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Abstract Despite burgeoning interest in employee
silence, there are still significant gaps in our understanding

of (a) the antecedents of employee silence in organizations

and (b) the implications of engaging in silence for
employees. Using two experimental studies (Study 1a,

N = 91; Study 1b, N = 152) and a field survey of full-time

working adults (Study 2, N = 308), we examined overall
justice as an antecedent of acquiescent (i.e., silence moti-

vated by futility) and quiescent silence (i.e., silence moti-

vated by fear of sanctions). Across the studies, results
indicated that overall justice is a significant predictor of

both types of silence in organizations. Furthermore, Study

2 indicated that the implications of silence extend beyond
the restriction of information flow in organizations to

include employee outcomes. Specifically, acquiescent

silence partially or fully mediated the relationship between
overall justice perceptions and emotional exhaustion, psy-

chological withdrawal, physical withdrawal, and perfor-

mance. Quiescent silence partially mediated these
relationships, with the exception of performance. The

theoretical and practical implications of these findings for
both the justice and silence literatures are discussed.

Keywords Employee silence ! Acquiescent silence !
Quiescent silence ! Fairness ! Overall justice !
Performance

The night before the tragic Challenger launch of 1986, a
group of contractor engineers met with NASA officials in an

emergency meeting. Despite having full knowledge of faulty

O-rings on the shuttle, the engineers chose to remain silent
rather than formally objecting and delaying the launch. The

following morning, the O-rings disintegrated during takeoff,

leading to the subsequent shuttle explosion and death of
seven crewmembers (Vaughan 1998). Similar instances of

silence have also been documented in major corporate

scandals such as Enron (Premeaux 2003) and WorldCom
(Akhigbe et al. 2005), where employees had knowledge of

the illegal and unethical practices of their employers but

chose to withhold this information. Although these exam-
ples highlight severe cases of employee silence and its

potential ramifications, this phenomenon is extremely per-

vasive within organizations. Milliken et al. (2003), for
instance, found that 85 % of managers and professionals had

withheld critical organizational information. Furthermore,

silence can encompass a range of issues associated with
organizational functioning, from relatively innocuous (e.g.,

knowledge of weak processes) to more serious concerns
(e.g., illegal behaviors) (Van Dyne et al. 2003).

Despite burgeoning interest in employee silence, there

are significant gaps in our understanding of this phenom-
enon (cf. Brinsfield et al. 2009). First, relatively little is

known about the antecedents of employee silence in

organizations. Although it has been theorized that fairness
perceptions can be associated with employee silence, few

studies have empirically examined these relationships.1 We

address this gap by examining overall justice perceptions
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1 An exception is Tangirala and Ramanujam’s (2008) study which
found that general silence behavior was predicted by the interaction
between employees’ procedural justice perceptions and group-level
procedural justice climate.

123

J Bus Ethics (2013) 116:251–266

DOI 10.1007/s10551-012-1467-3

Author's personal copy



as an antecedent of employee silence. Exploring fairness in

this context is important because substantial evidence
suggests that fairness is a critical factor that affects a wide

array of employee attitudes and behaviors within organi-

zations (Cohen-Charash and Spector 2001; Colquitt et al.
2001). Furthermore, fairness can be practically addressed

through organizational interventions (e.g., Cropanzano

et al. 2007; Skarlicki and Latham 1996). Thus, identifying
fairness as an antecedent may present opportunities to

prevent and/or manage employee silence.

Second, although it has been theorized that the impli-
cations of employee silence extend beyond the restriction

of information flow in organizations to employee outcomes

(Pinder and Harlos 2001), no empirical studies have tested
these relationships. We examine the mediating role of

silence in the relationship between overall justice percep-

tions and four employee outcomes: emotional exhaustion,
psychological withdrawal, physical withdrawal, and per-

formance. By addressing this gap, we aim to provide a

more comprehensive understanding of the implications of
employee silence within organizations, which can ulti-

mately help organizations manage this phenomenon more

effectively.
Third, although silence has been conceptualized as a

multidimensional construct (Pinder and Harlos 2001; Van

Dyne et al. 2003), empirical research has focused on gen-
eral silence behavior rather than specific types of silence.

We address this gap by examining acquiescent silence (i.e.,
silence motivated by futility) and quiescent silence (i.e.,

silence motivated by fear). By exploring these specific

types of silence, we are able to test theoretical propositions
that have yet to be empirically explored including the role

of overall justice as an antecedent of acquiescent and

quiescent silence as well as whether these types of silence
have differential effects on employee outcomes.

We explore our research questions across three studies.

The purpose of Studies 1a and 1b was to examine overall
justice as an antecedent of employee silence (i.e., acqui-

escent and quiescent silence) using an experimental design.

In Study 2, we used a survey to re-examine the relationship
between overall justice and acquiescent/quiescent silence

in a field sample of working adults. We also examine

the mediating roles of acquiescent and quiescent silence in
the relationship between overall justice perceptions and

employee outcomes.

Theoretical Background

Employee silence has been conceptualized as an individ-

ual-level behavior (e.g., Pinder and Harlos 2001) and as an

organizational-level phenomenon (e.g., how collective
silence behavior emerges in groups of employees; e.g.,

Morrison and Milliken 2000). Given our emphasis on

individual employees (i.e., why some individuals choose to
engage in silence and the consequences of these behaviors

for individuals), we draw on Pinder and Harlos’s (2001)

definition of employee silence as ‘‘the withholding of any
form of genuine expression about the individual’s behav-

ioral, cognitive and/or affective evaluations of his or her

organizational circumstances to persons who are perceived
to be capable of effecting change or redress’’ (p. 334).

Although it is often assumed that employee silence is
the opposite of employee voice, theoretical and empirical

evidence supports the distinctiveness of these constructs

(e.g., Brinsfield et al. 2009; Detert and Edmondson 2011;
Kish-Gephart et al. 2009; Tangirala and Ramanujam 2008;

Van Dyne et al. 2003). There are several key distinctions

between voice and silence. First, there are different moti-
vations behind voice and silence; employee voice is typi-

cally a pro-social behavior that is motivated by the desire

to express ideas, information, and opinions about work
improvements or the desire for change (Hirschman 1970),

whereas employee silence can be motivated by self-pro-

tection or the desire to avoid futile effort (Van Dyne et al.
2003). Second, the phenomenological experience of voice

and silence differ (Pinder and Harlos 2001). For example,

failing to voice because one lacks ideas is a different
phenomenological experience than actively withholding

information because one fears the consequences associated

with expressing ideas (Detert and Edmondson 2011).
Third, voice and silence have been theorized to have dif-

ferent antecedents and consequences (e.g., Van Dyne et al.

