis 1. 

 Appropriateness 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of superior power on appropriateness, F(1, 433) 

= 65.66, p < .001, η2 = .132, meaning that participants assigned to the direct supervisor condition 

thought it would be more appropriate for an employee to approach them with a suggestion 

compared to participants assigned to the executive director condition. There was not a significant 

main effect of the target of the voice on appropriateness, F(1, 433) =.46, p = .498, meaning that 

targeting a high-ranking superior and targeting a low-ranking superior was viewed similarly by 

the participants in terms of appropriateness. In addition, there was not a significant interaction, 

F(1, 433) = 1.15, p = .282, . The results indicate that participants in the high-ranking superior 

condition thought it was less appropriate to approach them with a suggestion compared to 

participants in the low-ranking superior condition, supporting Hypothesis 2.  

 Effectiveness 
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 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of superior power on effectiveness, F(1, 433) = 

48.54, p < .001, η2 = .101, indicating that participants thought a low-ranking superior would be 

more likely to create a successful outcome than a high-ranking superior. There was not a 

significant main effect of the target of the voice on effectiveness, F(1, 433) = 1.66, p = .197, 

meaning that targeting a high-ranking superior and targeting a low-ranking superior was viewed 

similarly in terms of effectiveness by the participants. There was not a significant interaction, 

F(1, 433) = 2.89, p = .090. The results indicate that superiors thought a low-ranking superior 

would bring about a more successful outcome than a high-ranking superior. 

Qualitative Results 

 To analyze the responses, I used a multistep inductive process. As in open coding, I 

began by reading all of participants’ responses and created categories that described all aspects 

of the content (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). These initial categories were then reduced by collapsing 

similar categories into higher order categories (Burnard, 1991). The open-response data analysis 

revealed seven different reasons that superiors cited: 

 Recognition 

 The first reason that emerged is recognition, or the extent to which the employee received 

credit or praise for their suggestion; one participant suggested “I think they went to the director 

because they were afraid I would steal the idea and not give them credit.” Many participants who 

suggested this reason also expected that the employee would want recognition to benefit from 

any subsequent rewards, such as “Better path to promotion”. For instance, one participant 

commented that “Maybe they felt they would be rewarded better by going to the executive 

director themselves.” The sample included 217 respondents in the supervisor condition who did 
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not cite recognition as a reason to approach a low rank superior, 9 respondents in the supervisor 

condition who did cite recognition as a reason to approach a low rank superior, 97 respondents in 

the director condition who did not cite recognition as a reason to approach a high rank superior, 

and 114 respondents in the director condition who did cite recognition as a reason to approach a 

high rank superior. A Pearson’s chi-square test was run to examine the difference in explanations 

given by target condition, collapsed across the superior power condition. The chi-square test of 

association indicates that these frequencies were significantly different, X2 (1, N = 437) = 

135.14, p < .001, suggesting that recognition was used more often to explain the occurrence of 

going to a high-ranking superior than the occurrence of going to the direct supervisor. 

 Minimizing Bureaucracy 

 The second reason that emerged is minimizing bureaucracy, or ensuring that the 

suggestion is conveyed in a fast, direct manner. In layman’s terms, this reason would allow an 

employee “to get around red tape”. One participant reasoned that this would be used “to avoid 

the idea getting lost in the mix of other ideas - go right to the "top" instead of the middle man.” 

Concerns about maintaining the integrity of the suggestion are inherent in this reason, since an 

idea can become altered as it gets passed up the chain of the command in a bureaucracy. For 

instance, one participant suggested, “Perhaps the associate wants to be sure that his idea is heard 

directly, rather than potentially filtered by his supervisor.” The sample included 221 respondents 

in the supervisor condition who did not cite minimizing bureaucracy as a reason to approach a 

low rank superior, 5 respondents in the supervisor condition who did cite minimizing 

bureaucracy as a reason to approach a low rank superior, 196 respondents in the director 

condition who did not cite minimizing bureaucracy as a reason to approach the high rank 

superior, and 15 respondents in the director condition who did cite minimizing bureaucracy as a 
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reason to approach a high rank superior. A Pearson’s chi-square test was run to examine the 

difference in explanations given by target condition, collapsed across the superior power 

condition. The chi-square test of association indicates that these frequencies were significantly 

different, X2 (1, N = 437) = 5.99, p = .014, suggesting that minimizing bureaucracy was used 

more often to explain the occurrence of going to a high-ranking superior than the occurrence of 

going to the direct supervisor. 

