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Abstract: Employees contribute to the sustainability of organizations in many ways, yet the specific
impact of employee voice on employee performance appraisal, as an element of organization
sustainability, is not clear. Based on the attribution theory, we present a model to investigate the
relationship between employee voice and employee performance appraisal. Using the PLS (Partial
Least Squares) method, we test our model’s hypotheses with 273 dyads of supervisor-employee
questionnaires administered on a branch of a state-owned enterprise in China. The results show
that promotive voice is positively attributed to prosocial motives and constructive motives, while
prohibitive voice is not significantly attributed to prosocial motives and constructive motives.
The attribution of prosocial motives and constructive motives has a significant and positive effect on
employees’ performance appraisal. Moreover, the attribution of prosocial motives and constructive
motives fully mediates the relationship between promotive voice and performance appraisal, but has
no mediating effects on the relationship between prohibitive voice and performance appraisal.

Keywords: promotive voice; prohibitive voice; prosocial motives; constructive motives; performance
appraisal; organization sustainability

1. Introduction

With market competitiveness growing due to deregulation policy and increased business
entrepreneurship in recent years, firms’ external environments have become more and more uncertain,
thereby increasing the difficulty of management decision-making and risking the sustainability of the
organization. A sustainable organization is viewed as more than just enduring but an organization
where employees are actively involved in a continuous process of change; one in which the culture of
the organization embraces different ways of working, relating, and thinking to remain viable [1].

As an important information source for managerial decision-making in an environment of change,
employee voice has the potential to contribute to organizational sustainability. Employee voice refers
to the expression of change-oriented ideas, opinions, and suggestions to a specific target within
the organization with the intent to improve the situation at work [2,3]. First line employees learn
the needs of customers and suppliers, and when these employees use voice to communicate their
knowledge of these stakeholders, voice plays an important role in organizational decision-making.
Bashur & Oc’s (2014) study identifies the value of employee opinion in better decision making, lower
turnover, and innovation in organizations [3]. The absence of employee voice (i.e., silence), may be a
sign that the organization lacks morale and the opportunity to improve is at risk [4].

However, employee voice often questions the current policies and challenges the authority of
decision makers. Therefore, employee voice could potentially damage interpersonal relationships,
especially the relationship between a supervisor and an employee [2,5–7]. This raises an important
and interesting question: how does the employee voice influence employee performance appraisal?
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The impact of employee voice on employee performance evaluation not only affects employee career
development, but also the organization’s ability to deliver value and assure survival of all stakeholders,
including the employees since the employee performance ratings ultimately affect the employees voice
behaviors [8].

Although the contributions of employee voice to group or organizational performance are widely
recognized, it is still not clear whether and how this recognition is reflected in employee performance
evaluations [7]. In existing studies based on the social exchange theory [9], a typical viewpoint
holds that because voice behavior can improve the team or organizational performance, supervisors
should give a positive performance appraisal (i.e., high ratings) to employees who are willing to share
their knowledge, ideas, and opinions for managerial problem solving. This viewpoint is supported
by empirical studies which found that voice behavior is positively associated with the evaluation
of employee performance [3,8,10,11]. In the existing literature, the voice is viewed as an aspect
of citizenship behavior involving innovative suggestions that contribute toward changing existing
practices and leading to improvements [12]. However, others have argued that voice can have
unfavorable impacts on employees due to its challengeable nature. This viewpoint is also supported
by some relevant findings that employee voice has a negative effect on employee career success,
such as salary progression and promotion, implying that employee voice is negatively associated with
employee performance ratings [6,13]. This negative relationship is more likely to occur in societies
with higher power distance (e.g., the east Asian region) [14].

To integrate these competing perspectives and resolve empirical puzzles, researchers have
developed varying theoretical frameworks. Burris (2012) distinguished the types of employee voice,
and found that individuals who use challenging voice are less recognized than those who engage in
supportive voice, and their ideas are less endorsed [15]. Moreover, Burris et al. (2013) emphasized
the role of agreement and disagreement around voice between employees and supervisors [16].
They proposed that agreement around voice between employees and supervisors has a favorable
impact on employees, and disagreement around voice leads to two different outcomes; employees
overestimating (underestimating) their voice relative to their supervisors’ perspective will result in
negative (positive) outcomes.

