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Introduction: The Reality of Employee 

Voice in the Global South

Toyin Ajibade Adisa, Chima Mordi, and Emeka Oruh

�Background to the Book

With a particular focus on countries in Asia, Africa, and South America, 
this book offers a unique but broad insight into the nature of employee 
voice in ten countries in the global south. The book considers how 
employee voice is experienced, regulated, influenced, and contested 
within the employment relationship. It identifies the significance and 
effects of different contexts, cultures, web and social media, and dissimi-
larities in institutional factors in terms of enhancing employee voice or 
promoting silence. In other words, the book addresses general issues 
affecting employee voice in the global south, giving readers an under-
standing of employee relations that is country-specific. Readers will 
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understand the unique nature of employee voice in Nigeria, Egypt, 
Kenya, China, Pakistan, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, the United Arab 
Emirates, and Argentina. Each chapter draws out the unique and diverse 
nature of employee voice in each country. The chapters discuss issues 
ranging from culture, activities of trade unions, institutional factors, web, 
and social media, to social and organisational justice (among others) and 
their effects of employee voice.

�Employee Voice

The importance of employee voice in the current hypercompetitive busi-
ness environment cannot be overemphasised. Employees’ comments, 
ideas, and suggestions now matter more than they ever have before in the 
improvement of organisational functioning and performance. Senge 
(1990, p. 4) explains that it is ‘just not possible any longer to “figure it 
out” from the top’. Morrison and Milliken (2000) and Edmondson 
(1999, 2003) also held similar opinion. Other researchers have argued 
that relevant issues that can enhance organisational growth; improve 
employee and organisational performance; and stimulate problem-
solving ideas are brought to light when employees are allowed to speak 
(Bashshur & Oc, 2015; Chamberlin et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2010). A 
lack of voice can have a serious negative impact on all stakeholders. 
Despite the importance of voice to workers and organisations, many 
workers still perceive their workplace environment as unsafe for speaking 
up (Milliken et al., 2003; Ryan & Oestreich, 1998), which presents an 
unsettling situation for workers (Detert & Burris, 2007). Employee voice 
can be defined as an opportunity to ‘have a say’ in work-related issues. 
‘Having a say’ is central to most definitions of employee voice (Freeman 
et  al., 2007; Marchington, 2007; Morrison, 2011; Strauss, 2006; 
Wilkinson & Fay, 2011). Detert and Burris (2007, p. 869) systematically 
define voice as follows:

The discretionary provision of information intended to improve organisational 
functioning to someone inside an organisation with the perceived authority to 
act, even though such information may challenge and upset the status quo of the 
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organisation and its power holders, is critical to organisational wellbeing yet 
insufficiently provided by employees, who see the risks of speaking up as out-
weighing the benefits.

Often, many employees maintain silence because they feel that the 
personal risk and costs of speaking up outweigh the likely benefits thereof 
(Milliken et  al., 2003; Van Dyne et  al., 2003). Imagine a situation in 
which unethical behaviour that violates the principles and values of an 
organisation is perpetrated at the top level of the organisation. Employees 
tend to weigh the benefits of speaking up in this situation against the risk, 
depending on the context. Usually, especially in a high-power distance 
culture, many employees will choose not to speak up, because doing so 
might simply cause them troubles (Oruh & Dibia, 2020). In other words, 
the risks and personal costs of speaking up outweigh the likely benefits. 
Four broad lines of research have given various reasons why employees 
may choose voice over silence and vice versa. First, researchers have 
argued that employees’ propensity and willingness to speak up depend on 
individual differences in personality and demographic characteristics 
(Crant, 2003; LePine & Van Dyne, 2001). This means that some employ-
ees are naturally more inclined to go the ‘extra mile’ to speak up than 
others (Detert & Burris, 2007). Second, other researchers, based on 
Hirschman’s (1970) work, have argued that exit, voice, and loyalty are the 
primary options for employees who are dissatisfied with some aspects of 
the organisational functioning of their place of work (Rusbult et  al., 
1988; Withey & Cooper, 1989). This means that employees’ attitudes 
towards exit, voice, and loyalty are primary determinants of voice. Third, 
the organisational context may also affect employees’ propensity and will-
ingness to speak up (Dutton et al., 1997; Edmondson, 2003; Milliken 
et al., 2003). Fourth, there is research that focuses on the role of leader-
ship behaviours in influencing employees’ decisions to speak up (Detert 
& Burris, 2007). Leadership behaviours and attitudes such as approach-
ability (Milliken et  al., 2003; Saunders et  al., 1992), action taking 
(Edmondson, 2003; Ryan & Oestreich, 1998), and accessibility 
(Edmondson, 1999) often help employees to determine the risks involved 
in and the costs of speaking up.

1  Introduction: The Reality of Employee Voice in the Global South 
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�Why the Global South?

The concept of ‘voice’ has varied significance and meaning in different 
countries and cultures. For example, in many countries in the global 
north, people express their concerns, ideas, and suggestions freely in line 
with their freedom of speech and egalitarian culture. The situation is, 
however, different in many high-power distance cultures in the global 
south, where older people and people in positions of authority are held in 
high esteem, and speaking up against their words or actions may be per-
ceived as rude and improper. Besides, countries in the global south have 
different cultures, systems, and institutions to those of the global north; 
thus, it cannot be assumed that voice is the same everywhere. Furthermore, 
most studies on employee voice have been undertaken in the global north 
(Detert & Burris, 2007; Dutton et  al., 1997; Edmondson, 2003; 
Hirschman, 1970; Milliken et  al., 2003; Wilkinson & Fay, 2011; 
Wilkinson et  al., 2004, 2010, 2018, 2020), leaving the global south 
under-researched. As Connell et al. (2018) note, elite knowledge institu-
tions in the global north still function as the centre of a worldwide econ-
omy of knowledge, which privileges knowledge produced in (and in the 
style of ) that sphere over other ways of knowing and reinforces its own 
centrality via resource inequalities between north and south scholars, and 
the intellectual framing of knowledge produced in the global north as 
being the highest standard of universal (not northern) knowledge. The 
concept of employee voice has begun to gain momentum in workplaces 
and among academics in the global south; for example, Klerck (2016) in 
Namibia; Machokoto and Dzvimbo (2020) in Zimbabwe; Oruh (2017) 
and Oruh et al. (2022) in Nigeria; Botha et al. (2022) in South Africa; 
Subhakaran et al. (2020) in India; Zhang et al. (2015) in China; Yee and 
Sandaran (2018) in Malaysia; Eldaghashy et  al. (2022) in Egypt; Arin 
et  al. (2022) in Saudi Arabia; Atzeni (2016) in Argentina; Rawashdeh 
and Tibor (2020) in Jordan; and Hunjra et  al. (2010) in Pakistan. 
However, these studies still represent a small part of a large body of 
research undertaken on employee voice globally. Therefore, given the pre-
dominant western permeation of conceptualisations, methods, and oper-
ationalisation in employee voice studies, this book presents a collection of 
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studies on employee voice in ten countries in the global south. 
Furthermore, instead of treating voice as a universal concept that applies 
to all workers (Bell et al., 2011), Syed (2020) and Pyman et al. (2016) 
argue that national and workplace contexts may enable employee voice or 
prevent it from being heard. Therefore, to contribute to our understand-
ing of employee voice in the global south, Chap. 1 provides the back-
ground information of the book, presents explanation of employee voice, 
and sets out the objectives for each chapter. Chapter 2 focuses on an 
under-researched group of domestic workers in a non-western setting, 
where sociocultural and structural factors subject them to unfavourable 
employment conditions, examining voice (and silence) among domestic 
workers in Nigeria. The chapter reveals how domestic workers exert 
agency within a very constrained context. In Chap. 3, El-Kot, Fahmy, 
and Leat examine the impact of social media on employee voice in 
Egyptian organisations. The chapter discusses how social media is chang-
ing the nature of employee voice in Egypt and how organisations are 
embracing it. The chapter then concludes and makes recommendations 
for managers, HR practitioners, and employees on how to use social 
media to effectively express their voices internally and externally in Egypt. 
In Chap. 4, Muasya and Walumbwathe examine the role of trade unions 
in providing a voice mechanism that addresses employee grievances in 
Kenya. The chapter applies a content analysis of published and grey lit-
erature regarding trade unions to explore the extent to which trade unions 
in Kenya have enhanced employee voice. The chapter thus finds that 
trade unions in Kenya have acted as a springboard for better political 
governance—political independence, better terms of work in the colonial 
era, and post-independence multiparty political campaigns and reforms. 
In Chap. 5, Ma, Zhang, and Li examine the history and development of 
employee voice in China. The chapter explores employee voice research 
in terms of the antecedents, outcomes, mediating mechanisms, and 
boundary conditions in China. In Chap. 6, Melhem and Darwish con-
textualised employee voice in Jordan. The chapter examines the chal-
lenges that Jordanian employees face in their efforts to express their voice. 
In Chap. 7, Wee Chan Au examines the voices of live-in migrant domes-
tic workers in Malaysia. Women’s labour force participation rates have 
increased in Malaysia over time. Thus, migrant domestic workers play a 
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critical role in filling in the household chores and childcare gap, given 
that more Malaysian women are becoming involved in the formal work-
force. Live-in migrant domestic workers are a unique group of vulnerable 
workers who leave their home country and live and work in their employ-
ers’ family home. The study finds that live-in migrant domestic workers 
in Malaysia are often isolated as they carry out their duties within the 
household. Furthermore, given the nature of their job, their needs, feel-
ings, and basic rights are often ignored or deprived. The chapter uses the 
capabilities approach to uncover migrant domestic workers’ unheard 
voices by relating and analysing their capabilities set at the individual, 
societal, and institutional levels. In Chap. 8, Aslam and Akhtar provide 
holistic insights into the current state of knowledge on employee voice in 
Pakistan from various theoretical perspectives while considering the con-
clusive evidence of past research. The chapter highlights the implications 
for key stakeholders in terms of how they can encourage employees to 
speak up, and it explains the gap in the literature that the chapter poten-
tially fills. In Chap. 9, Khassawneh evaluates the significance of employee 
voice and the role of cultural and institutional factors in the United Arab 
Emirates. The chapter also examines the role of the government in pro-
moting employee voice and highlights strategies for fostering employee 
voice. In Chap. 10, Mohammad, Ben-Abdallah, and Karaszewski exam-
ine the role of culture (which is basically Islamic) on employee voice in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The chapter finds that employees in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia are willing to speak up only if doing so is ben-
eficial and safe. The chapter further identifies key variables that contrib-
ute to the creation of voice norms in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
Finally, the chapter examines the role of national and organisational cul-
ture on voice safety and develops a multilevel conceptual framework of 
employee voice. In Chap. 11, Delfino and Delfino examine Argentina’s 
trajectory of social justice through its level of trade union activities. With 
Argentina’s 40% of workers affiliated with a union, 20% for Brazil and 
Chile with 20%, and less than 10% for Mexico (Tomada et al., 2018), 
Argentina appears to be the most employee voice-friendly nation in 
South America. The chapter presents a detailed revision of the extant lit-
erature, enriched by leaders’ opinions, trade union magazines, and spe-
cialised journalists. Finally, the chapter reviews the origin of trade 
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unionism, its ideological evolution, and its operations in Argentina. The 
current state of trade union activities and possible future developments 
are highlighted. These chapters contribute to cross-cultural research and 
the extant literature on employee voice. The chapters expand the scope of 
debate and thereby broaden our knowledge and understanding of the 
subject. Issues discussed in each chapter are not absolute. Rather they are 
intended to stimulate further thinking and open frontiers for further 
research on employee voice in the global south. This book thus calls for 
further country-specific research on employee voice across the globe to 
better understand the topic in different contexts.
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�Introduction