 Respect for Hierarchy 

 The third reason that emerged is respect for hierarchy, or adhering to established 

procedures and “following the chain of command.” One participant stated, “I think the associate 

is under the supervision of the direct supervisor so he just felt like he should have reported to 

him.” Another participant seconded, “He was following procedure and did not want to go over 

his supervisor's head.” The sample included 129 respondents in the supervisor condition who did 

not cite respect for hierarchy as a reason to approach a low rank superior, 97 respondents in the 

supervisor condition who did cite respect for hierarchy as a reason to approach a low rank 

superior, 209 respondents in the director condition who did not cite respect for hierarchy as a 

reason to approach the high rank superior, and 2 respondents in the director condition who did 

cite respect for hierarchy as a reason to approach a high rank superior. A Pearson’s chi-square 

test was run to examine the difference in explanations given by target condition, collapsed across 

the superior power condition. The chi-square test of association indicates that these frequencies 

were significantly different, X2 (1, N = 437) = 109.71, p < .001, suggesting that respect for 

hierarchy was used more often to explain the occurrence of going to the direct supervisor than 

the occurrence of going to a high-ranking superior. 

 Accessibility/Availability 



 29 

 The fourth reason that emerged is accessibility/availability, meaning that the employee 

had an opportunity to pitch his/her suggestion. One participant suggested, “Perhaps I wasn't 

around or perhaps the junior associate happened to be in the area.” In some instances, 

participants referred to repeated patterns of interaction; one participant stated, “I would assume 

because that’s the person they interact with most.”. In addition to being physically present, this 

reason also refers to the superiors’ approachability. One participant suggested, “Perhaps they feel 

their direct supervisor is too busy.” The sample included 196 respondents in the supervisor 

condition who did not cite accessibility/availability as a reason to approach a low rank superior, 

30 respondents in the supervisor condition who did cite accessibility/availability as a reason to 

approach a low rank superior, 204 respondents in the director condition who did not cite 

accessibility/availability as a reason to approach the high rank superior, and 7 respondents in the 

director condition who did cite accessibility/availability as a reason to approach a high rank 

superior. A Pearson’s chi-square test was run to examine the difference in explanations given by 

target condition, collapsed across the superior power condition. The chi-square test of association 

indicates that these frequencies were significantly different, X2 (1, N = 437) = 13.96, p < .001, 

suggesting that accessibility/availability was used more often to explain the occurrence of going 

to the direct supervisor than the occurrence of going to a high-ranking superior. 

 Relational Considerations 

 The fifth reason that emerged was relational considerations. The first component of this 

reason is having rapport, familiarity/comfort, or a sense of trust with a superior. For instance, one 

participant described, “Sometimes it is easier to talk to someone you regularly interact with or 

get to know on a more personal level than the ‘head boss.’” The second component of this reason 

is fear of retaliation or fear of damaging a relationship. For example, one participant said, “If 
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she/he went to me first, then the direct supervisor might have felt left out of the process and 

might resent the employee.” The third component of this reason is having an existing negative 

relationship with a superior, such as feelings of dislike or lack of trust. To justify approaching a 

high-ranking superior, one participant stated, “They may not get along well with their direct 

supervisor.” This sample included 153 respondents in the supervisor condition who did not cite 

relational considerations as a reason to approach a low rank superior, 73 respondents in the 

supervisor condition who did cite relational considerations as a reason to approach a low rank 

superior, 184 respondents in the director condition who did not cite relational considerations as a 

reason to approach the high rank superior, and 27 respondents in the director condition who did 

cite relational considerations as a reason to approach a high rank superior. A Pearson’s chi-

square test was run to examine the difference in explanations given by target condition, collapsed 

across the superior power condition. The chi-square test of association indicates that these 

frequencies were significantly different, X2 (1, N = 437) = 23.52, p < .001, indicating that 

relational considerations was used more often to explain the occurrence of going to the direct 

supervisor than the occurrence of going to a high-ranking superior. 