This paper aims to investigate the impact of employee voice on performance appraisal from the
perspective of supervisor’s attribution of the motives of employee voice. As the attribution theory
suggests, when people observe certain behaviors, people tend to make dispositional attribution on
behaviors that are under the control of the actors [17,18]. In recent years, the attribution perspective has
been widely used in the studies on organizational behavior [19–21]. The extant research has shown that
performance appraisals are significantly influenced by the supervisor’s attribution of an employee’s
motives behind certain behaviors [22,23], implying that when employees make suggestions and/or
present new ideas, their motives will be perceived and attributed by supervisors, thereby influencing
their performance appraisals.

By focusing on supervisor’s attribution of employee motives, this study contributes to the
existing literature that deals with the relationship between employee voice and performance appraisal.
In addition, most existing studies are conducted in the context of the Western culture and hence
all of their conclusions may not hold in other cultures. Our study is based on a Chinese sample
with substantial cultural differences. Specifically, our study is based on data collected from a
state-owned Chinese enterprise, where the employees tend to remain silent due to the hierarchy
structure. Accordingly, our study also aims to consider the external validity of existing results.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 develops the hypotheses on
the linkage between employee voice, supervisor attribution and performance appraisal. Section 3
introduces the methods and data. The empirical results are presented and discussed in Section 4.
Section 5 concludes the paper.
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2. Hypothesis Development

2.1. Motives of Employee Voice

In the early literature, voice is identified as a response to job dissatisfaction, one in which the employee
attempts to change a negative situation rather than escape from it [24]. Later, studies on voice incorporate
the notion that it challenges and upsets the status quo but in a constructive manner [10,25]. For example,
Van Dyne & LePine (1998) define voice as “promotive behavior that emphasizes expression of constructive
challenge intended to improve rather than merely criticize” [10] (p. 109). Van Dyne et al. (2003) broaden
the concept of employee voice by including suggestions as well as concerns [26].

The voice behavior is recognized as a typical organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) [27]. First,
the voice behavior can benefit the unit or group and contribute toward the organization’s sustainability.
Second, employee voice is a discretionary behavior, not directly or explicitly required by the contractual
job requirements. Third, voice is not recognized by the formal reward system [28,29]. Under the
dynamic environment, the organizations need employees to propose more ideas or suggestions,
but which are not employees’ in-role behaviors. Van Dyne, Cummings, and Park’s (1995) classify
the employee voice as a type of “challenging/promotive” OCB [25]. Challenging means that its
focus is changing the status quo, while promotive means that its intention is constructive. Therefore,
compared with other forms of OCB (e.g., helping others), voice is often viewed as a risky and costly
behavior [6,7,28]. Though employee voice is not recognized by the formal reward system, it is likely
to influence the supervisor perceptions, recognition, and rewards over time [28]. This implies that if
the real intentions of the employees are not clearly identified, the employees might be regarded as
troublemakers, which can result in negative performance ratings.

The attribution theory suggests that behavior of individuals is dictated by the underlying
motives [30]. While analyzing the motives of the people who engage in OCB, several existing studies
suggest that motives play a vital role in the interpretation of OCB [28,31–33]. Organ (1988) described
those who perform OCB as “good soldiers”, which implies that the motive behind OCB is purely
altruistic [28]. Bolino (1999), Hui et al. (2000) and Bolino et al. (2006) found that egoistic concerns can
also motivate individuals to perform OCB [31,34,35]. Consistent with the framework of altruistic and
egoistic concerns, Rioux & Penner (2001) identified three types of motives for OCB: (i) prosocial value,
(ii) organizational concern and (iii) impression management [32]. Prosocial value refers to the desire to
be helpful and to build positive relationships with others. Organizational concern involves the desire
of employees to show pride in and commitment to the organization, whereas impression management
is the desire to look good to coworkers and supervisors. Prosocial value and organizational concern
are mainly altruistic. In contrast, impression management focuses on the needs of the employees.