2003). For example, having a proactive personality can
increase voice because these individuals are more likely to

identify opportunities for improvement. However, this

personality type may be less relevant for silence because
silence is not associated with the number of ideas one has,

but rather the withholding of one’s evaluations because of

the constraints in the situation (Kish-Gephart et al. 2009).
Fourth, adopting a silence perspective can identify addi-

tional barriers and boundary conditions that can enhance

our understanding of other organizational phenomena. For
instance, to enhance organizational learning, managers not

only need to encourage people to voice their ideas but also

identify what is preventing people from doing so (Ed-
mondson 2002, 2003). Taken together, these differences

highlight (a) the value of examining employee silence as a

distinct construct and (b) that it is important not to assume
that what is understood about voice applies to silence and

vice versa (cf. Detert and Edmondson 2011).

Although employee silence can be motivated by a
variety of factors (e.g., organizational politics), Pinder and

Harlos (2001) argued that fairness can be particularly

influential in the emergence of acquiescent and quiescent
silence. Acquiescent silence is a passive behavior that is
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motivated by an employee’s feelings of futility and/or

beliefs that expressing information will not be heard by the
organization or result in meaningful change (Pinder and

Harlos 2001). For example, if an employee withholds

information about a dangerous work environment because
he or she does not believe that the organization will address

the problem, then the employee is engaging in acquiescent

silence. In this sense, acquiescent silence can be concep-
tualized as a behavioral representation of learned help-

lessness (Seligman 1975).
Quiescent silence, in contrast, is a self-protective or

defensive behavior that occurs when an employee pur-

posely withholds information to avoid negative repercus-
sions (Pinder and Harlos 2001). Unlike acquiescent,

quiescent silence is proactive by nature; it involves a

consideration of viable alternatives and the decision to
remain silent is motivated by the desire to protect the self

from external threats (Van Dyne et al. 2003). For example,

if an employee has knowledge of a supervisor who has
been engaging in fraudulent trading practices and pur-

posely withholds this information for fear of retaliation

(e.g., job loss, denial of promotion, etc.), then the employee
is engaging in quiescent silence.

Overall Justice as a Predictor of Silence

Organizational justice refers to people’s perceptions of

fairness within organizational contexts (cf. Greenberg
1987). Justice researchers have further conceptualized these

perceptions as event-based (i.e., assessments of the fairness

of specific events) versus entity-based (i.e., assessments of
the fairness of a person/organization across time and situa-

tions; Cropanzano et al. 2001). Furthermore, whereas some

researchers have explored specific justice dimensions (e.g.,
distributive, procedural, interpersonal, and informational;

Colquitt 2001), others have focused on overall justice

judgments (e.g., Ambrose and Schminke 2009).2

We focus on entity-based overall justice (hereafter

referred to as overall justice) because it has a number of

advantages for our research questions. First, by emphasizing
individuals’ perceptions across time and situations, entity-

based overall justice perceptions are more stable and can

provide a better indication of how employees generally
behave (Cropanzano and Byrne 2000; Holtz and Harold

2009). Second, overall justice can be more appropriate when

global outcomes (e.g., performance) are being considered
(Colquitt and Shaw 2005). Given our interest in exploring

relatively broad employee outcomes, this approach allows

us to match the level of specificity between our predictors
and outcomes. Third, although individuals can distinguish

between the different dimensions of justice, overall per-

ceptions can provide the most complete and accurate
depiction of how individuals make and use justice judg-

ments and it is these overall perceptions that ultimately drive

behavior (Ambrose and Schminke 2009; Jones and Martens
2009; Lind 2001a, b; Tornblom and Vermunt 1999). Finally,

it is common for researchers to make identical predictions
for the various justice dimensions (Kernan and Hanges

2002; Liao and Rupp 2005). Thus, focusing on overall jus-

tice can allow for more parsimonious explanations while not
sacrificing understanding.

We propose that overall justice can be an important

antecedent of silence because it serves psychological needs
related to acquiescent and quiescent silence. Specifically,

justice can address instrumental (i.e., justice serves eco-

nomic interests), relational (i.e., justice can affirm indi-
viduals’ identity, value, and/or group status), and moral

concerns (i.e., justice upholds moral standards and norms).

Furthermore, justice can fulfill psychological needs related
to control, belonging, self-esteem, and meaningful exis-

tence (Cropanzano et al. 2001; Rupp 2011).

We argue that fairness can enhance individuals’ belief
that they can make meaningful change in their environment,

thereby decreasing acquiescent silence (i.e., silence moti-

vated by feelings of futility). Specifically, individuals who
feel fairly treated are more likely to believe that they can

effectively influence their environment (cf. instrumental

model; Thibault and Walker 1975) and that they are valued
by the organization and have the standing necessary to

provide valuable input (cf. relational model; Lind and Tyler

1988). Furthermore, justice can enhance individuals’ feel-
ings of control because it suggests that their actions have the

potential to create meaningful change. Taken together, we

hypothesize that overall justice will be negatively related to
acquiescent silence because justice can fulfill critical psy-

chological needs that reduce perceived futility (i.e., that the

organization will dismiss their concerns).

Hypothesis 1 Individuals will be less inclined to engage

in acquiescent silence when they experience high, rather
than low, levels of overall justice.

With respect to quiescent silence (i.e., silence motivated

by a fear of repercussions), individuals can have a natural
fear of challenging authority because higher status group

members typically have the ability to punish those who

threaten their position (e.g., by taking away resources,
inflicting social harm; Kish-Gephart et al. 2009). This fear

can be associated with feelings of apprehension (Rachman

1990) and anxiety about ones’ ability to cope with the
situation (Bandura 1986). We argue that fairness can

2 Overall justice has been assessed using the individual justice
dimensions to create a latent overall justice factor (i.e., variance
accounted for approach; e.g., Barclay and Kiefer 2012) and by
directly assessing overall justice (e.g., Ambrose and Schminke 2009).
Furthermore, overall justice can reflect an event- or entity-based
approach (e.g., Ambrose and Schminke 2009; Lind 2001a).
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decrease quiescent silence for two reasons. First, justice

can decrease the fear associated with challenging authori-
ties by signaling to employees that they are valued mem-

bers of the organization (cf. relational model; Lind and

Tyler 1988) and that the organization is moral and will act
in ways that value human dignity and self-worth (cf.

deontic model; Folger 1998). This can diminish the fear

underlying quiescent silence by reducing the perceived
threat of the situation (Kish-Gephart et al. 2009). Second,

individuals who have been fairly treated have had positive
past experiences with their authorities. This can provide

individuals with a sense of efficacy and controllability that

can enhance their belief that they will be able to cope with
potentially threatening situations (Kish-Gephart et al.

2009). In contrast, challenging authorities is more likely to

instill fear in employees when they perceive low fairness in
their organization because it can be a threatening situation

that may be associated with personal repercussions. Thus,

employees in these environments may be more likely to
prioritize their own interests and self-protection by

remaining silent. Taken together, we propose that overall

justice is negatively related to quiescent silence because
justice can diminish the perceived threat associated with

challenging authority and fulfill critical psychological

needs (e.g., control, belongingness, and esteem) that
enhance individuals’ belief that they can effectively cope

with the situation.

Hypothesis 2 Individuals will be less inclined to engage
in quiescent silence when they experience high, rather than

low, levels of overall justice.