 Confidence in the Suggestion 

 The sixth reason that emerged was confidence in the suggestion. The first component of 

this reason is having high confidence in the suggestion, or a sense that the idea is valuable and 

important. To justify skipping over a direct supervisor, one participant said, “The associate 

probably did it because they thought it was incredibly important.” The second component of this 

reason is having low confidence in the suggestion, or feeling unsure about its value and seeking 

feedback from others. For instance, one participant thought an employee would share a 

suggestion with a low-ranking superior “To feel out his idea and make sure its a good idea”, and 
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another participant seconded that it is “Best to bounce the idea off of someone lower before 

going to the top.” 210 respondents in the supervisor condition did not cite confidence in the 

suggestion as a reason to approach a low rank superior, and 16 respondents in the supervisor 

condition did cite confidence in the suggestion as a reason to approach a low rank superior, 195 

respondents in the director condition did not cite confidence in the suggestion as a reason to 

approach the high rank superior, and 16 respondents in this condition did cite confidence in the 

suggestion as a reason to approach a high rank superior. A Pearson’s chi-square test was run to 

examine the difference in explanations given by target condition, collapsed across the superior 

power condition. The chi-square test of association indicates that these frequencies were not 

significantly different, X2 (1, N = 437) = .04, p = .840, perhaps because feeling confidence about 

the suggestion is cited more often to explain going to a high-ranking superior than going to the 

direct supervisor, and having low confidence in the idea is cited more often to explain going to 

the direct supervisor than going to a high-ranking superior.  

 Implementation 

 The seventh reason that emerged was implementation, or whether the superior would 

“take the suggestion seriously”, whether the superior would respond positively, or successfully 

implement the suggestion. This reason also encompasses the superiors’ qualifications or ability 

to implement the suggestion. For instance, a participant in the direct supervisor condition said, 

“The executive director probably has more power than I do and as a result the associate thought 

his idea would most likely be implemented if he went to the executive director.” 194 respondents 

in the supervisor condition did not cite implementation as a reason to approach a low rank 

superior, 32 respondents in the supervisor condition did cite implementation as a reason to 

approach a low rank superior, 142 respondents in the director condition did not cite 
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implementation as a reason to approach the high rank superior, and 69 respondents in this 

condition did cite implementation as a reason to approach a high rank superior. A Pearson’s chi-

square test was run to examine the difference in explanations given by target condition, collapsed 

across the superior power condition. The chi-square test of association indicates that these 

frequencies were significantly different, X2 (1, N = 437) = 23.52, p < .001, indicating that 

implementation was used more often to explain the occurrence of going to a high-ranking 

superior than the occurrence of going to the direct supervisor. 

Discussion 

 In sum, Study 1 addresses why an employee might share a suggestion with one superior 

and not another. The results suggest that receiving recognition for the suggestion, minimizing 

bureaucracy, and concerns about implementation are cited more often to explain the occurrence 

of going to a high-ranking superior than going to the direct supervisor, and respect for hierarchy, 

accessibility/availability, and relational considerations are cited more often to explain the 

occurrence of going to the direct supervisor than a high-ranking superior. Having high 

confidence in the suggestion may be cited more often to explain the occurrence of going to a 

high-ranking superior than going to the direct supervisor, and having low confidence in the idea 

is cited more often to explain the occurrence of going to the direct supervisor than going to a 

high-ranking superior.  

 In analyzing the quantitative data from Study 1, I found that high-ranking superiors were 

equally willing to implement a suggestion as low-ranking superiors (Hypothesis 1), but both 

high-ranking and low-ranking superiors thought it was less appropriate to go to a high-ranking 

superior with an idea compared to a low-ranking superior (Hypothesis 2). I also found that 

employees who skipped over low-ranking superiors and voiced to high-ranking superiors were 
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perceived by both low-ranking and high-ranking superiors as more competent than employees 

who voiced to low-ranking superiors (Hypothesis 3A). I also found that employees who skipped 

over low-ranking superiors and spoke up to high-ranking superiors were perceived as less warm 

than employees who voiced to low-ranking superiors (Hypothesis 4A), but only low-ranking 

superiors’ perceptions of the employees’ warmth decreased. However, Study 1 did not take the 

gender of the employee into consideration, which has been shown to influence perceptions 

related to warmth and competence (Abele, 2003; Eagly & Steffen, 1986). Therefore, my aims in 

Study 2 were to replicate the Study 1 findings and to test whether male and female employees 

who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-ranking superiors will be perceived by 

superiors as equally competent (Hypothesis 3B) and test whether female employees who skip 

over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-ranking superiors are perceived as even less warm 

than their male counterparts (Hypothesis 4B). 

Study 2 

Methods 

 Participants 

 We preregistered a target sample of 800 participants or 100 participants per condition. 

Ultimately, data was collected from 782 participants recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk 

(Paolacci & Chandler, 2014). To reduce the risk of unreliable data from artificial intelligence or 

bot-generated responses, participants were required to complete a captcha verification at the 

beginning of the study to be eligible to participate (Chambers & Nimon, 2016). Participants were 

paid US$.50 for completing a 15-min survey. The sample was predominately White (70%), 

approximately half of the participants were female (52%), and participants’ ages ranged from 18 
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to 71 with an average age of 35. The participants were randomly assigned to one of the eight 

conditions. 