This chapter explores the phenomenon of silence and unheard employee 
voice among domestic workers in Nigeria. While voice involves the pres-
ence and processes that facilitate two-way communication between man-
agement and employees (Marginson et  al., 2010), unheard voice is a 
situation in which employees express their voice, and it is ignored. Silence 
is where employees fail to express their voice, either because of the risks 
involved in doing so or because of the perceived futility in doing so 
(Detert and Treviño, 2010; Grant, 2013). When the perceived risks of 
voicing outweigh the perceived benefits, silence is likely to ensue: the 
withholding of any form of genuine expression about a perceived or 
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experienced injustice from persons capable of effecting change or redress 
(Pinder & Harlos, 2001). Conceptually, silence is the failure to voice 
(Morrison, 2011, 2014), and there is research interest in how employers 
perpetuate a climate of silence concerning a range of issues (Donaghey 
et  al., 2011). The term ‘Employee voice’ refers to the ways in which 
employees attempt to have a say—formally and/or informally, collec-
tively and/or individually—potentially to influence organisational affairs 
relating to issues that affect their work, interests, and the interests of 
managers and owners (Wilkinson et al., 2020a, p. 5). In the extant litera-
ture on industrial relations, voice is concerned with workers’ issues while 
in organisational behaviour and human resource management literature, 
the focus is more on organisational improvement (see Oyetunde et al., 
2022; Wilkinson et al., 2021). While voice is considered critical to both 
employees and employers, notions of voice are very much rooted in west-
ern scholarship, and research on voice remains concentrated in traditional 
organisations in formal economies within Anglo-American countries 
(Pyman et al., 2016; Wilkinson et al., 2020b). The few studies conducted 
on employee voice in regions of the global south suggest that voice may 
have limited applicability to contexts in which cultural values and work-
ing conditions differ considerably to those in western nations (Mellahi 
et al., 2010; Soltani et al., 2018).

In this chapter, we therefore seek to expand current knowledge on the 
extent to which voice can be exercised by workers who have heretofore 
largely been ignored in academic literature. Research on employee voice 
often treats voice as a universal concept that applies to all workers (Bell 
et al., 2011), but Syed (2020) notes that depending on the national or 
workplace context, there may be employee voices that are not heard and/
or situations in which vehicles for voice are not present (see also Pyman 
et al., 2016). We explore the extent to which voice can be exercised by 
domestic workers and potentially give space for some of these missing 
voices. Drawing on Hirschman’s (1970) exit, voice, and loyalty frame-
work and Rusbult et  al.’s (1982) neglect framework, and inspired by 
Gunawardana’s (2014, p. 453) attention to how voice can be enacted in 
controlled spaces, even ‘no-voice’ spaces (Willman et al., 2006), we con-
sider how institutional and cultural factors specific to our study context 
impede the provision of opportunities for and expression of employee 
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voice among domestic workers in Nigeria—preventing them from hav-
ing a voice to allow for positive workplace change (Oruh et al., 2018). 
Therefore, we examine how employees (with no formal avenue for voice) 
can carve out spaces for expressing themselves.

Our study contributes to the literature on the abovementioned topic 
in three key ways. First, scholars have posited that employees in precari-
ous work in developing economies have limited avenues to express voice 
and are likely to withhold suggestions for resolving problems and making 
improvements to work processes let alone suggestions to improve their 
working lives (Burgess et al., 2013; Wilkinson et al., 2020b). We provide 
empirical support for this proposition and show how the construct of 
employee voice, although often contested, is predicated on western values 
for employee participation and self-expression that are antithetical to the 
preferred people management styles practised by employers of domestic 
workers in Nigeria. The present study therefore extends our understand-
ing of the relevance of western concepts for explaining voice and silence 
to an employment context that is characterised by extreme asymmetrical 
power relations. Second, we extend the exit, voice, loyalty, neglect 
(EVLN) framework to demonstrate how the vulnerable workers in our 
study are unable to engage in formal voice, exit, or neglect, and that ‘loy-
alty’ has a different meaning in a context in which employers expect 
unquestioning obedience as default employee behaviour. Thus, we 
unpack the concept of voice, which has largely been focused on formal 
channels (at least in the human resource management and industrial rela-
tions literature) to include more informal and peer-to-peer avenues. 
Third, given the disorganised and unregulated nature of the Nigerian 
informal sector, our findings lend themselves to important policy impli-
cations, and we identify the role of labour unions and the government 
with regard to protecting employees’ rights at work.

In the sections below, we review the EVLN model and common con-
ceptualisations of voice and silence. We then outline the employment 
context for domestic workers in Nigeria, focusing on the unregulated 
nature of the informal economy in which domestic employment is under-
taken and the intersection of gender, age, and occupation that places 
domestic workers near the bottom of Nigeria’s hierarchical social struc-
tures, rendering them vulnerable to mistreatment in the workplace. After 
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describing the research design and data analysis, we present our findings 
and discuss their implications for theory and practice.

�Theoretical Framework: Exit, Voice, 
Loyalty, Neglect

Hirschman (1970) proposed the exit, voice, and loyalty framework, to 
which Rusbult et al. (1982) added Neglect (EVLN). It is in this context 
that we consider the four potential employee responses to adverse cir-
cumstances in the workplace: leave the organisation (exit), speak up 
about concerns (voice), patiently await improvement (loyalty), or wilfully 
underperform (neglect). However, the tendency for employees to opt for 
any of these four options (EVLN) is a function of the sociocultural, eco-
nomic, and institutional environment, which is hostile, particularly for 
domestic employees in the precarious sectors, who are often left with no 
option but silence (Morrison, 2014). Nigerian workers most frequently 
opt for silence due to the expectation of absolute loyalty and respect for 
one’s superior, which shows how motives for voice or silence may mani-
fest differently in different sociocultural settings and other (economic, 
employment-related, and institutional) contexts (Umar & Hassan, 2013; 
Oruh et  al., 2018). With no right to or expectation of voice, silence 
reflects what could be seen as akin to modern slavery (Crane, 2013). This 
is because such employees do not have the choice to exit their employ-
ment, to formally voice, or to neglect, while the consequent loyalty is a 
pretence or forced behaviour, which Caruana et al. (2021) refer to as a 
‘sad and sorry state of a non-field’; hence, such employees need to find 
innovative and unsanctioned ways to exercise their voice (Gunawardana, 
2014). In this study, we therefore widen the concept of voice from its 
common usage in the EVLN model to include unofficial informal voice 
whereby workers create their own informal and individual spaces for 
expressing voice themselves (Atzeni, 2016). This approach may include 
embracing interpersonal relationships and contextual social interaction 
with their employers. At times, they may seek advice from external organ-
isations such as non-governmental organisations, agencies, and other 
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relevant actors, including relatives, who can support them with advice 
(Gunawardana, 2014).