Studies 1a and 1b

Method

Sample and Procedure

Participants were recruited through a research pool at a
business school in Canada and received course credit for

their participation. Study 1a consisted of 91 participants

(57 % male; average age = 21 years, SD = .65 years)
and Study 1b consisted of 152 participants (59 % male;

average age = 20 years; SD = 3.35 years). We used sce-

narios to test our hypotheses. Participants were asked to
imagine themselves as the employee in the scenario. In both

studies, participants were randomly assigned to either a high

or low overall justice condition (see Appendices A and B for
the full scenarios). With the exception of the manipulation,

the information provided was identical across the condi-

tions. To increase the generalizability of our findings, Study
1a focused on a relatively innocuous organizational issue

(i.e., improving the organization’s storage system), whereas

Study 1b examined a more serious organizational issue (i.e.,
a serious violation of health and safety policies in a meat-

processing plant that could cause illness and/or death).

Measures

Unless otherwise indicated, participants responded to a
5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to

a great extent). Items were averaged to form the measures.

Manipulation Check We measured overall justice with a

shortened version of Ambrose and Schminke’s (2009)

Perceived Overall Justice Scale (three-items; e.g., ‘‘For the
most part, this organization treats its employees fairly’’).

Employee Silence Parker et al.’s (2009) scale was used to

measure acquiescent (5-items; ‘‘My view would make no
difference,’’ ‘‘My view would be dismissed,’’ ‘‘No one

would take much notice of my concerns,’’ ‘‘There is a lack of

time or opportunity,’’ and ‘‘I am not confident about the
idea’’) and quiescent silence (5-items; ‘‘I would not want to

hurt my career,’’ ‘‘I would not want to damage my reputa-

tion,’’ ‘‘I would not want to hurt my position in the team,’’
‘‘I would not want to be seen as difficult or rude,’’ and

‘‘I would not want to damage my relationship with others’’).

Parker et al. (2009) followed Hinkin’s (1995, 1998) three-
stage scale development and validation process to create the

scale. With respect to item generation, the authors used the

critical incident technique and existing theory to develop the
items (e.g., Pinder and Harlos 2001; Van Dyne et al. 2003).

A panel of 15 judges subsequently evaluated these items for

clarity, ambiguity, and consistency with the theoretical
definitions. This ensured that the motives underlying

acquiescent (i.e., futility) and quiescent silence (i.e., fear)

were embedded within each item. With respect to scale
development and evaluation, the authors used four separate

samples to conduct exploratory and confirmatory analyses

as well as establish the psychometric properties of the scales.
The resulting scales demonstrated a consistent factor struc-

ture and good psychometric properties (e.g., reliabilities [
.70). Given the nature of the scenarios, we made minor
modifications to these scales. In Study 1a, we eliminated

‘‘I am not confident about the idea’’ from the acquiescent

scale because our scenario depicted a situation in which the
individual was confident that the idea had merit and we

wanted to prevent confounding our manipulation with the

dependent measure. In Study 1b, we changed the item
wording to refer to ‘‘concerns’’ rather than ‘‘views’’ and

‘‘ideas.’’ We also added two items to the quiescent silence

measure to better reflect the scenario (‘‘I would not want to
create negative consequences for myself’’ and ‘‘I would not

want to get in trouble’’). The question stem was:
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‘‘Considering the situation at hand, please indicate the

extent to which these factors influenced your ultimate deci-
sion about whether to [say something or withhold your

storage system idea; Study 1a]/[speak up about this issue;

Study 1b]’’. Cronbach’s alphas for acquiescent silence
(Study 1a, a = .71; Study 1b, a = .83) and quiescent silence

(Study 1a, a = .86; Study 1b, a = .88) met acceptable

thresholds (cf. Cronbach 1951).

Control Variable We controlled for gender given that

previous research has found gender differences in the
degree and type of silence that can occur (Harlos 2010;

Pinder and Harlos 2001).

Results

Table 1 displays the means, reliabilities, and correlations for
Studies 1a and 1b. Given the relative newness of our silence

measures, we conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA)

to ensure that overall justice, acquiescent silence, and qui-
escent silence were distinct. Results supported a three-factor

model in both studies (see Table 2 for full results).

Prior to examining our hypotheses, we tested the effec-
tiveness of our manipulations. Participants in the high

overall justice condition rated overall justice to be signifi-

cantly greater than those in the low overall justice condition
in both Study 1a (M = 4.35, SD = .53 vs. M = 2.08,

SD = .73, respectively, F(1,89) = 275.50, p \ .001) and

Study 1b (M = 4.50, SD = .46 vs. M = 1.80, SD = .63,
respectively, F(1,151) = 794.91, p \ .001). Thus, our

manipulation had its intended effect in both studies.

Results for H1 indicated that participants in the high
justice condition were less likely to engage in acquiescent

silence than participants in the low justice condition for

both Study 1a (M = 2.24, SD = .77 vs. M = 3.13,
SD = .80, respectively, F(1,90) = 28.60, p \ .001) and

Study 1b (M = 1.72, SD = .56 vs. M = 2.58, SD = .85,

respectively, F(1,151) = 48.55, p \ .001). Thus, H1 was
supported for both studies.

Results for H2 indicated that participants in the high

justice condition were less likely to engage in quiescent
silence than participants in the low justice condition for

both Study 1a (M = 2.77, SD = .93 vs. M = 3.14,

SD = .91, respectively, F(1,90) = 3.71, p = .06) and
Study 1b (M = 2.96, SD = .98 vs. M = 3.38, SD = .92,

respectively, F(1,151) = 7.61, p \ .01). Thus, H2 was

supported for both studies.

Discussion

Despite the strong theoretical association between overall

justice, acquiescent silence, and quiescent silence, our
study was the first to empirically examine these relation-

ships. Our findings indicate that overall justice can be an

important antecedent of employee silence; that is, indi-
viduals were less likely to engage in both acquiescent and

quiescent silence when overall justice was perceived as

high versus low. Furthermore, these effects were demon-
strated for a relatively innocuous (Study 1a) and a more

serious organizational issue (Study 1b).

Although Studies 1a and 1b demonstrated that fairness
can be associated with acquiescent and quiescent silence,

the relationships were explored in a controlled environment

and may have been limited by the artificial nature of the
study design (i.e., a scenario with undergraduate partici-

pants). Thus, it remains unclear (a) whether these rela-

tionships generalize to actual working environments with
full-time employees and (b) how engaging in acquiescent

and quiescent silence affects employees. To address these

questions, we conducted Study 2 using a field survey with a
sample of employees from a broad range of industries and

occupations.