However, Grant & Mayer’s (2009) study suggests that impression management motives
“strengthen the association between prosocial motives and affiliative (initiative) but not challenging
(voice) forms of citizenship” [20] (p. 906). This implies that impression management is indeed a
predictor of affiliative citizenship behavior directing toward other people and the organization but is
not suitable for explaining the voice behavior due to the challenging nature of the employee voice.
Therefore, this paper focuses on prosocial value and organizational concern.

Based on the above discussion, we classify motives for employee voice into two types: (i) prosocial
motives (prosocial values) and (ii) constructive motives (organizational concern). Prosocial motives are
defined as the motives for employee voice that benefits coworkers, colleagues and other organizational
members, while the constructive motives are motives for employee voice that benefits the unit, group
and organization.

The condition for sustained competitive advantage may be present when the motives of employees
match the interest of the firm and these interests or behaviors are expressed through performance
appraisals [36].
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2.2. Attribution of Voice Motives

According to the attribution theory, when employees suggest ideas or give advice to their
supervisors, the supervisors often try to identify the motives behind this behavior. In accordance with
Liang et al. (2012), we separate employee voice into two dimensions: the promotive and prohibitive [37].
Promotive voice refers to employees’ expression of innovative ideas or suggestions for improving
the performance of their organization, while prohibitive voice focuses on the concerns about work
practices and other factors that are harmful to the organization. The motives behind both promotive
voice and prohibitive voice are prosocial and constructive, but promotive voice and prohibitive voice
differ in content and function. Thus, the supervisors are likely to attribute promotive voice and
prohibitive voice differently [28,33,38].

Promotive voice focuses on a future-oriented ideal state that aims to increase the “process gain”
by making things better, which in turn benefits the supervisors and work colleagues. When employees
utilize promotive voice, the altruistic motives behind this behavior can be easily recognized and
interpreted by the supervisors. In contrast, the prohibitive voice, which concentrates on the past or
present-oriented factors that are harmful to organizations, attempts to prevent or reduce the “process
losses”. The prohibitive voice is more challengeable and may result in conflict and misunderstanding
between the employees, colleagues, or supervisors by drawing the organizations’ attention to harmful
factors. Thus, the constructive motive behind prohibitive voice could not be easily identified and
is more likely to be misunderstood as “trouble making”. In addition, the prohibitive voice is more
aggressive in style and tone. It may embarrass the supervisors and increase the perception of threat
from the subordinates. As a result, the prohibitive voice tends to face strong resistance from the
supervisors [15]. This is more so in a cultural setting with high power distance (e.g., in China).
To mitigate the threat and maintain self-respect, the supervisors may be less likely to attribute the
prohibitive voice to prosocial and constructive motive. Thus, we offer the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Promotive voice is positively associated with supervisors’ attribution of prosocial motives.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Promotive voice is positively associated with supervisors’ attribution of constructive motives.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Prohibitive voice is negatively associated with supervisors’ attribution of prosocial motives.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Prohibitive voice is negatively associated with supervisors’ attribution of constructive motives.

2.3. Attribution of the Motives and Performance Appraisal of Employees

Existing research shows that performance appraisal is significantly influenced by supervisor
attribution of employees’ motives for exhibiting certain behaviors [22,23]. Not only the identification
of specific motives, but also the types of attributed motives influence supervisors’ evaluations of
subordinates [11]. Employees with a prosocial motive are perceived as having a strong desire to
help coworkers, a concern for the wellbeing of others, and a desire to build positive relationships
with colleagues, creating a positive organization climate and facilitating interpersonal harmony in
the organization. For example, employees could offer some practical suggestions to resolve the
interpersonal conflicts among colleagues. When supervisors believe that the voice behavior of the
subordinates is driven by an altruistic rather than egoistic motive, they tend to regard the subordinates
as “good citizens”, which results in positive performance appraisal [35,39,40].