�Domestic Workers and the Nigerian 
Informal Sector

Domestic work is highly gendered, with women or girls hired to under-
take various household chores, such as laundry, cooking, cleaning, and 
childcare, while their male counterparts are mostly employed as drivers, 
gardeners, and gatekeepers (Nesbitt-Ahmed, 2016). Domestic employ-
ment is common in Nigeria, where children (often from underprivileged 
homes in rural areas) are trafficked to work in ‘well-to-do’ households in 
the city (Tade & Aderinto, 2012). The rise in demand for domestic work-
ers in Nigeria has been attributed to a number of factors such as increas-
ing workloads among middle-class white-collar workers, particularly in 
dual-earner couple households; the scarcity and high cost of time- and 
effort-saving household appliances; and the preference for household 
assistance from ‘outsiders’ rather than family members, which is driven 
by a decline in the extended family structure system (Ladan, 2005; 
Olayiwola, 2019; Tade & Aderinto, 2012).

In Nigeria, many workers—including domestic workers—are in the 
informal economy, which is excluded from the coverage of the Labour 
Act (Agomo, 2011). In other words, most Nigerian workers are not in 
jobs that are subject to labour standards such as freedom of association, 
freedom from forced labour, freedom from child labour, and non-
discrimination in employment. They have no legal protection from 
unsafe working conditions or workplace abuse (Akinwale, 2014). The 
workers in this sector tend to have little or no education, are generally 
unskilled, and have very limited access to financial resources (Yusuf, 
2014). Employers often dictate domestic workers’ employment condi-
tions informally, without any legal backing or legal contracts (Awosusi & 
Adebo, 2012). The majority of domestic workers in Nigeria live under 
the control of their employers, who are commonly referred to as oga or 
‘madam’, meaning ‘boss’ (Nesbitt-Ahmed, 2016). The ogas decide the 
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working hours, pay, and location of residence of their domestic workers. 
Domestic workers typically work very long hours and have little or no 
autonomy over their schedule (Adisa et al., 2021), and anecdotal reports 
of exploitation and sexual abuse are common (Olayiwola, 2019). This 
phenomenon in domestic employment in developing economies is all too 
common (Dwyer, 2012; Atzeni, 2016), where the socioeconomic and 
institutional context, among other factors, fuels and sustains this form of 
modern slavery (Crane, 2013; Caruana et al., 2021).

�Intersectional Disadvantage

As young women employed in low-skilled, unregulated jobs are per-
formed in people’s home, domestic workers are particularly vulnerable to 
workplace mistreatment. Research conducted in the global north demon-
strates how precarious working conditions and service-sector priorities 
for customer satisfaction combine to silence young hospitality and retail 
workers from speaking out against the sexual harassment they experience 
from customers (Good & Cooper, 2014, 2016). Similarly, Kensbock 
et  al. (2015) show how women working as room cleaners in five-star 
Australian hotels are subject to high levels of sexual harassment due in 
part to the gendered nature of their jobs; a low value is placed on domes-
tic work conducted in people’s living spaces and the ‘workplace’ is a pri-
vate, intimate location, a bedroom, with no third-party oversight to 
discourage harassment. When jobs are low skilled and workers can easily 
be replaced, workers have no power with which to negotiate better treat-
ment. This is particularly true in strongly hierarchical and patriarchal 
cultures such as is prevalent in Nigeria (Arisi & Oromareghake, 2011), 
where power distance is high and cultural norms emphasise the suprem-
acy of age over youth, men over women, and superiors over subordinates 
(Hofstede, 1980), all of which are antithetical to the expression of voice 
(Morrison, 2014).
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�Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative methodology because of its exploratory 
nature (Creswell & Poth, 2018) and the need for more studies on 
employer–employee relationships in Nigeria’s domestic work sector. The 
study adopts an interpretivist philosophy, which facilitates the collection 
of rich data and the interpretation of a lived social-corporate reality using 
words/text (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative data were collected via 
semi-structured interviews with 21 domestic workers and 11 employers 
of domestic workers. Due to the difficulty in gaining access to domestic 
workers who were working in private households at the time of this study, 
participants were recruited through the lead author’s personal network 
and via snowball sampling (Noy, 2008). The lead author knows several 
individuals whose relatives are domestic workers and arranged to contact 
them. Those who declined to participate were asked to recommend other 
domestic workers who might be willing to do so, and each new partici-
pant was also asked to suggest another domestic worker to interview. A 
similar technique was used for recruiting employers to the study, with the 
initial participants being known to the lead author and recommending 
subsequent participants. Snowball sampling permits researchers to access 
samples that may otherwise be difficult to reach and represents a time- 
and cost-efficient way of sourcing participants and securing their involve-
ment (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). The potential disadvantage of this 
technique is the increased potential for sampling bias, because the partici-
pants are known to each other and may have more characteristics in com-
mon than would be the case in a random sample of the overall population 
of domestic workers in Nigeria.

We conducted the study in Lagos, the most populous city in Africa, 
with more than 20 million residents (World Population Review, 2019). 
Interviews were conducted in English and took place at locations of the 
participants’ choice, such as cafés for domestic workers and workplaces 
for the employers of domestic workers. The average duration of the inter-
view was one hour. The interviews were built on two central questions for 
domestic workers and one main question for employers, all derived from 
the literature on voice and silence (Barry & Wilkinson, 2016; Pinder & 
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Harlos, 2001): (1) What are the challenges that you experience as a 
domestic worker? (2) How do you express your views, concerns, or opin-
ions to your employer? (3) As an employer, do you involve your domestic 
worker in decisions that affect her working life? These open-ended ques-
tions allowed the participants to elaborate on their own views and experi-
ences and prompted follow-up questions over the course of the interview 
process related to the hours of work for which the domestic workers work 
and the existence of employment contracts. No participants consented to 
audio recording of the interviews, despite assurances of confidentiality 
and anonymity. The domestic workers were concerned that their voices 
could potentially be identified by their employers and could lead to a loss 
of employment, while the employers were concerned that they could be 
identified by the authorities. Therefore, detailed notes were taken and 
read back to the participants at the end of each interview to confirm that 
what was recorded was a true representation of the participants’ state-
ments. All participants were assigned pseudonyms to maintain their 
anonymity.

The demographic characteristics of the study participants can be seen 
in Tables 2.1 and 2.2. The participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 23 years 
old for domestic workers and from 38 to 52 years old for employers. 
Domestic workers worked between 12 and 15 hours a day, and the major-
ity resided at their employers’ homes. All the domestic workers were sin-
gle, with no children of their own. Employers were middle-class 
individuals from the three major tribes (Yoruba, Hausa, and Ibo) in 
Nigeria who worked as business owners, bankers, or medical doctors. 
While their marital statuses varied, all employers had childcare responsi-
bilities. We drew on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach 
to interpret the interview data. The two authors who conducted the 
interviews read through the first set of interview notes and created initial 
codes based on chunks of text representing specific ideas or concepts (e.g. 
assault, fear of dismissal, working ‘on-call’ hours). The second set of notes 
were then read and coded using both the codes already generated and 
new ones pertaining to concepts that had not appeared in the first inter-
views. This process continued for all the interview notes, with the two 
authors working independently and then coming together to confirm or 
challenge each other’s coding. The third author was then given a subset of 
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Table 2.1  Sample characteristics (domestic workers)

No. Pseudonyms Gender
Education 
completed Age

Years in 
domestic 
employment

Hours 
worked 
per day

Sleep-in 
or 
Sleep-
out

1 Josephine Female Secondary 20 3 15 Sleep-in
2 Chaney Female Secondary 19 2 14 Sleep-

out
3 Daisy Female Primary 20 4 12 Sleep-in
4 Florence Female Secondary 22 4 12 Sleep-in
5 Camila Female Secondary 21 4 13 Sleep-in
6 Diana Female Primary 18 5 14 Sleep-in
7 Gabrielle Female Primary 20 6 15 Sleep-in
8 Gail Female Primary 21 7 14 Sleep-in
9 Della Female Primary 20 6 12 Sleep-in
10 Aggie Female Primary 20 4 14 Sleep-

out
11 Alberta Female Secondary 21 4 14 Sleep-in
12 Marina Female Primary 19 3 15 Sleep-in
13 Sandra Female Primary 22 6 12 Sleep-in
14 Anita Female Primary 23 6 12 Sleep-in
15 Amber Female Secondary 21 4 13 Sleep-

out
16 Prissy Female Secondary 21 3 14 Sleep-in
17 Belinda Female Primary 23 6 15 Sleep-in
18 Beverley Female Secondary 19 2 13 Sleep-in
19 Cheryl Female Secondary 19 3 14 Sleep-in
20 Doris Female Primary 20 6 12 Sleep-

out
21 Jenny Female Primary 21 7 14 Sleep-in

Note: ‘Sleep-in’ means the participant resides at the employer’s home, while 
‘sleep-out’ means the participant resides elsewhere

the interview notes to code. We discussed any differences and reconciled 
to produce a final, agreed list of codes. Our analysis then moved from this 
first-order coding of participant statements to the identification of themes 
into which we sorted the codes. For example, ‘fear of dismissal’, ‘physical 
punishment’, and ‘social learning’ were grouped together under the 
theme ‘perceived repercussions of voice’. We reviewed each theme for 
internal and external heterogeneity following Patton (2002), seeking to 
ensure that the codes within each theme fit together and that clear dis-
tinctions existed between themes. This latter task was particularly 
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Table 2.2  Sample characteristics (employers of domestic workers)

Serial 
No. Pseudonyms Gender Profession Age

Marital 
status

No of 
children

1 Yin Female Banker 39 Single 2
2 Fernandez Male Medical 

doctor
52 Married 3

3 Binta Female Business 
owner

46 Divorced 2

4 Andrew Male Banker 39 Single 2
5 Bukky Female Business 

owner
40 Married 3

6 Cristina Female Business 
owner

38 Divorced 2

7 Hamah Female Medical 
doctor

42 Single 1

8 Ana Female Business 
owner

46 Divorced 2

9 John Male Banker 38 Divorced 3
10 Khadya Female Business 

owner
40 Married 2

11 Shade Female Business 
owner

43 Single 2

challenging as some broad codes (such as ‘fear of exercising voice’) were 
applicable to more than one theme.