Study 2

Although research has focused on the effects of silence on

organizational outcomes, theory suggests that acquiescent

Table 1 Study 1a and 1b: Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations

Study 1aa Study 1bb

M SD 1 2 3 4 M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Overall justice 3.17 1.31 (.89) 3.11 1.47 (.94)

2. Acquiescent silence 2.70 .89 -.51** (.71) 2.16 .82 -.44** (.83)

3. Quiescent silence 2.95 .93 -.13 .41** (.86) 3.16 .95 -.18* .55** (.88)

4. Gender .57 .50 -.16 -.03 -.19 (–) .59 .49 -.34** .02 .00 (–)

Note Reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) are shown on the diagonal in parentheses. Gender is coded 1 = Male, 0 = Female
a N = 91 (no missing data)
b N = 152 (no missing data)

*p \ .05. **p \ .01
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and quiescent silence are also likely to have detrimental
consequences for employees (Pinder and Harlos 2001).

In this study, we explore the mediating role of acquiescent

and quiescent silence in the relationship between overall
justice and four employee outcomes: emotional exhaustion,

psychological withdrawal, physical withdrawal, and

performance. These outcomes were selected because they
have established theoretical and empirical relationships

with justice (e.g., Colquitt et al. 2001; Cropanzano and

Wright 2011).

Overall Justice as a Predictor of Employee Outcomes

Emotional exhaustion has been defined as the emotional

depletion that occurs when emotional demands exceed
an individual’s resources (Maslach and Jackson 1982).

According to conservation of resource theory, employees

possess a limited number of resources to cope with the
demands of their jobs (Hobfoll 1989). Emotional exhaus-

tion can occur when individuals feel that these resources

have been depleted (Wright and Cropanzano 1998). Feel-
ing fairly treated, however, can build individuals’ resources

and their ability to cope with job demands. In other words,

justice perceptions are negatively related to emotional
exhaustion because justice fulfills psychological needs

(e.g., control, belonging, and self-esteem), which can

enhance employees’ ability to cope with the demands of
their workplace (Cropanzano and Wright 2011).

We also explore psychological withdrawal, physical

withdrawal, and performance. Psychological withdrawal

refers to cognitive disengagement from the work situation
including thinking of being absent or daydreaming,

whereas physical withdrawal is defined as behavioral

disengagement from the work situation including leaving
work early (Lehman and Simpson 1992). Theoretically,

justice has been related to these behaviors in several ways.

First, similar to emotional exhaustion, individuals may
experience increased withdrawal and decreased perfor-

mance as a way to manage or conserve their resources

(Hobfoll 1989). However, justice can build individuals’
resources and ability to cope with job demands, which can

decrease their tendency to withdraw and increase their

ability to perform. Second, from a social exchange per-
spective, employees who feel fairly treated can feel com-

pelled to reciprocate fair treatment with increased positive
behaviors (performance) and fewer negative behaviors

(withdrawal) (Cropanzano et al. 2001).

The Mediating Role of Acquiescent Silence

People have a strong need for control over their immediate
environment and the decisions that affect them (Parker

1993). One avenue that this need can be met is through the

belief that employees can influence their organization by
expressing their ideas and opinions (Lind and Tyler 1988).

However, acquiescent silence occurs when employees

resign themselves from this possibility (Pinder and Harlos
2001). In other words, acquiescent silence is a behavioral

indication that one’s needs for control and meaningful

existence are not being fulfilled. Previous research has

Table 2 Study 1a, 1b, and 2: Confirmatory factor analyses (overall justice, acquiescent silence, and quiescent silence)

Item v2 p df CFIa RMSEAa v2 Difference testb

Study 1a

Three-factor modelc 84.46 ** 51 .95 .06

Two-factor modeld 131.02 ** 53 .87 .09 46.56; Ddf = 2, p \ .001

One-factor model 231.14 ** 54 .71 .14 146.68; Ddf = 3, p \ .001

Study 1b

Three-factor modelc 154.51 ** 84 .95 .07

Two-factor modeld 347.05 ** 86 .81 .14 192.54; Ddf = 2, p \ .001

One-factor model 721.10 ** 87 .53 .22 566.59; Ddf = 3, p \ .001

Study 2

Three-factor modelc 393.06 ** 130 .94 .08

Two-factor modeld 752.04 ** 132 .85 .13 358.98; Ddf = 2, p \ .001

One-factor model 2352.09 ** 133 .47 .24 1959.03; Ddf = 3, p \ .001

a CFI comparative fit index (values between .90 and .95 indicate average fit, values[. 95 indicate good fit), RMSEA root mean square error of
approximation (smaller values indicate better fit, values should not exceed .08) (Bentler 2004; Browne and Cudeck 1993; Carmines and McIver
1981)
b We used the three-factor model as the comparison
c This model consisted of three factors: overall justice, acquiescent silence, and quiescent silence
d This model consisted of two factors: silence (acquiescent and quiescent) and justice

*p \ .05. **p \ .01
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demonstrated that the strain that arises when these needs

are not fulfilled can deplete individuals’ physical and
mental resources (Hobfoll 1989; Parker 1993). Thus, we

argue that acquiescent silence can deplete resources that

are needed to cope with workplace demands because
individuals must devote resources towards managing

feelings of resignation and futility (Bakker and Demerouti

2007; Demerouti et al. 2001).
Building on this argument, we propose that acquiescent

silence can (a) be associated with employees’ emotional
exhaustion, psychological withdrawal, physical with-

drawal, and performance and (b) serve as a mechanism that

can help explain the relationship between overall justice
and employee outcomes. Specifically, we argue that the

strain associated with managing the sense of futility can

detract from employees’ ability to cope with emotional
demands, thereby making them more susceptible to feel-

ings of emotional exhaustion (Hobfoll 1989; Maslach and

Jackson 1982). In terms of withdrawal, employees can
psychologically and physically withdraw to cope with the

lack of control and feelings of resignation. In other words,

employees may attempt to remove or withdraw themselves
from the stress associated with this futility to conserve

their resources (Parker 1993). In terms of performance, the

perceived inability to influence one’s environment can
distract employees from the task at hand and reduce their

capacity to focus effectively on their work, which can

reduce performance (Gilboa et al. 2008). We predict partial
mediation given that previous research has identified other

mechanisms that can potentially play a role in these rela-

tionships (e.g., Barclay et al. 2005; Rupp and Cropanzano
2002) and partial mediation is the norm in psychological

research (Baron and Kenny 1986),

Hypothesis 3 Acquiescent silence partially mediates the

relationship between overall justice perceptions and emo-

tional exhaustion (H3a), psychological withdrawal (H3b),
physical withdrawal (H3c), and performance (H3d).

The Mediating Role of Quiescent Silence

We also propose that quiescent silence can act as a

mechanism linking overall justice and employee outcomes.
Quiescent silence is a behavioral indication that one’s

needs for safety and belonging are not being fulfilled

(Pinder and Harlos 2001). This can be a source of strain for
individuals. However, in contrast to acquiescent silence,

the strain associated with quiescent silence emerges from

the active inhibition required to protect oneself rather than
the need to manage feelings of resignation. By consuming

valuable psychological and emotional resources, this

inhibition can have implications for the individual (e.g.,
Pennebaker and Beall 1986).