Employees with a high constructive motive have a fervent desire and sense of obligation to perform
behaviors that benefits the organization. These employees pay more attention to the organization,
spend extra time at work, and offer useful suggestions to supervisors. As a result, the organization
can function more effectively and plan for the future [37]. According to the social exchange theory [9],
people tend to reciprocate helping behaviors. Supervisors will reward the employees with high
performance ratings when they believe that the organization can benefit from the constructive voice of



Sustainability 2017, 9, 1829 5 of 14

the employees. In societies with a collectivist culture (e.g., China), where people hold group values and
are more concerned about collective interests [41], the attribution of prosocial motives and constructive
motives are more likely to have a positive impact on employees’ performance ratings. This discussion
can be summarized by two hypotheses as follows:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Attribution of prosocial motives is positively associated with performance appraisal.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Attribution of constructive motives is positively associated with performance appraisal.

2.4. Mediating Effect of Attribution of Motives

As discussed above, the motives behind the employee voice cannot be easily identified due to
its challenging nature, and hence the employee performance appraisals are significantly affected by
supervisors’ attribution of the motives. Promotive voice focuses on future-oriented factors and aims to
improve organizational sustainability in new ways [37]. Hence, it is more likely to be attributed to
prosocial motives and constructive motive, which can have a positive impact on employee performance
appraisals. In contrast, the prohibitive voice concentrates on the past or present-oriented factors that
are harmful to organizations, and attempts to prevent the damage. Moreover, the tone of prohibitive
voice is more aggressive. Therefore, prohibitive voice is less likely to be attributed to prosocial motives
and constructive motives, and hence it is likely to have a negative impact on employee performance
appraisals. Based on this discussion, we offer the following hypotheses concerning the mediating
effect of attribution of motives:

Hypothesis 4a (H4a). Attribution of prosocial motives has a mediating effect on the relationship between
promotive voice and performance appraisal.

Hypothesis 4b (H4b). Attribution of constructive motives has a mediating effect on the relationship between
promotive voice and performance appraisal.

Hypothesis 5a (H5a). Attribution of prosocial motives has a mediating effect on the relationship between
prohibitive voice and performance appraisal.

Hypothesis 5b (H5b). Attribution of constructive motives has a mediating effect on the relationship between
prohibitive voice and performance appraisal.

Based on the above hypotheses concerning the relationship among the employee voice, supervisor
attribution of motives, and performance appraisal of employees, we propose a conceptual model,
which is shown in Figure 1.
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3. Methodology and Data

3.1. Sample

The sample of respondents is drawn from a branch of a state-owned enterprise (SOE) in
Guangdong Province of China. Respondents in the dyad questionnaire consist of two groups:
employees and their supervisors. The employees’ questionnaire involves self-evaluation on their
voice (promotive voice, prohibitive voice). The supervisors’ questionnaire involves an evaluation
of the motives of employee voice (prosocial motive and constructive motive) and a rating of
employees’ performance. In this study, we obtain the employees’ self-evaluation and the supervisors’
performance evaluation reports respectively. A total of 297 employees and 50 supervisors returned the
questionnaires. After deleting the invalid questionnaires, we have 273 dyads of valid questionnaires
including 273 employees and 48 supervisors.

Table 1 shows the basic information on respondents. For employees, 49.1% of respondents
are male and 50.9% are female. Males account for 60.4% and females 39.6% of the supervisors.
The respondents are divided into five age groups: under 25 years old (12.4% for employees, 0% for
supervisors), 26–30 (38.5% for employees and 8.3% for supervisors), 31–40 (31.1% for employees
and 56.3% for supervisors), 41–50 (15.4% for employees and 29.2% for supervisors), and over 50 years
old (2.6% for employees and 6.3% for supervisors). Respondents are categorized into three educational
background groups: less than a bachelor degree (37.0% for employees and 16.7% for supervisors),
bachelor’s degree (54.6% for employees and 66.7% for supervisors), and a graduate degree (8.4% for
employees and 16.7% for supervisors). For the tenure of respondents, there are three groups: less
than 3 years (27.1% of employees and 8.3% of supervisor), 4–10 years (46.5% for employees and 16.7%
for supervisors), and more than 10 years (26.4% for employees and 75.0% for supervisors).