�Research Findings

Below, we present the themes that we identified in the data and interpret 
them in the context of the theory on voice and silence. We begin by 
describing the workplace context for domestic workers in Nigeria as evi-
denced in their accounts of their working lives and in employers’ accounts 
of the employment relationship. We then move on to examine workers’ 
interactions with their employers in terms of voicing their work-related 
views and concerns. We draw on the accounts of both workers and 
employers to explore their perceptions of entitlement to and the out-
comes of employee voice for domestic workers.
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�The Nigerian Workplace Context for Domestic Workers

In this section, we describe the key challenges associated with being a 
domestic worker in Nigeria. The participants’ narratives reveal an absence 
of formal contracts of employment and job descriptions, which contrib-
utes to long working hours, with no set start or finish times and often 
with harassment and sexual abuse. This situation produces an employ-
ment relationship that both domestic workers and employers compare to 
slavery.

�Informal Contracts and Job Descriptions

Our participants’ accounts reveal that none signed a contract of employ-
ment or saw a written job description for their role. The majority of the 
domestic workers in our study (15) secured their jobs through relatives 
and were simply informed by their parents or guardians that they would 
be going to work in the city without being told any specifics about the 
job. The following statements typify the participants’ experiences.

I was told only two days before my departure from our village to Lagos about 
the job. To be honest, I was happy that I was going to be living in the city. All I 
knew was that I would be helping my madam with general household chores. I 
was not aware of any contract of employment, and no job description was 
given. (Marina, 19 years old, domestic worker)

Perhaps because the job of a domestic workers requires no academic qualifica-
tions to do it, and it is such a ‘lowly’ job…a formal contract of employment and 
a job description are not involved. I do everything that I’m asked to do, without 
hesitation, and I receive no benefits except my salary, which is paid to my par-
ents. (Cheryl, 19 years old, domestic worker)

The remaining six participants were recruited by unregistered employ-
ment agents who took them from their family homes to those of their 
new employers. Among all the participants, many accounts featured ref-
erences to the importance of working without complaint so as not to 
bring shame upon one’s family. The domestic workers in our study were 
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keen to protect their family reputation by being loyal to the employers 
and not complaining.

The agent discussed the job with my parents, and I was brought to Lagos by the 
agent. I stayed in her house for one week and was then brought to my madam. 
I did not sign any contract. I do everything…yes, everything…without com-
plaining. My mum even warned me before I left to be obedient and not to 
complain about anything. (Diana, 18 years old, domestic worker)

When the employers participating in this study were probed concern-
ing the issue of formal contracts and job descriptions, all reported that 
they saw no rationale for formalising the employment relationship and 
potentially limiting the range of tasks a domestic worker might be 
expected to perform by identifying specific duties in a legal document.

I couldn’t offer her a contract of employment…that might reduce the scope of 
her work, and besides, we are talking about house-help here—there’s no need 
for all that…I don’t think that is done anywhere in Nigeria. I decide everything 
about her work and her life. (Shade, 43 years old, employer)

The contract of employment was verbally agreed between me and the agent who 
brought her: that she would be my housemaid. And the job description is that 
she would do all jobs. (Binta, 46 years old, employer)

Employers benefit from the absence of formal legal arrangements cov-
ering domestic workers’ employment, because this absence grants employ-
ers unrestricted discretion over domestic workers’ job roles and working 
hours. It is therefore unsurprising that none of the employers in our study 
expressed an interest in providing employment contracts.

�Long and Unstructured Working Hours

All the domestic workers who participated in this study reported that 
they work long hours, without a clear schedule. The average hours worked 
per day among the participants was 13.3 and some participants worked 
as many as 105 hours per week (see Table 2.1).
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I do not have a start or finish time, as I am summoned at any time of the day 
and night to attend to the children or any household chore. For example, I was 
summoned around 3 a.m. this morning to attend to my madam’s two-year-old 
child who was crying, and I did go back to sleep, because the boy went back to 
sleep at around 6 a.m. and I just carried on with my usual routine. I can say 
my working hours are roughly 15 hours a day or, let me just say, I work all the 
time, because I live with my employer. (Josephine, 20 years old, domestic worker)

Without the protection of employment legislation and formal con-
tracts stipulating working times, workers in the informal economy often 
work extremely long hours (Davy et al., 2019). Even in nations where 
domestic employment is subject to legislation, the maximum working 
hours are often set at a higher level for domestic workers than for workers 
in other sectors (Blofield, 2009), and the ability of domestic workers to 
assert their employment rights is often severely constrained by their 
migrant status and potential live-in requirements, which gives employers 
coercive power over domestic workers, who are dependent on their 
employers for accommodation and subsistence (Cox, 2012). As illus-
trated by the domestic worker below, expectations for long working hours 
are standard among employers.

I have not worked less than 90 hours a week in the last 3 years. I worked at two 
places before here, and the story is the same, perhaps worse. It is work all the 
time. I can speak to you now because I am on an errand; otherwise, I have no 
time. (Belinda, 23 years old, domestic worker)

�Gender-Based Violence

Domestic workers’ vulnerability to physical abuse is heightened by the 
isolation and intimacy of their workplace—they carry out their work in 
the employer’s home, where unwanted attention is unlikely to be inter-
rupted by third-party oversight. More than half of the domestic workers 
in our study indicated that they have been sexually harassed or sexually 
assaulted by either their employer or members of their employer’s family. 
These participants never reported the incidents due to their fear of being 
dismissed.
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It has happened to me twice. I did not report it, because I knew I would be 
sacked if I did. I have seen it happen before, so I keep it to myself in order to 
keep my job. (Jenny, 21 years old, domestic worker)

I could not have reported it because whether my madam would believe me or 
not, I will be the one to leave. Her brother, a university graduate, sexually 
harassed me, but I keep it to myself…he warned me not to mention it to any-
one. I don’t want to lose my job and go back to the village. (Beverley, 19 years 
old, domestic worker)

The remainder of the domestic workers in our study declined to com-
ment on this issue, citing concerns that their employers may find out they 
spoke about this subject, and they would lose their jobs as a consequence. 
We can speculate from this reluctance to speak on the topic that these 
workers have undergone similar experiences to those who reported being 
subjected to sexual harassment and assault or have witnessed such inci-
dents happening to co-workers. These findings are in line with those of 
many researchers, who argue that fear of reprisal, fear of not being 
believed, and fear of adverse career consequences are some of the reasons 
why sexual harassment is under-reported in the workplace (e.g. 
Adkins, 2020).

�Employer Receptiveness to Voice

When employers were asked whether domestic workers could voice their 
concerns or opinions about their jobs, none were of the view that this 
would be appropriate. They felt that the domestic workers’ subservient 
status with regard to both their age and job role, made doing so inappro-
priate. Indeed, nearly all the employers interviewed interpreted ‘concerns 
or opinions’ as complaints, rather than constructive suggestions for 
improving working conditions or productivity.

Why should my domestic worker complain? First of all, it is wrong for a young 
person to complain when they are sent on an errand by an elder…not to talk of 
my domestic worker who was employed to serve me. Second, I don’t think it’s 
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ethical, because I give them a job, and they are complaining about doing the 
job. (John, 38 years old, employer)

This excerpt reflects the culture of high-power distance that is preva-
lent in Nigeria and the cultural norm that requires young people to show 
respect and deference to their elders (Emelifeonwu & Valk, 2019). 
Another employer contrasted voice unfavourably with work ethics and 
courtesy:

You call it ‘voice’, but to me, it is rudeness and laziness. How could my servant, 
someone I employed to serve me, complain about the job? I think it’s an insult. 
I have never experienced it. I don’t think I could stand such a domestic 
worker…they normally are very obedient. (Khadya, 40 years old, employer)

Similarly, when asked if domestic workers were consulted with regard 
to decisions that affected their work, employers were universal in their 
negative response. Paying for labour is associated with complete author-
ity over the labourer:

Come on, they are domestic workers, I don’t see a need for that…. (Fernandez, 
52 years old, employer)

No, I don’t involve my domestic worker in any decisions. That is insulting. I just 
give orders, and she complies. (John, 38 years old, employer)

I pay for her time. So, I decide how, when, and where that time is spent. She 
has no say in it at all. I am the decision-maker here. (Cristina, 38 years 
old, employer)

The prospect of having discussion—let alone consulting or 
negotiating—with domestic workers on job-relevant decisions was per-
ceived by employers as unnecessary at best and entirely inappropriate at 
worst. Ascribing any value to the views of someone they consider socially 
inferior was perceived as demeaning. Employers framed domestic worker 
subservience and employer authoritarianism as social norms within the 
deeply hierarchical social structure of Nigeria, unrelated to ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 
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people management (Adisa et  al., 2021). As evidenced in the excerpt 
below, a dictatorial management style and the expectation of workers’ 
total compliance were not seen as antithetical to treating one’s staff well:

I think it’s the culture here for housemaids to just comply with whatever their 
masters say. Employers don’t like to hear complaints or suggestions from house-
maids. Even myself—as much as I love to treat my housemaid well, she dares 
not complain about anything. (Yin, 39 years old, employer)

Two key points can be taken from the above narrations. First, voicing 
any job-related dissatisfaction to their employers places domestic workers 
at risk of termination of employment. Second, this situation is at least in 
part due to employers perceiving employee voice in the context of domes-
tic employment to represent a challenge to their authority. This challenge 
is seen as culturally unacceptable given its juxtaposition with Nigeria’s 
cultural norms of respect and obedience towards one’s elders and one’s 
employer, particularly when the latter is of a higher socioeconomic status 
(see Emelifeonwu & Valk, 2019).