With respect to emotional exhaustion, individuals must

allocate psychological and emotional resources towards
actively refraining from expressing their views and pro-

tecting themselves. Through this depletion of resources,

individuals can find it more difficult to manage the demands
in their work environment, which can increase emotional

exhaustion. In terms of withdrawal, individuals may psy-

chologically and physically withdraw to protect themselves
as well as cope with the stress associated with the experience

(Leiter 1991). Finally, in terms of performance, quiescent
silence can deplete cognitive and emotional resources

required to perform and distract the employee from engag-

ing in the task at hand (Gilboa et al. 2008). Taken together,
we argue that quiescent silence can serve as one mechanism

that can help explain the relationship between overall justice

and employee outcomes. Similar to acquiescent silence, we
hypothesize partial rather than full mediation.

Hypothesis 4 Quiescent silence partially mediates the

relationship between overall justice perceptions and emo-
tional exhaustion (H4a), psychological withdrawal (H4b),

physiological withdrawal (H4c), and performance (H4d).

Method

Sample and Procedure

Participants were recruited with the assistance of Zoo-

merang—an online data collection service that caters to
educational, non-profit, and market research—and received

Zoomerang points for online purchases. Researchers in a

number of domains have used this service including
organizational behavior (e.g., Swimberghe et al. 2011) and

psychology (e.g., Inbar et al. 2009). Online data collection
has been found to produce similar quality data as compared

to traditional paper and pencil collection but it provides

access to more diverse and representative samples that
are less bounded by geography, demographics, industry, or

occupation (e.g., Gosling et al. 2004).

Participants were full-time employees from the United
States and came from a broad range of companies

and occupations including customer service (14.8 %),

administration (12.9 %), teaching (9.4 %), manufacturing
(8.7 %), financial (8.1 %), information technology (6.5 %),

marketing (1.6 %), human resources (1.6 %), and other

occupations such as construction, government, and health
care (36.4 %). Our sample consisted of 75.2 % employees

and 23.5 % managers (1.3 % undisclosed). No significant

differences were observed for rank or industry.
Participants completed two online surveys related to their

workplace experiences. At Time 1, participants completed a

questionnaire for our predictor and demographic variables
(N = 495). One month later (Time 2), participants were
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re-contacted and asked to complete a second questionnaire

that assessed the mediating and outcome variables. Our final
sample consisted of 308 participants who responded at both

time periods. The attrition rate between Time 1 and 2 was

38 %, which is considered relatively low for this type of
sample (Baruch 1999; Visser 1982). In our final sample, the

average participant was 43 years of age and had been

employed at their company for 9.6 years. The sample was
52 % male and 83 % Caucasian. There were no significant

demographic differences between individuals who only
completed Time 1 and those who completed both time

periods.

Measures

Overall Justice Perceptions were measured with Ambrose
and Schminke’s (2009) scale (six items; e.g., ‘‘Overall, I’m

treated fairly by my organization’’). Responses ranged

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The
question stem was: ‘‘Thinking back on the last six months

in your job/work, indicate the extent to which you agree

with the following statements.’’3

Acquiescent and Quiescent Silence were measured with

the same scales as Study 1b. The question stem was:

‘‘In the workplace, staff put forward opinions, views, or
information to help improve the situation. However, we all

experience times where we hold back on putting forward

our view even though it might be helpful to the organiza-
tion. For example, we say we ‘‘agree’’ with things even

though we don’t really, we keep quiet when we have an

idea or suggestion, or we don’t draw attention to someone
else’s mistake. Take a moment to think about why you most

often hold back your ideas, opinion, or information in your

workplace…’’ Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (very
often why I hold back my view). Cronbach’s alphas for

acquiescent silence (a = .82) and quiescent silence

(a = .88) met acceptable thresholds (cf. Cronbach 1951).
Emotional Exhaustion was measured using the Maslach

Burnout Inventory sub-scale (nine-items; e.g., ‘‘I feel like

I’m at the end of my rope’’; Maslach and Jackson 1982).
Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 6 (every day). The

question stem was: ‘‘Please indicate how often you have

experienced the given statement in the past month at your
workplace.’’

Withdrawal was measured with scales from Lehman

and Simpson (1992) that assessed psychological with-
drawal (six items; e.g., ‘‘In the last month, how often did

you put less effort into the job than you should?’’) and

physical withdrawal (three items; e.g., ‘‘In the last month,
how often did you leave work early without permission?’’).

Responses ranged from 1 (very infrequently) to 5 (very

frequently).
Performance was assessed with Robinson’s (1996) scale

(two items; ‘‘How would you/your employer rate your own

performance.’’ Responses ranged from 1 (very poor) to 7
(excellent). The question stem was: ‘‘Thinking back on the

last month.’’

Control Variables Consistent with Studies 1a and 1b, we

controlled for gender.

Results

Table 3 displays the means, reliabilities, and correlations.

Confirmatory factor analyses supported the distinctiveness

of overall justice, acquiescent silence, and quiescent
silence (see Table 2 for full results) as well as our depen-

dent variables (see Table 4 for full results).

To test H1 and H2, we conducted hierarchical regression
analysis following Aiken and West’s (1991) procedures.

Specifically, gender (our control variable) was entered in

Step 1 and overall justice was entered in Step 2 of the
regression.4 Results indicated that overall justice signifi-

cantly predicted acquiescent silence (b = -.36, p \ .01)

and quiescent silence (b = -.16, p \ .05, see Table 5 for
full results). H1 and H2 were supported.

To test our mediation hypotheses (H3 and H4), we

followed procedures from Baron and Kenny (1986). To
establish mediation, three conditions must be met: (a) the

predictor (overall justice) must be related to the criterion

variable (e.g., emotional exhaustion, psychological with-
drawal, physical withdrawal, and performance); (b) the

predictor must be related to the mediator (e.g., acquiescent

or quiescent silence); and (c) when the criterion variable is
regressed on both the predictor and mediator variables, the

mediator must be related to the criterion variable and the

strength of the predictor must drop in comparison to the
first condition. Full mediation occurs when the relationship

between the criterion and outcome variable becomes non-

significant when the mediator variable is entered into the
equation; partial mediation occurs when this relationship

3 This time frame was chosen to ensure that participants were able to
report entity-based judgments (i.e., they had sufficient time to develop
evaluations that reflected their fairness judgments across time and
situations).