Table 1. Background of respondents.

Frequencies Percent (%)

Employees Supervisors Employees Supervisors

Gender

Male 134 29 49.1 60.4
Female 139 19 50.9 39.6

Age

Under 25 34 0 12.4 0
26–30 105 4 38.5 8.3
31–40 85 27 31.1 56.2
41–50 42 14 15.4 29.2
Over 50 7 3 2.6 6.3

Education

Under bachelor degree 101 8 37.0 16.7
Bachelor degree 149 32 54.6 66.6
Graduate degree 23 8 8.4 16.7

Tenure

Under 3 years 74 4 27.1 8.3
4–10 years 127 8 46.5 16.7
Over 10 years 72 36 26.4 75.0

3.2. Measures

The constructs in the questionnaire are measured based on the existing studies. Specifically,
a 5-point Likert scale is used to measure the constructs, with measurements ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. We also collected some demographic information on the subjects
(e.g., age, gender, education background, and tenure).
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Promotive voice (PM). Promotive voice is measured using Liang et al.’s (2012) 5-item scale [37].
Sample items include “I proactively develop and make suggestions for issues that may influence the
unit”, and “I raise suggestions to improve the unit’s working procedure”.

Prohibitive voice (PH). Prohibitive voice is measured using Liang et al.’s (2012) 5-item scale [37].
Sample items include “I advise other colleagues against undesirable behaviors that would hamper job
performance”, and “I dare to voice out opinions on things that might affect efficiency in the work unit,
even if that would embarrass others”.

Prosocial motives (PS). Prosocial motives are measured using Grant’s (2008) 3-item scale [42].
Sample items include “His or her suggestions benefit the coworkers”, and “His or her voice concerns
for the welfare of others”.

Constructive motives (CS). Constructive motives are measured using Gorden’s (1988) 2-item scale [43].
These items include “His or her comments are constructive to the organizational performance”, and “His
or her ideas are likely to enhance the work team performance”.

Performance appraisal (PA). Performance appraisal is measured based on Van Dyne & LePine’s (1998)
and Burris’s (2012) scale [10,15]. Sample items include “This particular co-worker fulfills the responsibilities
specified in his/her job”, and “If this employee is promoted, I expect him or her to perform well”.

We utilize the Partial Least Squares (PLS) method for empirical estimation because this
methodology is particularly suited for evaluating complex structural models when the sample is
small [44]. Our analysis includes two parts: the measurement model by evaluating the reliability and
validity of constructs, and the structural model by assessing the R2 value and path coefficients.

3.3. Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of the questionnaire items. The mean values of PM and
PH are 3.533 and 3.374, respectively, implying that respondents in our sample have a moderate level
of promotive and prohibitive voice, which is also confirmed by the median values of PM and PH.
The variances of PM and PH are small, which suggests that the means values are highly representative.
The mean values of PS and CS are also at a moderate level, suggesting that, on average, supervisors have
a positive attitude toward employee voice. The mean and median values of PA are 3.92 and 4, respectively,
implying that the performance of most respondents in our sample is well recognized by their supervisors.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the constructs.

Items Mean Median Min. Max. S.D. Obs.

PM 3.533 3.400 1 5 0.612 273

PM1 3.696 4 1 5 0.778 273
PM2 3.799 4 1 5 0.756 273
PM3 3.388 3 1 5 0.745 273
PM4 3.366 3 1 5 0.756 273
PM5 3.414 3 1 5 0.721 273

PH 3.374 3.400 1 5 0.652 273

PH1 3.330 3 1 5 0.796 273
PH2 3.451 3 1 5 0.915 273
PH3 3.352 3 1 5 0.845 273
PH4 3.205 3 1 5 0.810 273
PH5 3.535 3 1 5 0.790 273