�The Perceived Negative Repercussions of Voice 
and Silence as Alternative

Participants who reported having expressed their voice in the workplace 
on previous occasions invariably suffered adverse consequences and opted 
for silence thereafter.

I complained about my workload and long working hours to my previous 
madam. I thought we could arrive at a compromise whereby my workload and 
working hours would be reviewed. But she dismissed me the following day 
complaining that I was lazy. I think that keeping utterly quiet is the best way a 
domestic worker can avoid troubles and keep her job…which is what I’m doing 
now. (Gold, 21 years old, domestic worker)

Silence, which has been defined as withholding any genuine expression 
about a perceived or experienced injustice (Pinder & Harlos, 2001), is a 
tactic that was learned not only by those who had direct experience with 
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the repercussions of expressing voice in the workplace but also by those 
who engaged in social learning through observing the experiences 
of others:

We were two domestic workers—me and another lady. She was dismissed a few 
months ago, because she complained that madam’s brother woke her at around 
2 a.m. to prepare food. This angered madam a lot and she smacked her severely 
and dismissed her. I remember madam saying, ‘How dare you complain of 
doing what I bought you to do?’ So, for me, complaining about anything is like 
a first-class ticket to getting dismissed. (Florence, 22 years old, domestic worker)

Florence’s story demonstrates the commonly held view among domes-
tic workers that it is not safe voice one’s dissatisfaction in work-related 
matters, because this has been seen to lead to physical assault and ulti-
mately termination of employment. Employers agree with the view that 
a domestic worker who expresses their voice would be penalised.

I sometimes ask her if the job is too much for her, but she always says ‘no’. I 
would have sacked her if she had said yes, because it means she’s lazy. (Khadya, 
40 years old, employer)

In an informal economy, where unskilled labour is cheap and plentiful, 
employers view their domestic workers as replaceable. In the excerpt 
above, offering workers the opportunity to express their voice was less 
about their concern for domestic workers’ well-being and more of a trap 
designed to catch workers who were dissatisfied with their heavy workload.

�Domestic Employment as ‘Slavery’

The workplace experiences recounted by the participants demonstrate 
that domestic workers are subject to heavy job demands and job insecu-
rity, and they fear job loss or sanctions from their employer, thereby 
restricting their ability to report mistreatment. In some accounts, partici-
pants compared these working conditions to enslavement.
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My oga once called me an idiot slave. My days are planned by my madam…I 
am always on duty, and I dare not complain about anything, because I will lose 
my job. I am like my madam’s property. (Anita, 23 years old, domestic worker)

Let me just tell you exactly what it is. Domestic workers are slaves, while their 
employers are the slave owners. For a domestic worker to enjoy a good working 
relationship with her master and keep her job requires her not to complain 
about anything, good or bad…just do exactly as you are told. (Prissy, 21 years 
old, domestic worker)

The notion of domestic workers being personal property also arose in 
many of the employers’ accounts. One employer referred to domestic 
workers’ status as ‘slave-like’ and saw this situation as an unavoidable by-
product of the job they perform, distancing herself from her own role as 
an employer in upholding this status.

I decide what my domestic worker does and plan her days…I basically plan her 
life. She carries out my instructions to the letter and has never complained 
about anything…She has never looked into my eyes…I call that slavery, but 
that is unfortunately the nature of her job. (Ana, 46 years old, employer)

By ascribing a universality to these asymmetrical power relations and 
emphasising domestic workers’ freedom of choice regarding their occu-
pation, employers evade personal responsibility for perpetuating the 
slavery-like working conditions.

Honestly, they are like slaves that you purchase. Feed them and use them for all 
sorts of things. I basically programme my domestic worker’s life. I am not proud 
of it, but that is exactly what is it, and it is sort of universal in Nigeria. (Bukky, 
40 years old, employer)

If you call it slavery, then it is voluntary, because they knew what the job would 
entail before they came into it. (Binta, 46 years old, employer)

Domestic workers’ lives are under the control of their employers. 
While they are compensated financially for their work, the wages are low, 
even more so considering the long hours worked. Pay is typically sent 
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home to the domestic workers’ parents and the obligation the domestic 
workers feel to honour the employment arrangements their parents made 
on their behalf is a strong motivation for them to continue in what is 
perceived as a difficult job. This could be likened to late-nineteenth-
century indentured labour (Castles & Miller 1998). We argue that the 
nature of a domestic worker’s job presents debilitating implications for 
their voice to be heard in the workplace.

�Adapting and Creating Informal and Individual 
Spaces for Expressing Voices

While Nigerian domestic workers do not have the luxury of exiting, voic-
ing about, or neglecting their role due to the constraining socio-
environmental factors, genuine loyalty to their employers is also not 
present. Yet, such workers must find a way of expressing their voice in 
some small way by adapting to or finding small spaces within the envi-
ronment in which they find themselves. The work of domestic workers in 
Nigeria depends on outsourcing (unregistered) agencies, which organise 
and distribute the workers to their various employers, or they work 
directly for the agencies. As one participant noted, ‘The nature of this 
work is based on an individual arrangement—only one of us can be sent 
to a particular work location at one time, making it difficult for domestic 
employees like us to come together, let alone organise and develop resis-
tance’ (Alberta, 21 years old, domestic worker). Insights from some of the 
participants show that the harshness and individuality of this nature of 
work is common among domestic workers, and it essentially offers little 
space for solidarity. According to one participant, who reflects the opin-
ion of the majority:

Every two weeks, I come to this agency office to sign a document or discuss my 
work process. I often meet the same faces, people in a similar situation to me. As 
time went on, we started talking and sharing our experiences. Sometimes, we 
even met on the street and started bonding and sharing advice, tips, and mea-
sures that one can adopt to navigate this lonely and cruel work arrangement, 
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where employers use and abuse us as they wish. (Della, 20 years old, domes-
tic worker)

Another domestic worker commented on such peer-to-peer or side-
ways voice as follows.

I know a few girls in this neighbourhood who are also domestic workers…We 
occasionally meet up when we run errands for our bosses to discuss our plights, 
share experiences, and advise each other…We normally advise ourselves on the 
importance of keeping quiet. (Josephine, 20 years old, domestic worker)

Notably, this peer-to-peer voice process (Loudoun et  al., 2020) has 
been enabled by the very precarious and untenable nature of domestic 
work, including ‘the agony of being exploited’ (Anita, 23 years old, domes-
tic worker), which domestic workers have in common, and the opportu-
nity to share their similar complaints and situations. In this way, by 
coming to the agency office, while individualising their unique experi-
ences, these domestic workers become more visible and interconnected, 
leading to informal meetings wherein they share complaints and ideas to 
mitigate their situations. Furthermore, some of the participants com-
mented that they use the relatives of their employers as a voice mecha-
nism. As Gail commented:

My boss and his wife are very hostile towards me. They treat me worse than a 
slave. But mercifully, the mother of my boss is very empathetic and caring. So, 
I seized the opportunity to tell her my stories. We interacted more deeply and 
developed a social bond and emotional intimacy. We discussed the reality of 
social deprivation and related emotions. She gives me advice and tips on when 
and how to best appeal to my boss. (Gail, 21 years old, domestic worker)

Jenny commented on how she uses prosocial behaviour to engage and 
develop a good relationship with her boss:

I usually tell her what she likes to hear whenever she queries me about any issue. 
For example, I said no when she asked if her nephew had harassed me…that 
way, she is happy with me. (Jenny, 21 years old domestic worker)

  T. A. Adisa et al.



31

The quote above illustrates that it is not as simple as the worker simply 
trying to help the boss. In this case, they see it as part of a strategy to gain 
confidence, so this is very much the first step in a longer process that 
might not be all about pleasing the boss. Rather, telling the boss what 
they want to hear is prosocial, but the motivation might be otherwise. 
Beyond interpersonal relationships and social interactions, one of the 
ideas shared by domestic workers is that they can ‘find support from out-
side their workplace’ (Binta, 46 years old, employer) by talking to their rela-
tives and agencies, who often advised them to endure the situation in 
order to keep their jobs. According to one participant, ‘I normally com-
plain to my mum when I talk to her on the phone, but she always advises 
me to endure whatever the treatment is in order to keep my job’ (Agie, 20 
years old, domestic worker). Furthermore, the peer-to-agency relationship 
can be another viable strategy for accessing and expressing informal and 
individual voice.