 Procedure 

 The experiment used experimental vignette methodology (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). 

Participants imagined they were in a scenario in which an employee approaches them or decided 

to approach another superior about a new service the company could offer. Participants read the 

following vignette from the perspective of either a low-ranking or high-ranking superior (low-

ranking superior wording in brackets).  

Part 1 
“Imagine you are an executive director [a supervisor] at Smith & Sampson. The department you 
manage [work in] employs 100 employees and 10 supervisors whom the employees report to 
directly. As executive director, you [The executive director] oversee[s] the performance of 
everyone within your department and ensure[s] all objectives are being met. The supervisors [As 
a supervisor, you] oversee the performance of their [your] direct reports and report to you [the 
executive director].  

Each junior associate works closely with his/her direct supervisor, so they [you] interact 
regularly. You [The executive director] see[s] the junior associates occasionally around the 
office, but you [the executive director] usually interact with their supervisors.” 
 
Part 2 
One day, a junior associate from your department has an idea. Rather than [come to you] go to 
his [her] direct supervisor [the executive director], he [she] decides to come to you [the 
executive director OR the direct supervisor]. The junior associate suggests a new service that 
your company could offer to clients [Later, [the executive director OR [his OR her] direct 
supervisor] tells you that the junior associate suggested a new service that your company could 
offer to clients]. None of your competitors have thought to offer this service, and if the service is 
popular with clients, it could bring in significantly more business to your company.  
 
After reading the vignette, participants were asked to answer a series of questions about (1) their 

perceptions of the employee who shared the suggestion, which contained our key dependent 

variables (e.g. warmth and competence); (2) implementation (e.g. willingness to endorse the 

suggestion and the appropriateness and effectiveness of approaching the target); (3) why an 

employee would share a suggestion with one person and not another; (4) demographic 
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information. To demonstrate comprehension of the scenario, participants also completed three 

attention checks. One question asked participants to recall their job position in the scenario, 

another asked the participants to recall who the employee shared the suggestion with in the 

scenario, and the final question asked participants to recall the employee’s suggestion. For each 

question, participants selected the correct answer from three multiple-choice options. Participants 

who answered incorrectly were required to change their answer to the correct option before 

proceeding. 

 Measures 

 Participants rated the junior associate on twelve traits randomly presented using a 7-point 

Likert scale (1- Not at all to 7- Extremely). Competence was assessed with an index that 

consisted of six items (α = .90; e.g. efficient, skillfull). Warmth was assessed with an index that 

consisted of six items (α = .94; e.g. good-natured, sincere) This measure of warmth and 

competence differed from Study 1; items were added and deleted to reflect warmth (friendly, 

well-intentioned, and trustworthy were added and tolerance was dropped) as well as competence 

(capable, efficient, and skillful was added and competitive was dropped) (Fiske et al., 2002). 

These changes resulted in higher reliability, particularly for the competence scale. Participants 

also completed a 3-item index measuring the participants’ willingness to endorse the employee’s 

suggestion. Specifically, participants reported their willingness to seriously consider the 

suggestion, their willingness to implement, and their willingness devote resources to its 

implementation, such as time or money (𝛼 =.87). Each item was measured on a 7-point Likert 

scale (1- Extremely unlikely to 7- Extremely likely). The commitment required to endorse the 

suggestion increases with each item, from merely considering the suggestion to allocating 

valuable resources, thereby capturing the nuances of implementation. Participants completed a 2-
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item index measuring the appropriateness of sharing a suggestion with the target and addresses 

whether employees would likely approach the target in practice. Specifically, participants rated 

how appropriate and how acceptable it was for the employee to share his/her suggestion with the 

target (𝛼 =.92). Each item was measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1- Strongly disagree to 7- 

Strongly disagree). Participants also completed a 2-item index measuring the effectiveness of 

sharing a suggestion with the target. Specifically, participants rated whether going to the target 

was the most effective way to have the suggestion implemented and that the target would 

implement the suggestion successfully (𝛼 =.90). Each item was measured on a 7-point Likert 

scale (1- Strongly disagree to 7- Strongly disagree).	 