4 We also conducted these analyses using transformations to enhance
the normality of our outcome variables (cf. Cohen et al. 2003).
Although the R2 values increased, all of our general results remained
the same. We present our results without these transformations to
minimize problems that can arise when data transformation is used,
including introducing complexities into the data and creating
interpretation issues (cf. Cohen et al. 2003; Draper and Smith 1998).
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drops, but remains significant (Baron and Kenny 1986). We

used Sobel’s (1988) test (z) to establish the significance of

the indirect effect.5

Results for H3 indicated that acquiescent silence

partially mediated the relationship between overall justice

perceptions and emotional exhaustion (H3a) and psycho-
logical withdrawal (H3b). Hypotheses 3a and 3b were

supported. Results indicated that acquiescent silence fully

mediated the relationship between overall justice percep-
tions and physical withdrawal (H3c) and performance

(H3d). Given that we hypothesized partial mediation but

Table 3 Study 2: Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Overall justice 4.71 1.44 (.91)

2. Acquiescent silence 2.73 .87 -.36** (.82)

3. Quiescent silence 3.10 1.02 -.16** .64** (.88)

4. Emotional exhaustion 2.87 1.33 -.46** .51** .43** (.95)

5. Psychological withdrawal 2.29 .87 -.31** .34** .25** .49** (.76)

6. Physical withdrawal 1.78 .84 -.16** .28** .27** .32** .69** (.87)

7. Performance 5.41 1.05 .13* -.25** -.10 -.21** -.26** -.32** (.75)

8. Gender .53 .50 .00 -.02 -.12* -.03 .06 .20** .12* (–)

Note Reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) are shown on the diagonal in parentheses. Gender is coded 1 = Male, 0 = Female. N = 301–308;
correlations are based on pairwise deletion

*p \ .05. **p \ .01

Table 4 Study 2: Confirmatory factor analyses (outcome variables)

Item v2 p df CFIa RMSEAa v2 Difference testb

Four-factor modelc 406.18 ** 141 .93 .08

Three-factor modeld 470.72 ** 144 .92 .09 64.54; Ddf = 3, p \ .001

Two-factor modele 978.00 ** 146 .79 .14 571.82; Ddf = 5, p \ .001

One-factor model 1125.99 ** 147 .75 .15 719.81; Ddf = 6, p \ .001

a CFI comparative fit index (values between .90 and .95 indicate average fit, values[.95 indicate good fit), RMSEA root mean square error of
approximation (smaller values indicate better fit, values should not exceed .08) (Bentler 2004; Browne and Cudeck 1993; Carmines and McIver
1981)
b We used the four-factor model as the comparison
c This model consisted of four factors: emotional exhaustion, psychological withdrawal, physical withdrawal, and performance
d This model consisted of three factors: emotional exhaustion, withdrawal (psychological and physical), and performance
e This model consisted of two factors: one general factor (emotional exhaustion, psychological withdrawal, physical withdrawal) and
performance

*p \ .05. **p \ .01

Table 5 Study 2: Regression
analyses of overall justice
predicting acquiescent and
quiescent silence

*p \ .05. **p \ .01

Variable Acquiescent silence Quiescent silence

b SE b b SE b

Step 1

Gender -.04 .10 -.02 -.24 .12 -.12*

R2 = .00 R2 = .01

Step 2

Gender -.03 .10 -.02 -.23 .12 -.12*

Overall justice -.22 .03 -.36** -.12 .04 -.16*

R2 = .13 R2 = .04

DR2 = .13 DR2 = .03

5 We also tested the interactive effects of acquiescent and quiescent
silence in predicting our outcome variables. None of the interactions
approached significance. In the interests of parsimony, we focus on
the main effects.
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found full mediation, H3c and H3d were only partially

supported (see Tables 5 and 6).
Results for H4 indicated that quiescent silence partially

mediated the relationship between overall justice percep-

tions and emotional exhaustion (H4a), psychological
withdrawal (H4b), and physical withdrawal (H4c). How-

ever, quiescent silence did not significantly mediate the

relationship between overall justice perceptions and per-
formance (H4d). H4a, H4b, and H4c were supported,

whereas H4d was not supported (see Tables 5 and 6).

Discussion

In Study 2, we re-examined overall justice as a predictor of

acquiescent and quiescent silence and extended our investi-

gation to explore the mediating role of acquiescent and qui-
escent silence in the relationship between overall justice and

employee outcomes. Several important findings emerged.

First, consistent with our results from Studies 1a and 1b,
overall justice was negatively related to both acquiescent and

quiescent silence. These findings lend further support to our

argument that fairness fulfills psychological needs that can
influence employees’ decisions regarding whether to engage

in acquiescent or quiescent silence.

Second, both acquiescent and quiescent silence served

as explanatory mechanisms between overall justice and
employee outcomes (with the exception of quiescent

silence and performance). This supports our general

hypothesis that the consequences of employee silence can
extend beyond organizational outcomes to include impli-

cations for employee well-being and performance. Taken

together, when individuals perceive low levels of fairness,
they may withhold information either because they believe

that expressing the information is futile (acquiescent
silence) or they are fearful of the consequences (quiescent

silence). In turn, these forms of silence can be associated

with negative consequences for employees.
Finally, an unexpected result from Study 2 was the lack

of a significant relationship between quiescent silence and

performance (Hypothesis 4d). In hindsight, this makes
sense. Specifically, employees who are afraid of reper-

cussions may also be reticent to reduce their performance,

even when their resources have been depleted. That is, if
employees engage in quiescent silence to maintain their

personal safety, they may also be motivated to maintain

performance levels for the same reasons. This supports
the importance of examining acquiescent and quiescent

silence separately because of their differential effects with

Table 6 Study 2: Mediation analyses for acquiescent and quiescent silence

Variable Emotional Exhaustion Psychological Withdrawal Physical Withdrawal Performance

b SE b b SE b b SE b b SE b

Step 1

Gender -.08 .15 -.03 .11 .10 .06 .34 .10 .20** -.24 .12 -.12*

R2 = .00 R2 = .00 R2 = .04 R2 = .01

Step 2

Gender -.07 .14 -.03 .11 .10 .07 .34 .10 .20** -.22 .12 -.12

Overall justice -.43 .05 -.46** -.19 .03 -.31** -.10 .03 -.16** .10 .04 .14*

R2 = .22 R2 = .10 R2 = .07 R2 = .03

DR2 = .22 DR2 = .10 DR2 = .03 DR2 = .02

Step 3 (acquiescent)

Gender -.05 .12 -.02 .12 .09 .07 .35 .09 .21** -.25 .12 -.12*

Overall justice -.30 .05 -.32** -.13 .03 -.21** -.04 .03 -.07 .04 .04 .05

Acquiescent silence .61 .08 .40** .27 .06 .27** .25 .06 .26** -.29 .07 -.24**

R2 = .35 R2 = .16 R2 = .12 R2 = .08

DR2 = .13 DR2 = .06 DR2 = .05 DR2 = .05

Sobel z score -5.29** -3.84** -3.62** 3.61**

Step 3 (quiescent)

Gender -.04 .13 -.02 .16 .09 .09 .39 .09 .23** -.26 .12 -.13*

Overall justice -.37 .04 -.40** -.17 .03 -.27** -.07 .03 -.12* .09 .04 .12*

Quiescent silence .48 .06 .36** .18 .05 .21** .23 .05 .28** -.10 .06 -.10

R2 = .34 R2 = .14 R2 = .14 R2 = .04

DR2 = .12 DR2 = .04 DR2 = .08 DR2 = .01

Sobel z score -2.81** -2.30* -2.51* 1.46

*p \ .05. **p \ .01
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employee outcomes (cf. Pinder and Harlos 2001; Van Dyne

et al. 2003). Future research should further explore the
differential relationships of acquiescent and quiescent

silence with other behavioral outcomes.