My agency often advises me not to discuss whatever happens in my place of work 
with anybody, because I will lose my job and it will get me in trouble. Sometimes, 
she promises to talk to my boss but yes, I often tell my agency. (Diana, 18 years 
old domestic worker)

As one participant commented, ‘the agency lady is so compassionate 
and caring—she once told my boss to take it easy with me, because I was 
going through emotional distress because of a family problem’ (Gabrielle, 
20 years old, domestic worker). Another participant shared that although 
most of these workers are mindful of their jobs, ‘They are quite thought-
ful. Madam Clara (the agent) is a star, she understood my predicament 
and initiated my move to my present place of work’ (Doris, 20 years old, 
domestic worker). One employer admitted, ‘Agencies represent the link 
between domestic workers and employers’ (Andrew, 39 years old employer); 
hence, they are influential in employment relations concerning domestic 
workers. This means that domestic workers can develop social capital and 
interpersonal relationships with their agents (as they do with their peers) 
in order to express their voice. Therefore, securing peer-to-peer support, 
interpersonal relationships, and contextual social relationships (with 
employers and their relatives) as well as external support (from relatives 
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and agencies) are strategies that some of the participants employ when 
adapting to their environment and creating space to informally and indi-
vidually make their voices heard (Gunawardana, 2014).

�Discussion and Conclusion

In this study, we explored the extent to which voice can be exercised by 
domestic workers in Nigeria and the strategies they can adopt to poten-
tially find space for expressing their voices. Similar to other developing 
countries, including South Africa, Buenos Aires, and Sri Lanka (Dwyer, 
2012; Gunawardana, 2014; Atzeni, 2016), domestic workers in Nigeria 
face difficult and often dangerous working conditions characterised by 
long working hours (with no set start or finish times), a complete lack of 
autonomy over their time and work tasks, and the threat of physical and/
or sexual abuse. Their position as marginalised members of society on 
account of their gender, age, and lack of occupational and educational 
qualifications places them in an extremely vulnerable position with their 
employers, whose power over them is near-absolute (Umar & Hassan, 
2013; Oruh et  al., 2018). Employers exhibit an authoritarian people 
management style, in line with Nigerian cultural norms, thereby distanc-
ing themselves from any felt responsibility for the unfavourable working 
conditions experienced by their staff. This harsh reality at times is tanta-
mount to modern slavery (Caruana et al., 2021), but even within this 
context, workers try to create their own space to express their voice 
(Gunawardana, 2014).

�Theoretical Implications

We examine our findings through the lens of the EVLN framework in 
order to uncover the structural constraints in the form of state regulation 
(or lack thereof ) and cultural norms, which disable domestic workers in 
Nigeria from responding to unjust and potentially dangerous working 
conditions with any options other than silence, which is a form of mod-
ern slavery (Crane, 2013; Caruana et al., 2021). Hence, workers must be 
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creative in order to adapt to their environment by making the most of 
what is obtainable, such as embracing interpersonal relationships and 
contextual social interactions with their employers as well as using peer-
to-peer or sideways voice with other workers. They can also relate their 
experiences to and bond with their agency to gain sympathy and support 
or seek advice and support from external non-government organisations 
and other relevant actors—all possible ways of creating space for voice 
expression (Gunawardana, 2014). If the domestic worker exits her job, 
this may reflect poorly on both the domestic worker and her family, and 
given that working conditions are similar across employers, the expecta-
tion of finding a more favourable position is likely to be low. Domestic 
workers are young, female, poor, and in possession of few educational 
qualifications. In a hierarchical society in which age, masculinity, and 
financial resources are most prized, such domestic workers are margin-
alised members of society with few (if any) attractive alternative employ-
ment options.

As can be seen in our findings, if a domestic worker voices their con-
cerns to their employer, they are risking physical abuse and/or termina-
tion of employment. Engaging in ‘neglect’ by showing a lack of interest 
in work or not fully engaging in job tasks is likewise not a viable option. 
While Allen (2014, p. 46) suggests that neglect may ‘enable employees to 
exert some power over their employers by getting the employer to pay for 
work that has not actually been done’. This would not be the case for the 
domestic workers who participated in our study. They are low skilled and 
can be easily replaced. Finally, the ‘loyalty’ response doesn’t carry the 
same meaning as it might in a western organisation. In the global north, 
there is evidence that employees’ loyalty to their employer increases their 
propensity to engage in voice, as they are highly invested in improving 
their workplaces (Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2009). In Nigeria, however, 
employers of domestic workers expect unquestioning obedience as a mat-
ter of course. ‘Loyal’ domestic workers are simply trying to not lose their 
jobs. It is not that they are patiently and confidently waiting for working 
conditions to improve. As the findings of our study show, the concept of 
employee voice is predicated on western values connected o ‘speaking 
up’, which are not shared by all cultures—particularly in developing 
countries, such as Nigeria, where the reality of domestic workers is akin 
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to modern slavery. This means the EVLN framework (and the notion of 
voice more generally) needs to be adapted to the Nigerian context. Hence, 
we have expanded EVLN by considering what voice means in this con-
text, as workers do not have the same tools that are available in the west, 
so they must adjust in order to find ways of expressing voice themselves 
(Gunawardana, 2014).

While voice is contested in the west there is at least some acceptance 
that speaking up is normal and the issue becomes the how and to what 
extent voice is facilitated (Wilkinson et al. 2010, 2018). The employers 
in our study demonstrated a near total unwillingness to consider any 
acceptable level of workers’ voices. This rejection of voice for employees 
can be attributed to the cultural norms prevalent in Nigeria. Hofstede 
(1980) describes how, in high-power distance cultures, there is no 
assumption of existential equality between superiors and subordinates. 
The social hierarchy is based on a fundamental inequality between work-
ers and their ogas. To accept views or suggestions from a social inferior 
implies some deficiency on the part of the employer, and this threatens 
their status. In this context, employee voice is equivalent to telling 
employers they are incompetent with regard to managing their staff.

�Policy and Human Resource 
Management Implications

Domestic workers have no legal protection from unsafe working condi-
tions and workplace abuses, and they are effectively voiceless. The onus is 
thus on the government and policymakers to enact and enforce laws that 
regulate the informal sector of the economy. A key consideration for poli-
cymakers (at both federal and state levels) is to make Nigeria a signatory 
to the International Labour Organization Domestic Workers Convention 
and extend the provisions of the Nigerian Labour Act to include domes-
tic workers and other players in the informal sector, including both 
employers and the currently unregulated agents who place domestic 
workers with households. In the context of an amended Labour Act that 
extends protection to the informal economy, human resource 
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practitioners would contribute by compiling job descriptions for domes-
tic workers and establishing advisory services to provide guidance to 
domestic workers on their employee rights and how to claim them. Even 
in the currently unregulated context of the informal economy, labour 
unions could play a key role in educating domestic workers about their 
employment rights under articles 23 and 24 of the United Nations’ 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which specifies (among other 
rights) just and favourable conditions of work, reasonable limitations on 
working hours, and holidays with pay.

A more difficult challenge lies in shifting employers’ attitudes towards 
domestic workers. Educational initiatives by the government and human 
resource practitioners may have difficulty gaining immediate traction 
given the strong cultural norms in Nigeria in relation to power distance 
and obedience towards one’s elders (Hofstede, 1980). A more fruitful 
avenue may be attempts to manipulate perceptions of social status. If 
employing domestic workers is currently seen as a symbol of superiority 
(Olayiwola, 2019), emphasising the need for more progressive and 
humane treatment of staff (for instance, a transformational leadership 
style) as indicative of one’s sophistication and good taste may be a more 
successful route to change.

�Conclusions, Limitations, and 
Recommendation for Future Research

This study extends the extant literature on employee voice by showing 
how institutional factors and cultural norms disempower domestic work-
ers in Nigeria and prevent them from effecting positive change in their 
workplaces. We build on extant research to demonstrate how in the face 
of structural factors that inhibit voice, exit, and neglect, domestic work-
ers in Nigeria respond to unfavourable work conditions in the only way 
that is available to them: adapt, which includes employing acquiescent 
and defensive silence to avoid conflict with their employers and thereby 
retain their jobs, while seeking external support and advice (Gunawardana, 
2014). In combination with the lack of legislative protection afforded to 
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domestic workers in Nigeria, high EVLN contributes to the use of low-
quality, authoritarian people management practices by employers 
(Hofstede, 1980). Thus, Nigerian cultural norms governing the supervi-
sor–subordinate relationship preclude the meaningful use of employee 
voice as it is understood in a western context. However, by investigating 
what voice means in the restricted environment (occasioned by cultural 
and patrimonial constraints, such as in Nigeria), where workers lack simi-
lar tools to what is available in the west and are therefore required to 
make relevant adjustments, the voice prospects of domestic workers can 
then be better managed (Gunawardana, 2014). Our work has limita-
tions. With few male employers compared to female employers as study 
participants, we could not identify potential gender dynamics in the 
employment relationships. Interviews with employer–employee pairs 
would have provided greater scope with which to examine perceptions 
and expectations of working conditions and critical incidents from 
opposing perspectives; however, securing the participation of domestic 
workers whose employers were being interviewed would have proven 
very difficult if not impossible, given their concerns about being identifi-
able. Perhaps most crucially, our inability to produce verbatim transcripts 
of the interviews may have impacted our analyses.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study provides a basis from 
which it is possible to investigate employee voice further in under-
researched contexts and among disenfranchised populations. Future 
research with domestic workers might examine whether voice is more 
likely to occur in households employing multiple domestic workers: Is 
there any safety in numbers or any solidarity among co-workers in this 
context? What are the long-term consequences of silence for domestic 
workers in terms of health, well-being, and economic activity? When 
does silence lead to exit? And perhaps most crucially for change to take 
place, how can employers be persuaded to improve working conditions 
for domestic workers given how they seem to benefit from the status quo? 
Answering these questions has value not only for the employee voice lit-
erature, but for the lived experiences of millions of women in domestic 
employment in Nigeria and globally.
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The Impact of Social Media 

on Employees’ Voice in Egypt

Ghada El-Kot, Sarah Fahmy, and Mike Leat

�Introduction

In line with Egypt’s Vision 2030 goal of creating “digital Egypt”, Kamel 
(2021, pp.  16–17) stated that Egypt was among the top-performing 
countries in terms of digital inclusion. The 2020 Digital Inclusion Index 
includes elements such as assisting individuals and societies in effectively 
adopting information and communications technology (ICT) and 
improving their ability to contribute to the digital economy. Based upon 
Statista (2021), in January 2021, there were 49 million active social 
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media users, representing 47.4% of the population, with a 16.7% increase 
from January 2020. The potential of using social media for improving 
organisational communications, interactions, and knowledge exchange is 
becoming more widely recognised, as is its potential value for achieving 
employee voice-related goals. Sharma and Bhatnagar (2016) argued that 
the role of social media should be expanded and to be used as a tool to 
engage employees at work. Ferreira and Plessis (2009) and North (2010) 
revealed that using social media improves collaboration and knowledge 
sharing, which in turn increased employee productivity. Most frequent 
use of social media organisations has been focused on marketing research, 
consumer behaviour research, improving customer relations, and recruit-
ment (Koch et al., 2018; Korzynski et al., 2020), whereas the use of social 
media for employee participation and employee engagement necessitates 
further investigation.