PS 3.603 3.667 2 5 0.606 273

PS1 3.700 4 2 5 0.657 273
PS2 3.575 4 2 5 0.709 273
PS3 3.535 4 2 5 0.747 273

CS 3.568 3.500 2 5 0.647 273

CS1 3.557 4 2 5 0.679 273
CS2 3.579 4 2 5 0.703 273

PA 3.920 4 1.25 5 0.653 273

PA1 3.919 4 2 5 0.697 273
PA2 3.850 4 1 5 0.802 273
PA3 3.850 4 1 5 0.802 273
PA4 4.059 4 1 5 0.750 273
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4. Estimation Results

4.1. Reliability and Validity Analysis

In the first stage, we must confirm the validity and reliability of the latent variables (LVs) [45].
As shown in Table 3, the value of the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) is greater 0.5, and the value of
both Construct Reliability (CR) and Cronbach’s Alpha is greater than 0.7. These results suggest that
the reliability and convergent validity are accepted for the measurement model [46].

Table 3. Reliability and convergent validity analysis.

Item Factor Loadings AVE CR Cronbach’s Alpha

PM

PM1 0.872

0.634 0.896 0.866
PM2 0.863
PM3 0.711
PM4 0.731
PM5 0.789

PH

PH1 0.757

0.610 0.886 0.841
PH2 0.824
PH3 0.872
PH4 0.773
PH5 0.665

PS

PS1 0.885
0.744 0.897 0.827PS2 0.886

PS3 0.815

CS

CS1 0.933
0.877 0.935 0.860CS2 0.940

PA

PA1 0.834

0.732 0.915 0.875
PA2 0.902
PA3 0.923
PA4 0.752

The results of discriminant validity analysis are shown in Tables 4 and 5. For the Fornee-Larcher
Criterion, the square root of each construct’s AVE, as shown in Table 4, exceeds its correlations with
other constructs in the model. Moreover, for the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio, as shown in Table 5,
the ratios between all the constructs are lower than 0.85. These results imply an acceptable level of
discriminant validity of the latent constructs [47].

Table 4. Discriminant validity analysis (Fornee-Larcher Criterion).

PA CS PH PM PS

PA 0.855
CS 0.602 0.937
PH 0.044 −0.026 0.781
PM 0.086 0.164 0.520 0.796
PS 0.615 0.613 0.082 0.238 0.863
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Table 5. Discriminant validity analysis (Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio).

PA CS PH PM PS

PA
CS 0.691
PH 0.067 0.067
PM 0.091 0.181 0.611
PS 0.720 0.727 0.095 0.024

4.2. Assessment of the Structural Model

In stage two, using 273 dyad cases, bootstrapping (with 5000 replications) was performed to assess
the R2 values and path coefficients, as recommended by Hair et al. (2010) [46]. As shown in Table 6,
in the case of the partial mediation model, the estimated R2 values of PA, CS and PS, respectively,
are 0.469, 0.044, and 0.059. In the case of the full mediation model, the estimated R2 values of PA,
CS and PS, respectively, are 0.46, 0.046, and 0.058. Based on the estimated R2 values, there seems to be
little difference between the partial and full mediation models. The mediating effect of the attribution
of motives is identified using both partial and full mediation models.

Table 6. R2 values of partial and full mediation models.

Partial Mediation Model Full Mediation Model

R2 p-Values R2 p-Values

PA 0.469 0.000 0.460 0.000
CS 0.044 0.137 0.046 0.120
PS 0.059 0.042 0.058 0.036

4.2.1. The Partial Mediation Model

The estimation results on the partial mediation model that are presented in Table 7 are also
shown in Figure 2. At the 1% level of significance, the promotive voice of the employees is positively
related to the supervisors’ attribution of prosocial and constructive motives. The path coefficients
of 0.268 and 0.244, respectively, support Hypotheses H1a and H1b. The relationship between the
prohibitive voice and supervisors’ attribution of prosocial and constructive motives is statistically
insignificant at the 10% level. These results do not support Hypotheses H2a and H2b. The attribution
of prosocial and constructive motive has a positive effect on employee performance appraisal at the 1%
significance level. The path coefficients of 0.407 and 0.373, respectively, support Hypotheses H3a
and H3b. Both prosocial motives and constructive motives have no partial mediation effects on the
relationship between promotive voice and performance appraisal and on the relationship between
prohibitive voice and performance ratings at 10% significance level. Therefore, further testing of the
full mediating effect is desirable.