General Discussion

Despite being a prevalent phenomenon in organizations

(Milliken et al. 2003), there are still significant gaps in our
understanding of employee silence (Brinsfield et al. 2009).

To refine our understanding of employee silence behavior,

we explored acquiescent and quiescent silence—two types
of silence that have been theorized but have received

limited empirical study. The results of our studies provided

empirical support for the distinction between these types of
silence and the role of overall justice as an antecedent of

both acquiescent and quiescent silence. Furthermore, these

types of silence not only had significant implications for
employees but also had differential effects on employee

outcomes, which supports the importance of exploring both

types of silence behavior. The theoretical significance of
our research is threefold.

First, silence scholars are still trying to uncover the

antecedents of employee silence in the workplace
(Premeaux and Bedeian 2003; Van Dyne et al. 2003). Our

results demonstrate that overall justice perceptions are an

important antecedent for both acquiescent and quiescent
silence. This suggests that organizations may prevent

employee silence by managing fairness in the workplace.

This, in turn, can enhance the flow of information in
organizations, support organizational learning, and enable

organizations to act on issues at an early stage before they

turn into more serious organizational issues (cf. Edmond-
son 2002, 2003). This finding is also significant for the

justice literature. Overall justice is a relatively new con-

struct and few empirical studies have examined its utility as
an independent variable (cf. Ambrose and Schminke 2009;

Holtz and Harold 2009). Our results support the contention

that overall justice can predict outcomes in a parsimonious
manner. Thus, focusing on overall justice may increase the

likelihood that justice can be integrated with other research

domains (cf. Ambrose and Arnaud 2005; Ambrose and
Schminke 2009). However, future research should care-

fully consider the research question being addressed when

deciding how to assess justice and match the specificity of
justice (i.e., specific dimensions vs. overall justice) with

that of the outcome (i.e., the differential effects approach;

Ambrose and Arnaud 2005; Ambrose et al. 2007).
Second, although the implications of employee silence

have typically focused on organizational consequences

(e.g., organizational learning; Dutton and Ashford 1993;
Glauser 1984), our findings are the first to demonstrate that

acquiescent and quiescent silence can be associated with

detrimental consequences for employees. Specifically,
acquiescent and quiescent silence played a mediating role

in the relationship between overall justice perceptions and

employee outcomes. Although a significant volume of
research has amassed outlining the impact of justice on

employee outcomes, it is not always clear why these rela-

tionships occur. Our results suggest that employee silence
(acquiescent and quiescent) can serve as an explanatory

factor in these relationships. Acquiescent silence partially
or fully mediated the relationships between overall justice

and emotional exhaustion, withdrawal (psychological and

physical), and performance. Quiescent silence also par-
tially mediated the relationship between overall justice

perceptions and these outcomes, with the exception of

performance. Taken together, these findings indicate that
the implications of employee silence go beyond the

restriction of information flow in organizations to include

significant consequences for employees. Although previous
research theorized these effects (e.g., Tangirala and

Ramanujam 2008), this is the first study to our knowledge

that empirically tests these relationships. When combined
with past research, this suggests that employee silence has

the potential to impact organizations via two avenues:

direct effects (i.e., limiting access to critical information;
Morrison and Milliken 2000) and indirect effects (i.e.,

negatively impacting employees). Together, these results

suggest that acquiescent and quiescent silence not only can
be managed but should be managed to minimize the neg-

ative effects on employees and organizations.

Third, our study provides empirical evidence supporting
the different types of employee silence (i.e., acquiescent

and quiescent). Although previous research has theorized

these types of silence (Pinder and Harlos 2001), few studies
have empirically explored these distinctions. Additionally,

our results highlight and support the value of studying

silence as a multidimensional construct (Van Dyne et al.
2003). Specifically, our results indicate that there are

important differences between acquiescent and quiescent

silence (e.g., acquiescent silence was significantly related
to performance whereas quiescent silence was not). Thus,

by exploring the specific types of silence, these differential

effects can be identified thereby enhancing our ability to
predict and understand these behaviors. Future research

should examine the specific types of silence in order to

understand the nuances inherent in employees’ silence
behaviors.

Embracing a multidimensional approach to silence

research also presents a number of additional avenues for
future research. For example, exploring the phenomeno-

logical experience of these types of silence may provide

further insights into the differences between them. That is,
whereas quiescent or fear-based silence may have deep
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evolutionary and learned origins, acquiescent silence may

be more closely related to the situational context at hand
(e.g., whether an authority is able to act on their concerns;

Kish-Gephart et al. 2009). This may have implications for

the outcomes that are relevant for each type of silence, the
duration of these consequences, and the theoretical mech-

anisms underlying these relationships.

Key differences may also emerge as a result of the type
of information being withheld. In other words, different

organizational issues are likely to be associated with
varying levels of futility and fear. For example, employees

might withhold constructive ideas (e.g., how to improve a

performance appraisal system) because they believe that
management will not take the time to implement such a

system (i.e., acquiescent), but this constructive idea is

unlikely to instill a strong sense of fear (i.e., quiescent). On
the other hand, employees might be confident that their

organization will address concerns of a supervisor’s sexual

harassment (i.e., acquiescent), but might withhold this
information because they are fearful of how the supervisor

will respond (i.e., quiescent). Taken together, by carefully

accounting for the different motives underlying silence
behavior, future research may generate further insights into

when these types of silence occur as well as the differential

antecedents and outcomes associated with acquiescent and
quiescent silence.

This research has strengths and limitations. We exam-

ined justice perceptions as an antecedent of acquiescent/
quiescent silence using experimental (Studies 1a and 1b)

and field methodologies (Study 2). In Study 2, we sepa-

rated the collection of the independent and dependent
variables by 1 month to help ensure that overall justice

preceded silence in the workplace. The consistency of

these results across samples and methodologies provides
strong evidence that overall justice can act as an antecedent

of employee silence. However, we are unable to make

causal statements or rule out alternative explanations (e.g.,
other variables in the workplace may be associated with

these relationships). Future research may benefit from

longitudinal designs, which can enhance our understanding
of the causality of these relationships as well as how these

relationships change over time (cf. Ployhart and Vanden-

berg 2010). There may also be important moderators in
these relationships including individual differences (e.g.,

gender and personality characteristics) and contextual

factors (e.g., organizational politics and organizational/
national culture).6

We tested our hypotheses in Studies 1a and 1b with

undergraduate students and scenarios. This strategy was
used to strengthen internal validity by creating a controlled

context for testing our relationships (cf. Aronson and

Carlsmith 1968). We tried to increase psychological real-
ism for our participants by using scenarios that were rele-

vant to their experiences and could be realistically expected

(cf. Carlsmith et al. 1976). We also complemented these
studies with a field survey of full-time employees (Study 2)

to increase external validity and the generalizability of our
findings. Although we sampled employees from a broad

range of occupations and industries, our participants were

American employees who were registered with a data
collection service. Future research should explore these

relationships with other samples and methodologies.