This chapter examines the impact of social media on employee voice in 
Egypt. The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section dis-
cusses the various perspectives and purpose of employee voice, looking at 
both internal and external employee voice. The second section assesses 
the existing use of social media in organisations and its impact on 
employee voice. The third section describes Egypt’s social media profile 
and analyses the findings of a pilot study conducted with three organisa-
tions across different sectors in Egypt to evaluate how social media may 
support employees to express themselves. The fourth section draws con-
clusions and makes recommendations for managers, human resource 
practitioners, and employees on how to use social media to enable 
employees to effectively express their voice either internally or externally 
in Egypt.

�Employee Voice Perspectives and Purposes

Employee involvement, employee participation, employee engagement, 
and employee empowerment are all terms that are used interchangeably 
with employee voice in the literature (Gifford et  al., 2005 and Budd 
et al., 2010). Both CIPD (2013) and Gifford et al. (2005) considered 
employee voice is an antecedent for broader concept of employee 
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engagement. Employees that are more involved will be able to contribute 
to their organisations by speaking up and expressing their voice in a help-
ful manner. Budd et al. (2010) referred to Hirchman’s (1970) research on 
individual employee voice, which was based on the exit-voice-loyalty 
framework. In which the employees could express their dissatisfaction by 
complaining or quitting their jobs. Employee voice was also used by 
employees who suffered from silence or were unsure that things at work 
will improve. According to CIPD (2013), the rising acknowledgement 
that is given to employees to explore their opinions is advantageous for 
organisational performance.

There are several distinguishing classifications of employee voice that 
vary across human resources to organisational behaviour traditions. First, 
employee relation or human resource traditions perceive employee voice 
in terms of employees having an element of control and participation in 
decision making, their ability to express dissatisfactions and concerns 
with their work activities and their terms and conditions of employment. 
Their ability to do so facilities and embeds employee empowerment. 
Martin et al. (2015) and O’Shea and Murphy (2020) express this pur-
pose in terms of employee voice providing employees with a platform to 
raise issues and advance interests as well as potentially contributing to 
management thinking and decision making. Second, organisational 
behaviour traditions perceive the purpose of employee voice as primarily 
being about communications and for employees to share their knowledge 
skills and insights with management to solve problems, suggest innova-
tions and improvements to processes and systems which will benefit the 
organisation through greater productivity, efficiency, effectiveness, or 
competitiveness and potentially yielding enhanced employee commit-
ment and engagement (Morrison, 2014). Later, Ghani and Malik (2022) 
simplified the perspectives on employee voice into two types: one of 
which focuses on expressing and seeking resolution of employee dissatis-
factions, and one which focuses on suggestions and ideas for organisa-
tional improvements. In this study, we use Ghani and Malik’s perspective 
of employee voice.
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�Employee Voice Benefits and the Risk 
of Silence

Offering the space for employee voice provides a variety of benefits. 
According to Strauss (2006), doing so creates a win–win situation by giv-
ing employees the chance to meet their needs, while also allowing organ-
isations to successfully accomplish their goals. According to Wilkinson 
and Fay (2011), employee voice is not just about having a say in the 
organisation, but also about fostering engagement and providing trans-
parency to employees. Previous research, such as Morrison (2014), dem-
onstrates the link between employee voice and organisational advantages 
such as employees are more satisfied, committed, efficient, and engaged. 
According to Farndale et al. (2011), confidence in senior management is 
an important mediator of the link between employee voice and organisa-
tional commitment. Cassinger and Thelander (2020) noted that employee 
satisfaction with voice mechanisms and a sense of being heard by man-
agement leads to better levels of engagement and job satisfaction 
(Morrison and Milliken, 2000; Rees et al., 2013; Wilkinson et al., 2018). 
From a management and organisational standpoint, the claimed poten-
tial benefits include increased employee loyalty and commitment, 
increased organisational performance, and reduced employee absentee-
ism (Wilkinson et  al., 2018), improved teamwork (Raub & Robert, 
2013), improved employee involvement, engagement, performance and 
productivity, innovation, improved decision making and conflict resolu-
tion (Dromey, 2016), and increased creativity (Ng & Feldman, 2012; 
Singh & Vanka, 2019; Karkoulian et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021). There is 
also evidence that employee voice is related to and a predictor of employee 
retention (Morrison, 2014; Abou-Shouk et al., 2021). From the employ-
ee’s perspective, they benefit from increased levels of employee empower-
ment, participation, satisfaction, well-being, and engagement (Dromey, 
2016; Singh & Vanka, 2019). Employee voice also enhances employees’ 
perceptions of their value and esteem and offers them psychological safety 
(Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006) and protection from negative emo-
tions such as resentment, anger, and dissatisfaction (Ghani & Malik, 2022).
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However, as Liu et  al. (2010) distinguished, there are differences 
between employee voice as speaking up, and employee voice as speaking 
out. Speaking up refers to voice behaviour focused on supervisors and 
upper management, whereas speaking out is intended more at co-workers 
and peers, implying a concentration on the employee voice’s objective. In 
contrast, Kougiannou and Holland (2022) observed that employees’ 
silence may arise when there is a lack of confidence in management or 
when employees are afraid to speak their opinions due to workplace 
inequality. In the context of employee voice, there are two broad catego-
ries of silence: silence for whatever reason employees intentionally with-
hold or refuse to express their voice, and silence due to an absence or 
inadequacy of appropriate mechanisms for the worker to express voice, 
which may also include silence due to discrimination. Employee silence 
is more than just not having anything to say or offer. Mowbray et  al. 
(2015) noted that a climate of silence can be perpetuated in an organisa-
tion, citing Morrison and Milliken’s (2000) model, which suggests that 
silence is encouraged in instances when managers are afraid of negative 
feedback and criticism, or believe that it is their right to manage and that 
they know best, or believe that employees are only self-interested, and 
that conflict and dissent should be avoided.

In Egypt, there is growing interest in the different types of employee 
voice. Burke and El-Kot (2010) investigated the potential antecedents 
and consequences of job engagement in a sample of male and female 
Egyptian managers and professionals working in diverse companies and 
industries. They discovered that work engagement predicts a variety of 
work outcomes, including job satisfaction and intent to quit, as well as a 
variety of psychological well-being outcomes. They advised firms to pri-
oritise boosting employee engagement by developing supportive work 
environments that are aligned with good human resource management 
practices. CIPD (2013, p.  1) noted that employee voice remains 
unknown, advocating for the use of annual employee surveys as an inter-
nal communication method to learn about employees’ voice at organisa-
tions. Elsetouhi et al. (2018) discovered that speaking out was a predictor 
of speaking up in a recent study in Egypt. Eldaghashy et al. (2022) fur-
ther state that employee voice offers the link between transformative 
leadership and employee engagement in Egypt’s public sector. They 
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advocated for changes to organisational practices in the government sec-
tor to gauge employee engagement.

There is a variety of mechanisms and platforms that employees can use 
to express their voice. Voice mechanisms, according to Gomez et  al. 
(2010), include collective and individual, direct and indirect, official and 
informal, trade union or non-union, and combinations thereof. Mowbray 
et al. (2015) proposed a consensus on definitions of formal and informal 
employee voice, with formal referring to codified, prearranged, and regu-
lar structures that act as constraints on management’s discretion, whereas 
informal refers to the often ad hoc, non-programmed, and day-to-day 
voicing of ideas and concerns expressed directly to supervisors and out-
side structured processes. In addition to the day-to-day and other proce-
dures, management has a variety of methods and forums at its disposal to 
facilitate and capture employee voice. Employee attitude and other types 
of surveys are common, as are meetings of various types and levels, 
including those with teams, departments, project groups, and focus 
groups. Each of these methods and forums has advantages and is best 
suited to achieving certain goals.