Results 

 Manipulation check 

 All participants completed a manipulation check of power. Participants in all conditions 

completed the item “How powerful are you in the scenario?”, measured on a 7-point Likert scale 

(1- Not at all powerful to 7- Extremely powerful). An analysis of variance test indicated that the 

mean power for the high-ranking superior manipulation (M = 6.29, SD = 0.98) and the low-

ranking superior (M = 4.78, SD = 1.21) were significantly different, F(1, 780) = 366.61, p < 

.001). Thus, the results indicate that the manipulation of superior power was effective.   

 Competence 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of the target of the voice on perceptions of the 

employee’s competence, F(1, 778) = 4.05, p = .045, η2 = .005, indicating that employees 

targeting the executive director in the vignette were perceived to be less competent compared to 

employees targeting the direct supervisor. There was not a significant main effect of superior 
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power on perceptions of the employee’s competence, F(1, 778) = .080, p = .778, meaning that 

participants in the high-ranking superior condition and participants in the low-ranking superior 

condition viewed the employee similarly in terms of competence. There was also a significant 

interaction, F(1, 778) = 4.14, p = .042, η2 = .005. The results suggest that employees who 

skipped over low-ranking superiors and voiced to high-ranking superiors were perceived as less 

competent by participants in the low-ranking superior condition (M = 5.49, SD = 0.97) compared 

to employees who followed the chain of command (M = 5.76, SD = 0.93), t(778) = 2.01, p = 

.045, and participants in the high-ranking superior condition perceived employees who voiced to 

low-ranking superiors (M = 5.65, SD = 0.87) and employees who voiced to high-ranking 

superiors (M = 5.65, SD = 0.92) as similarly competent, t(778) = .282, p = .778. Because we had 

predicted that participants in all conditions would rate the employee who spoke up to the high-

ranking superior as more competent, Hypothesis 3A was not supported.  

 Warmth 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of superior power on perceptions of the 

employee’s warmth, F(1, 778) = 17.69 p < .001, η2 = .022, suggesting that participants assigned 

to the executive director condition rated employees as more warm compared to those assigned to 

the direct supervisor condition. I also found a significant main effect of the target of the voice on 

perceptions of the employee’s warmth, F(1, 778) = 126.77, p < .001, η2 = .140, indicating that 

low-ranking superiors who were the targets of voice rated the employees as more warm 

compared to high-ranking superiors who were the targets of voice. Finally, I found a significant 

interaction, F(1, 778) = 65.08, p < .001, η2 = .077. As predicted, employees who skipped over 

low-ranking superiors and spoke up to high-ranking superiors were perceived by low-ranking 



 38 

superiors as less warm (M = 4.16, SD = 1.20) compared to employees who did not skip (M = 

5.60, SD = 0.95), t(733) = 11.21, p < .001. High-ranking superiors thought employees who 

skipped over low-ranking superiors (M = 5.08, SD = 1.04) and employees who targeted the low-

ranking superiors (M = 5.31, SD = 0.96) were similarly warm, t(733) = 4.19, p < .001. Thus, the 

results provide support for Hypothesis 4A.  

 Gender 

 Considering perceptions of the employee’s competence, a 2 (target of voice: executive 

director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low rank) X 2 (employee gender: male, 

female) ANOVA did not reveal a significant main effect of employee gender on perceptions of 

the employee’s competence, F(1, 774) = 1.04, p = .309, meaning that the participants in the high-

ranking superior condition and participants in the low-ranking superior condition viewed both 

male and female employees similarly in terms of competence. There was not a significant 2 

(target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (employee gender: male, female) ANOVA, 

F(1, 774) = .42, p = .519, meaning that participants in the high-ranking superior condition rated 

male and female employees similarly in terms of competence and participants in the low-ranking 

superior condition rated male and female employees similarly in terms of competence. However, 

there was a significant 2 (superior power: high rank, low rank) X 2 (employee gender: male, 

female) ANOVA, F(1, 774) = 5.46, p = .020, η2 = .007, suggesting that participants in the high-

ranking superior condition rated female employees who spoke up as less competent (M = 5.60, 

SD = 0.93) than male employees (M = 5.69, SD = 0.85), and participants in the low-ranking 

superior condition rated female employees who spoke up as more competent (M = 5.74, SD = 

0.96) than male employees (M = 5.52, SD = 0.95). There was not a significant three-way 

interaction, F(1, 774) = 1.78, p = .183, meaning that the gender of the employee did not have any 
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effect on our finding that employees who skipped over low-ranking superiors and voiced to high-

ranking superiors were perceived as less competent by participants in the low-ranking superior 

condition, and they were viewed as equally competent by participants in the high-ranking 

superior condition compared to employees who followed the chain of command. Because we had 

predicted that male and female employees who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to 

high-ranking superiors would be perceived by superiors as equally competent, Hypothesis 3B 

was not supported.  