We used measures from Parker et al. (2009) to assess
acquiescent and quiescent silence. Although the measures

demonstrated good psychometric properties and stability in

their factor structures in our samples, we acknowledge the
relative newness of these measures. Further studies are

needed to provide additional evidence supporting the reli-

ability and validity of these scales (cf. Nunnally 1978;
Schwab 1980). Additionally, we collected all of our mea-

sures from the same source (i.e., the employee) in our

studies, which can raise common method bias concerns.
We followed procedures from Podsakoff et al. (2003) to

minimize these concerns in our study designs. For exam-

ple, in Study 2, we randomized scale items, ensured ano-
nymity, and collected the independent and dependent

variables in different time periods. However, the possibility

of common method bias cannot be ruled out.
Finally, although our effect sizes were relatively modest,

these findings are nonetheless relevant because they can be

practically important for employees and organizations.
Specifically, employee silence can be associated with

important consequences that can be detrimental to

employees’ well-being and organizational functioning. To
the extent that an organization has multiple individuals

engaged in silence, it may have pervasive and severe

implications for organizational functioning and perfor-
mance. Furthermore, when employees withhold informa-

tion from organizations it can have potentially devastating

and long-lasting consequences (e.g., Challenger incident,
Enron, etc.). Future research should further explore the

effects of silence within groups and organizations and the

cumulative effects of silence over time.
From a practical perspective, our findings demonstrate

the importance of organizational fairness and employee

silence in the workplace. Specifically, acquiescent and qui-
escent silence can have a number of negative consequences

for employees and, by extension, organizations. Unfortu-

nately, employee silence is unobservable by nature and it is
difficult to evaluate the extent to which employees are

6 Given that previous research has shown that gender can be related
to silence (e.g., Harlos 2010), we controlled for gender in our
analyses. However, we also conducted post hoc analyses to explore
whether gender interacted with acquiescent or quiescent silence in
Study 2, but the results were not significant. Future research should
continue to explore gender as a potential moderator.
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withholding information and ideas in the workplace. How-

ever, our results suggest that an effective strategy to combat
employee silence is to ensure that employees feel fairly

treated by the organization. The justice literature provides

insight into management practices and interventions that can
promote and effectively manage fairness in the workplace.

For example, organizations should ensure that employee

rewards are justified, implement consistent and unbiased
procedures, and treat employees with dignity and respect

(e.g., Ambrose and Schminke 2009; Colquitt et al. 2001;
Cropanzano et al. 2007). Furthermore, training managers in

justice principles can enhance perceptions of fairness in the

workplace, enhance employee well-being, and attenuate
negative employee reactions (Greenberg 2006; Skarlicki and

Latham 1996). Managing fairness effectively can help

ensure that the organization receives the information it needs
to function successfully while at the same time ensuring that

employees are not suffering from the echoes of silence.

Appendix A:
Study 1a Scenario—[High/Low Overall Justice]

You have been working at your co-op placement for about

2 months. During this time, you have made quite a few
observations about how things are run at the organization

and by your supervisor. With respect to the organization,

you have found that employees [usually/seldom] have the
ability to express their views and feelings when decisions

are being made using organizational procedures. Employ-

ees are [also/also not] given the opportunity to influence
the outcomes arrived at by those procedures. The organi-

zation [is careful to ensure/seems careless at ensuring]

that decisions are based on accurate information and the
procedures always include ways that decisions can be

appealed if employees are dissatisfied or feel that some-

thing was overlooked. The organization [has never been/
has been] known to play favorites among employees and

your coworkers agree that the organization’s procedures

have been [ethical/unethical].
During your time at the organization, you have always

felt [fairly/unfairly] treated by Jamie, your direct supervi-

sor. You feel that Jamie [has always/has never] treated you
with dignity and respect. When you speak to each other,

Jamie acts [professionally/unprofessionally] and [never/

frequently] makes inappropriate comments. Additionally,
Jamie has always seemed candid in his communications

with you and when you first arrived at the organization

he gave you a [thorough and reasonable/inadequate and
unreasonable] explanation of your new job. Jamie [always/

never] seems to give you the information that you need in a

timely manner and the information is always [clear and
easy to understand/unclear and confusing].

During your work-term, you have noticed considerable

weaknesses in the organization’s storage system. For
example, there is little structure to the system and boxes are

typically placed wherever there is space in the storage

room. Boxes of products are sometimes placed out on the
floor, but there is no system to determine which products

are placed on the floor and where on the floor they are

located. Just yesterday, it took you 10 min to find one
product, much to the dismay of a waiting customer! You

have an idea for a new storage system that could potentially
remedy a number of the issues with the current system

including making it easier to navigate and reducing the

time it takes to find the product you need. While it would
take some time and resources to officially implement this

system, you believe it will lead to a number of long-term

improvements. The organization will run more smoothly,
and you won’t have to spend so much of your day hunting

down boxes and apologizing to customers!

Now you have to make a decision: Do you approach
Jamie with your idea? Or do you choose to keep your idea

to yourself?

Appendix B:
Study 1b Scenario—[High/Low Overall Justice]

You have held a co-op placement at a local meat processing

company for about 2 months. During this time, you have
noticed that the organization generally treats its employees

[fairly/unfairly]. For example, you have found that employees

[usually/seldom] have the ability to express their views and
feelings when decisions are being made. In general, decisions

are [based/not based] on accurate information and procedures

[always/never] include ways that decisions can be appealed if
employees are dissatisfied or feel that something was over-

looked. The organization [has never/has] been known to play

favorites among employees and your coworkers agree that the
organization generally acts [ethically/unethically]. It also

seems like employees [are/are not] rewarded in a way that

reflects what they contribute on the job.
During your work-term, you have always felt like the

organization has acted [professionally/unprofessionally],

[treating/rarely treating] you with dignity and respect.
The organization [has/has not] been committed to provid-

ing you with any information that you need in a timely

manner and the information is always [clear and easy to
understand/unclear and confusing].

During your work-term, you have noticed that one of

your coworkers, Jamie, routinely neglects the full health
and safety procedures that are required by the Government

Health and Safety Board. Specifically, each shipment of

meat is to undergo extensive tests for cleanliness and
disease. However, Jamie often tests only a small portion of
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the shipment. This clearly violates the policies that must be

followed before the meat is allowed to leave the processing
plant. In your orientation, you were clearly told about the

importance of following these health and safety procedures

and how dangerous spoiled meat can be for both the
organization and its customers.

You are worried that Jamie’s action might result in

someone getting sick or even dying from contaminated
meat. Yesterday, you spoke with Jamie about your con-

cerns during your break together. He told you that con-
ducting full tests are a waste of his time and that he has no

intention of changing his behavior.

Now you have to make a decision: Do you approach
someone who can deal with this situation and address your

concerns? Or do you choose to keep your concerns to

yourself?
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