Table 7. Estimation results of the partial mediation model.

Coefficients Mean S.D. T-Statistics p-Values

PM→PS 0.268 *** 0.265 0.070 3.840 0.000
PM→CS 0.244 *** 0.238 0.074 3.311 0.001
PS→PA 0.407 *** 0.407 0.054 7.524 0.000
CS→PA 0.373 *** 0.371 0.056 6.711 0.000
PM→PA −0.113 −0.103 0.059 1.936 0.053
PH→PS −0.058 −0.038 0.091 0.632 0.528
PH→CS −0.153 −0.137 0.116 1.320 0.187
PH→PA 0.079 0.070 0.064 1.237 0.216

Notes: *** denotes significance at the 1% level.
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4.2.2. The Full Mediation Model

The estimation results of the full mediation model, which are presented in Table 8, are also
shown in Figure 3. The promotive voice has a significant and positive effect on supervisor attribution
of prosocial and constructive motive at the 1% level of significance. The path coefficients of 0.265
and 0.248, respectively, support Hypotheses H1a and H1b. Prohibitive voice is not significantly
associated with supervisor attribution of prosocial and constructive motives at the 10% level of
significance, implying that Hypotheses H2a and H2b cannot be supported. Supervisor attribution
of prosocial and constructive motive is positively related to employee performance ratings at the 1%
level of significance. The path coefficients of 0.394 and 0.360, respectively, support Hypotheses H3a
and H3b. Supervisor attribution of prosocial and constructive motive has a full mediation effect on
the relationship between promotive voice and performance ratings at the 1% level of significance.
These results support Hypotheses H4a and H4b. However, the full mediating effect of supervisor
attributions of the prosocial and constructive motive on the relationship between prohibitive voice and
performance ratings is statistically insignificant at the 10% level.
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Table 8. Estimation results of the full mediation model.

Coefficients Mean S.D. T-Statistics p-Values

PM→CS 0.248 *** 0.240 0.074 3.366 0.001
PM→PS 0.265 *** 0.264 0.065 4.046 0.000
PS→PA 0.394 *** 0.395 0.051 7.711 0.000
CS→PA 0.360 *** 0.361 0.055 6.612 0.000
PH→CS −0.164 −0.143 0.120 1.365 0.172
PH→PS −0.057 −0.039 0.091 0.625 0.532

Notes: *** denotes the significance at the 1% level.

5. Conclusions and Implications

5.1. Conclusions

By focusing on supervisor’s attribution of employee motives, this paper examines the impact
of the employee voice on performance appraisal. We test our model’s hypotheses with 273 dyads of
supervisor-employee questionnaires administered on a branch of a state-owned enterprise in China.
Empirical results based on partial least squares (PLS) show that promotive voice has a significant and
positive effect on supervisor’s attribution of prosocial motives and constructive motives. The promotive
voice, which focuses on a future-oriented ideal state and aims to increase the “process gain” by making
things better, is often viewed as an expression of “what could be” [37]. Promotive voice is more
likely to be attributed to altruistic motives. In contrast, prohibitive voice is not significantly associated
with supervisor’s attribution of prosocial and constructive motives. The prohibitive voice, which
concentrates on the past or present-oriented factors that are harmful to organizations and attempts
to prevent or reduce the “process losses”, is often viewed as an expression of “what should be”.
Prohibitive voice is less likely to be attributed to altruistic motives. This suggests that supervisors are
also less likely to view prohibitive voice as contributing to the sustainability of the organization.