 Considering perceptions of the employee’s warmth, a 2 (target of voice: executive 

director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low rank) X 2 (employee gender: male, 

female) ANOVA did not reveal a significant main effect of employee gender on perceptions of 

the employee’s warmth, F(1, 774) = .46, p = .309, meaning that the participants in the high-

ranking superior condition and participants in the low-ranking superior condition viewed both 

male and female employees similarly in terms of warmth. There was not a significant 2 (target of 

voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (employee gender: male, female) ANOVA, F(1, 774) = 

.10, p = .519, meaning that participants in the high-ranking superior condition rated male and 

female employees similarly in terms of warmth and participants in the low-ranking superior 

condition rated male and female employees similarly in terms of warmth. However, there was a 

significant 2 (superior power: high rank, low rank) X 2 (employee gender: male, female) 

ANOVA, F(1, 774) = 4.69, p = .031, η2 = .006, indicating that participants in the executive 

director condition rated males higher in warmth (M = 5.25, SD = 0.96) compared to participants 

in the direct supervisor condition (M = 4.79, SD = 1.31), and participants in the executive 

director condition had similar perceptions of female employees’ warmth (M = 5.14, SD = 1.06) 

as participants in the direct supervisor condition (M = 5.01, SD = 1.28). There was not a 
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significant three-way interaction, F(1, 774) = .048, p = .183, meaning that the gender of the 

employee did not have any effect on our finding that employees who skipped over low-ranking 

superiors and voiced to high-ranking superiors were perceived only by low-ranking superiors as 

less warm compared to employees who voiced to low-ranking superiors. Because we had 

predicted that female employees who skip over low-ranking superiors and voice to high-ranking 

superiors would be perceived as even less warm than their male counterparts, Hypothesis 4B was 

not supported.  

 Implementation 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of the target of the voice on implementation, 

F(1, 778) = 12.96, p < .001, η2 = .016, indicating that low-ranking superiors who were actually 

approached by the employee with a suggestion were more willing to implement compared to 

high-ranking superiors who were approached. However, there was not a significant main effect 

of superior power on implementation, F(1, 778) = .01, p = .923, suggesting that participants 

assigned to the executive director condition and those assigned to the direct supervisor condition 

demonstrated equal willingness to implement an employee’s suggestion, and there was not a 

significant interaction, F(1, 778) = .012, p = .914. Thus, the results provide support for 

Hypothesis 1. 

 Appropriateness 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of target of voice on appropriateness, F(1, 778) 

= 18.01, p < .001, η2 = .023, indicating that targeting a high-ranking superior was viewed by 

participants as less appropriate compared to targeting a low-ranking superior. I also found a 
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significant main effect of superior power on appropriateness, F(1, 778) = 106.25, p < .001, η2 = 

.120, indicating that participants in the low-ranking superior thought it was more appropriate to 

approach them with a suggestion compared to participants in the high-ranking superior 

condition. There was not a significant interaction, F(1, 778) = .884, p = .347. These results 

suggest superiors rate it as less appropriate to go to a high-ranking superior with a suggestion 

compared to a low-ranking superior, supporting Hypothesis 2.		

	 Effectiveness 

 A 2 (target of voice: executive director, supervisor) X 2 (superior power: high rank, low 

rank) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of superior power on effectiveness, F(1, 778) = 

82.75, p < .001, η2 = .096, indicating that participants in the low-ranking superior condition 

thought approaching a low-ranking superior would lead to a more successful outcome and 

participants in the high-ranking superior condition thought approaching a high-ranking superior 

would lead to a less successful outcome. There was not a significant main effect of the target of 

the voice on effectiveness, F(1, 778) = 1.25, p = .263, meaning that participants thought 

approaching the executive director and approaching the direct supervisor condition would be 

equally effective. There was also a significant interaction, F(1, 778) = 25.40, p < .001, η2 = .032, 

suggesting that low-ranking superiors who were targeted believed they would lead to a more 

successful outcome (M = 5.89, SD = 1.16) than low-ranking superiors who were not targeted (M 

= 5.29, SD = 1.25), and high-ranking superiors who were targeted believed they would lead to an 

equally successful outcome (M = 4.89, SD = 1.50) as high-ranking superiors who were not 

targeted (M = 4.51, SD = 1.52), t(745) = 9.11, p < .001. 