Supervisor’s attribution of the prosocial motives and constructive motives for voice behavior is
significantly associated with the employee performance appraisal in a positive direction. This suggests
that, owing to the challengeable nature of the voice behaviors, supervisor’s attribution of the voice
motives has a significant impact on employee performance appraisal. Moreover, the employee voice
with a prosocial motive can contribute to interpersonal harmony within the organization. The employee
voice with a constructive motive can make organizations work more effectively and operate in a future
oriented manner. As a result, the supervisors are more likely to reward voice behaviors with prosocial
motives and constructive motives.

Supervisor’s attribution of prosocial motives and constructive motives lead to full mediation
of the relationship between promotive voice and employee performance appraisal. This means that
promotive voice fully affects employee performance ratings through supervisor perception of the
prosocial motives and constructive motives. In addition, the supervisor’s attribution of the prosocial
motives and constructive motives has no mediation effect on the relationship between prohibitive
voice and employee performance ratings due to the traits of prohibitive voice.

5.2. Contribution to Theory Building

Whether and how the employee voice behavior affects their performance appraisal ratings
remains a debatable issue. Recent studies have developed new theories to integrate the competing
perspectives and resolve the empirical puzzles [15,16]. Using the attribution theory, we contribute to
the existing literature by considering the supervisor attribution of the voice motives. Our analysis
suggests that owing to the difficulties in identifying the true motives of the employee voice behaviors,
the supervisor’s attribution of the motives affects the relationship between the employee voice
and performance appraisal. Specifically, only the voice behaviors attributed to the prosocial and
constructive motives can have a positive impact on the performance rating of the employees.
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To identify how supervisors attribute the motives behind the employee voice behaviors differently,
we disaggregated the employee voice into a promotive and prohibitive voice. We argue that compared
with the promotive voice, prohibitive voice is more challengeable in content and aggressive in tone.
Therefore, it is less likely to be attributed to the prosocial motives and constructive motives.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that previous research on this issue is mainly conducted in the
context of the Western culture. Since the cognition of the individuals is undoubtedly affected by their
cultural traits and the Chinese cultural is very different from the Western culture, this study also deals
with external validity of the existing results.

5.3. Practical Implications

The empirical analysis presented in this study shows that different types of employee voice may
have different impacts on employee performance ratings due to supervisor’s attribution of voice
motives. If the employees plan to change the status quo, they had better choose the promotive voice,
which is more likely to be attributed to altruistic motives and also viewed as supporting the long
term organizational sustainability by the supervisors. Of course, this does not mean that employees
cannot voice in a prohibitive manner. If employees tend to choose prohibitive voice, they should try
to make their motives prosocial and constructive in some manner, including clear framing, factual
documentation and appropriate timing [25]. This strategy can help the supervisors to better understand
the true motives of the employees. Additionally, employees choosing prohibitive voice should be
trustworthy and professional, so that the motives behind their voice can be more clearly identified by
the supervisors.

The findings of this study have important implications for the attitude of the supervisors
(especially, the attitude towards the prohibitive voice of the employees). To create a good environment
for employee voice and consistently obtain valuable information for decision making and
organizational sustainability, supervisors should appropriately attribute the motives of employee voice
behaviors. Regardless of whether employees offer suggestions in a promotive or prohibitive manner,
if their motives are indeed prosocial or constructive, the supervisors should provide a positive and
motivating performance appraisal to the employees.

5.4. Limitation and Future Research

The search reported in this study is a part of a small-scale research project, where the sample
is drawn from a branch of a typical SOE. Future research should explore whether the results are
applicable to non-SOEs. The concerns of the supervisors vary considerably across organizations and
hence they may attribute the employee voice motives differently. Future research should compare
the results of data collected from private and foreign-owned firms. Moreover, when examining the
impact of different types of voice on performance appraisal in future studies, some information on
voice, such as the context, source, message, and timing, should be controlled since these factors
have been found to have some impact on supervisor’s attribution of voice motives [11]. The future
research may also consider the moderating effect of variables such as the leadership style, organization
climate, on the relationship between employee voice, supervisor attribution and performance appraisal.
In summary, while there is no evidence of significant omitted variable bias in our study, it is highly
desirable to use a larger model to re-examine the impact of employee voice on performance evaluation
in China.
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