General Discussion 
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 The goal of this study was to offer insight into how rank influences superiors’ reactions 

to voice in terms of willingness to implement the suggestion and perceptions of the employee. 

Research has clearly demonstrated that employees who speak up can face both informal and 

formal sanctions (Cortina & Magley, 2003). However, I demonstrate that there can be both 

positive and negative outcomes that result from skipping over a low-ranking superior and 

speaking up to a high-ranking superior. I provide a mechanism through which superiors sanction 

employees who speak up to skip-level leaders (i.e., warmth perceptions) and a mechanism 

through which employees may benefit (i.e., competence perceptions). Further, I demonstrate the 

ways in which the formal power level of the superior influences how they react to voice, both in 

terms of endorsement of the suggestion and their resulting perceptions of the employee. I assert 

that although the formal power level of the superior does not influence their willingness to 

implement the suggestion, superiors of all ranks believe that it’s more appropriate to approach 

the low-ranking superior with a suggestion.  

 In addition to the main findings summarized above, I considered exploratory questions 

about superiors’ attributions for why employees speak up to one superior rather than another. 

Our qualitative data suggests that different attributions are made based on the rank of the 

superior who is targeted. For example, one common reason participants cited to explain skipping 

over a low-ranking superior was to get credit for the suggestion and to reap rewards of its 

success, including opportunities for promotions. This reason was rarely cited to explain 

approaching a low-ranking superior with a suggestion.  

 In Study 2, I also considered how the gender of the employee influences superiors’ 

warmth and competence perceptions after he/she speaks up. Based on the effects of gender on 

warmth and competence impressions (Cuddy et al., 2004), it was possible that female employees 
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would face greater backlash in terms of warmth or competence perceptions than male employees. 

I tested the role of gender by inserting gendered pronouns (i.e. “He” or “She”) into the vignettes 

and into several items, including attention checks. Participants in the high-ranking superior 

condition and participants in the low-ranking superior condition viewed both male and female 

employees similarly in terms of warmth and competence. Study 2 also partially replicated the 

results from Study 1: we found in both studies that voice directed to high-ranking superiors 

lowered low-ranking superiors’ perceptions of the warmth of the employee who spoke up, but 

there were mixed findings in terms of perceptions of the employee’s competence.  

Perceptions of the Employee	

 The present research offers a novel perspective on superiors’ perceptions of employees 

who speak up with a suggestion. The employee voice literature has focused on the employee 

perspective, including various reasons why employees choose to remain silent rather than bring 

forth a suggestion (Morrison & Milliken, 2014). Here, I concentrated instead on the superior 

perspective because superiors have the formal authority to act on a suggestion (Detert and Burris, 

2007; Detert and Treviño, 2010). It is also the first study to theorize and show the effect of voice 

behavior on superiors’ warmth and competence perceptions of employees. As expected, the 

results show that employees who skipped over a low-ranking superior and voiced to a high-

ranking superior were perceived by low-ranking superiors as less warm compared to employees 

who followed the chain of command. I also found an unexpected difference between low-ranking 

and high-ranking superiors; employees who skipped over low ranking superiors and voiced to 

high ranking superiors were not perceived as less warm by high-ranking superiors. I found mixed 

results in terms of competence. In Study 1, the results indicated that employees who voice to 

skip-level leaders are rated as more competent than employees who follow the chain of 
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command, regardless of the formal power level of the superior. In contrast, participants in Study 

2 who approached the high-ranking superior were rated as less competent by low-ranking 

superiors and high-ranking superiors rated these employees as equally competent compared to 

employees who followed the chain of command. These results in Study 2 we unexpected given 

our findings in Study 1. However, the lack of consistent findings may be attributable to 

conflation between competence and agency. Agency consists of two components, 

competence/efficiency and motivation/assertiveness (Abele, Cuddy, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2008). In 

contrast, competence consists solely of the ability to carry out intent and does not take intentions 

or motives into account (Fiske et al., 2002). Agentic traits from the competence measure in Study 

1, such as competitiveness (Schwartz, 1992), were dropped from the measure in Study 2 and 

additional traits reflecting competence, including efficiency and capability, were added to the 

measure of competence. Thus, our findings for competence in Study 1 may have been conflated 

with agency, but our findings were not conflated with agency in Study 2, which could account 

for the different results in Study 1 and Study 2.   

Perceptions of the Suggestion 

 Our theory and findings on superiors’ perceptions of voice and their endorsement of the 

suggestion contribute to the broader employee voice literature in two ways. First, this work 

considers a phenomenon that has received little attention in the voice literature—voice directed 

to skip-level leaders who are two to five levels above the employee. By considering superiors of 

two different ranks, we could highlight similarities and key differences between the two. The 

results suggest that one key difference is appropriateness. Participants in the high-ranking 

superior condition thought it was less appropriate to approach them with a suggestion compared 

to participants in the low-ranking superior condition. A second key difference is perceived 
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effectiveness; the results indicate that superiors thought approaching a low-ranking superior 

would lead to a more successful outcome in terms of endorsement and implementation than 

approaching a high-ranking superior. Second, little attention has been paid in the voice literature 

to how recipients of voice respond to the suggestions they receive in terms of endorsement and 

implementation of the suggestion. The results suggest that superiors of different power levels are 

equally willing to implement. In both Study 1 and Study 2, high-ranking superiors and low-

ranking superiors demonstrated equal willingness to seriously consider, implement, and devote 

resources (i.e. time, money) to implement an employee’s suggestion. 	

Limitations and Future Directions 	

	 Several limitations of this research should be noted. One limitation is that Studies 1 and 2 

both used hypothetical vignettes, in which participants read a scenario and imagined they were 

superiors. A frequently raised criticism of this method is the potential lack of realism (Hughes & 

Huby, 2002), as the participants in both studies were not actual managers thinking about real 

subordinates. Future research examining the relationship between subordinate voice and leaders’ 

perceptions would address this concern and build upon the results of the present study by using 

field data with actual superiors. Although this approach was useful for demonstrating initial 

support for my hypotheses, additional research will need to be done in live settings to be able to 

make any conclusions about generalizability (Hughes & Huby, 2002). A second limitation is that 

data from both studies was collected from Amazon Mechanical Turk workers. Replicating the 

results using a different source of data would be more compelling and would minimize the 

drawbacks of any one method.  	

 Future research should also examine how voice content impacts the findings reported 

here. Both studies in the present research examined participants’ perceptions of employees who 
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shared suggestion-focused voice. However, the content of employee voice can vary widely, from 

ideas for how to do things differently (suggestion-focused voice) to information about serious or 

potentially serious problems (problem-focused voice) (Morrison, 2011). It is possible that voice 

content influences superiors’ perceptions of employees who speak up in different ways, so future 

research should investigate superiors’ perceptions of employees using problem-focused voice.	

 Finally, future research may examine the perceptions and judgments of other parties in 

voice contexts that were not directly examined here. I limited my investigation to superiors’ 

perceptions of employees, but future studies may consider how peers perceive colleagues who 

voice to high- versus low-ranking targets. Or, other research might examine how approaching a 

skip-level leader affects the high-ranking superior’s perceptions of the low-ranking superior who 

was skipped over. 	

Conclusion	

 Employees must not only decide when to speak up, but to whom. Prior studies have 

demonstrated that employees often have multiple people that they could approach with a 

suggestion, and the present research demonstrates that this array of superiors have similar 

willingness to endorse and implement, regardless of formal rank. However, the present research 

also suggests that employees should be deliberate when selecting a target to approach with a 

suggestion to minimize the potential costs of voicing (e.g., decreased warmth perceptions) and 

maximize the benefits (e.g., increased competence perceptions) and the likelihood of 

endorsement, which is the main goal of employees who speak up. Specifically, these 

experimental studies provide evidence that voice behavior can influence superiors’ perceptions 

of the employee who speaks up, and that these perceptions are influenced by the formal rank of 

the superior. The content of the voice matters, but it must be shared with the ‘right’ person.	
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APPENDIX 
 

Table 1: Superiors’ Attributions for Selecting Different Targets of Voice 
 

  Director Targeted Supervisor Targeted 
Attributions N Yes Yes 

% 
No No 

% 
Yes Yes 

% 
No No 

% 
Recognition 437 114 26 97 22 9 2.1 217 50 

Minimizing Bureaucracy 437 15 3.4 196 45 5 1.1 221 51 
Respect for Hierarchy 437 2 .46 209 48 129 30% 97 22 

Accessibility/Availability 437 7 1.6 204 47 30 6.9 196 45 
Relational 

Considerations 
437 27 6.2 184 42 73 17 153 35 

Confidence in 
Suggestion 

437 16 3.7 195 45 16 3.7 210 48 

Implementation 437 69 16 142 32 32 7.3 194 44 
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Figure 1: Perceptions of Warmth in Study 1 
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Figure 2: Perceptions of Warmth in Study 2 
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Figure 3: Perceptions of Competence in Study 2 
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