�Social Media and Employee Voice 
in Organisations

As new technologies are continuously being developed, social media plat-
forms and networks may offer new expansive methods for employee 
voice. Singh and Vanka (2019) claim that the importance of employee 
voice is increasing as technology advances and new options for employees 
to communicate their issues arise. Dromey (2016) and Kougiannou and 
Holland (2022) claim that social media could allow improved decision 
making and boost employees’ feeling of involvement and engagement by 
harnessing the “wisdom of the crowd”, the belief that groups of people 
may make better judgments and better decisions. There is a growing 
interest in the prospects and benefits of using social media within organ-
isations. However, as stated earlier, much of this attention has been 
focused on using social media for marketing research, consumer 
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behaviour research, strengthening customer relations, and recruitment 
purposes only (Koch et  al., 2018; Korzynski et  al., 2020). Numerous 
social media platforms and tools are available for use in the workplace, 
such as online blogs, microblogging, social networking sites, video shar-
ing apps, wikis, media sharing sites, and gaming technologies. IBM 
(2015), for instance, suggested hiring trained staff, familiar with social 
media to support employees express their voice, as well as the importance 
of leaders in promoting and supporting the employees in learning how to 
do so (Martin et al., 2015).

Social media’s potential to improve communications, interactions and 
knowledge exchange within organisations is becoming more widely rec-
ognised as is its potential value for achieving objectives associated with 
employee voice. According to Silverman et al. (2013) and Kougiannou 
and Holland (2022), social media provides the opportunity for a true 
paradigm shift in employee voice by facilitating collective voice, enabling 
employees to engage with each other across organisations, enabling 
employees to raise issues and exert more control over discussions and 
decision making, and facilitating online consultation and discussion with 
management in real time. As Martin et al. (2015) point out, using social 
media to encourage collective voice, increase control sharing, enable col-
laborative decision making, and improve democracy in the workplace 
requires managerial support. They added that the workplace culture must 
be supportive to employees freely expressing their interests. It has been 
argued that social media is a powerful tool that can encourage collabora-
tion, communication, and consultation in the workplace and provides 
the opportunity for dialogue and two-way communication in real time 
and that it is an effective means of encouraging employee voice (Ghani & 
Malik, 2022; CIPD, 2013; Dromey, 2016; Arain et  al., 2022). Both 
Dromey (2016) and Safko and Brake (2009) argued there is consensus 
around social media being an online virtual activity, that uses platforms, 
websites, and applications, to enable user-generated content to be com-
municated and shared among communities of people engaged in social 
networking and interaction. Some platforms, like Glassdoor (commonly 
used in Egypt), offer employer branding, as well as a virtual space for 
employees to rate their workplace, and indicate if their organisation uses 
social media. In addition, Struys (2018) noted that social media remains 
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one of the most successful platforms for contacting employees and gain-
ing their confidence, and she emphasised the necessity of adopting social 
media for employee communication.

Dromey (2016) noted that Enterprise Social Networks incorporate 
external social network services such as publishing announcements, 
microblogging (short, character-limited blog posts), questions or inqui-
ries, special interest groups, following others, and participating in conver-
sations, but they are restricted and exclusive to members of the 
organisation. CIPD (2014) describes an Enterprise Social Network as an 
internal social media platform which is a “gated community, creating a 
safe place for open discussions between named colleagues”. In addition to 
facilitating improved decision making, Enterprise Social Networks may 
help organisations develop networks and communities, improve engage-
ment with and by remote workers, and promote real-time communica-
tions. As noted by Holland et al. (2016), social media platforms such as 
Twitter and Facebook have evolved into potent communication tools 
both within and outside of the workplace. They argued that little atten-
tion had been paid to using social media constructively to improve 
human resource management practices. In their exploratory study to 
examine the link between social media use and job satisfaction using data 
from the Australian Electronic Workplace Survey, Holland et al. (2016) 
found that social networking is not often utilised to express employees’ 
voice at workplace. They found that social media is not commonly used 
to voice concerns related to work. Their findings also revealed that the 
level of job satisfaction is a factor in the desire to use social media to voice 
concerns related to work. Ghani and Malik (2022) further identified 
social media as an effective means of influencing how information was 
exchanged and obtained in organisations. They suggested that social net-
working sites that provide a visual communication channel may attract a 
big number of individuals, whereas blog communities allow users to con-
duct extended, in-depth debates through frequent blog posts.
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�The Use of Social Media to Encourage 
Employee Voice in Organisations

Several considerations must be addressed to utilise social media as an 
effective tool to foster and encourage employee voice inside organisa-
tions. Ghani and Malik (2022) suggest the multidirectional use of social 
media to justly and efficiency support employees raise their voice and 
ensure that managers respond quickly and fairly to all employees. Dromey 
(2016) identified the need for developing a simple and a clear social 
media policy, with a positive voice culture to allow employers and man-
agers to show leadership that promote the use of social media for employee 
voice, and to be willing to engage with their staff openly, trust them, let 
go of some control and respond towards their suggestions and concerns, 
this would help in demonstrating the impact that employee voice has. 
Management also should provide a range of channels for voice. He iden-
tifies several reasons why employees might not be keen to use social media 
for employee voice and these include the fear, futility and need for senior 
management support the reasons for employee silence. The organisa-
tional level voice is likely to be encouraged where appropriate mecha-
nisms and platforms are available and easily accessible to employees, and 
managers are willing to listen and respond to employees’ ideas and com-
plaints without discriminating against them (Ng & Feldman, 2012; 
Burke & Cooper, 2013, Mowbray et  al., 2015; Venkataramani et  al., 
2016, Zhu et al., 2022). It appears likely that a democratic, empowering, 
supportive (Dundon et al., 2004), and fair organisational culture (char-
acterised by high trusting relationships) will facilitate and encourage 
employees to express their views and concerns and make suggestions for 
improvements in work practices and processes. To effectively support 
employee voice, Miles and Mangold (2014) noted that managers and 
organisations must create an appropriate organisational framework, build 
voice mechanisms that are compatible with management’s goal of encour-
aging employee voice, and then listen and respond. At the level of the 
individual’s voice, the employee needs to feel psychologically safe and 
valued and without fear of the consequences (Zhu et al., 2022). Propensity 
to express one’s voice may also be influenced by employee personality 
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traits, confidence, self-esteem, perceptions of their efficacy and personal 
influence (Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Pinder & Harlos, 2001). Gender, 
sexuality, race, religion, and perceptions of power are also potential influ-
ences the propensity to engage with employee voice (Ghani & Malik, 
2022). In their practical guidance to managers on encouraging individual 
employee voice, CIPD (2021) identifies the important role that line 
managers play, stressing the need for supervisors to openly listen to 
employees’ concerns and issues that matter to them. CIPD encourages 
creating a structure to share observations and concerns, to help to create 
an organisational culture of safety and trust. They also stress the impor-
tance of senior management in arguing that if employees see senior man-
agement members listening and valuing their input, they will be motivated 
to use their own voice.

Additionally, there has been substantial focus on the roles of leader-
ship, supervisors and supervisory relations in developing, implementing 
and controlling informal employee voice. Supervisors and middle man-
agers are accountable for carrying out senior management’s policies, and 
their involvement in building a voice climate and supporting and encour-
aging employee voice has been recognised as critical by several research 
studies (Marchington & Suter 2013; Detert & Treviño, 2010). Elsetouhi 
et al. (2018), for example, asserted the importance of leadership integrity 
in influencing employees’ perceptions of safety in expressing their voice 
and argued that empowering leaders’ behaviour is also important. Boxall 
and Purcell (2011) identified trust in leadership as a critical variable 
underpinning effective employee voice. Other researchers have focused 
on leadership styles and have variously argued the importance of ethical 
(Walumbwa et al., 2012; Zhu et al., 2022), authentic (Hsin-Hua, 2012; 
Walumbwa et  al., 2012) and transformational leadership approaches 
(Detert & Treviño, 2010; Liu et  al., 2010) to encouraging employee 
voice. Several studies have addressed issues of leadership in Egypt; for 
example, Shahin and Wright (2004) suggested the desirability of charis-
matic leadership and social integration as an appropriate leadership style 
that would match with the Egyptian culture. Elsetouhi et al. (2018) fur-
ther added that leaders greatly influence employees’ desire to exercise 
their employee voice, as leaders play a major role in determining whether 
employees feel safe to express their views. They demonstrated that 
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employee voice has beneficial effects on the leader’s integrity and found 
that empowering the leader behaviours positively influenced employee 
voice. Specifically, when a leader demonstrates ethical behaviour, a will-
ingness to delegate authority and engage employees in decision making, 
they create a climate of trust and loyalty which facilitates the expression 
of employees’ ideas and opinions. These findings and conclusions are 
consistent with El-Kot (2004) who investigated the determinants of 
managerial performance among middle-level managers in Egypt and 
found support for the importance of the participative leadership style.

�Egyptian Context

A thorough investigation of the aforementioned studies deduces the need 
for a variety of factors to encourage the use of social media for employee 
voice in Egypt. These necessitate the cultivation of generating a positive, 
trusted organisational culture that supports employees voice, which 
includes participative leadership style, and the use of advanced technolo-
gies in the organisation to enhance employees’ participation in the organ-
isational decisions. Egypt is a relatively large Muslim country with a 
population of 105.2 million (January 2022). In Egypt, there are several 
cultural factors that may also support the implementation of employee 
voice at organisation. For example, religious values, traditions, and social 
dynamics that are all conducive to a collaborative leadership style (El-Kot 
& Leat, 2008; El-Kot & Burke, 2014; Soltani et al., 2018). As El-Kot 
(2016) argued, Egypt is still trying to revive its economy in the aftermath 
of the 2011 revolution and the subsequent political, social, and economic 
turmoil and threats to national security. The Egyptian government 
launched a new economic stimulus package in 2013 and dedicated 
explicit visioning towards digital development and the human capital to 
support it in digital transformation initiative in 2019, and the “Egypt’s 
Vision 2030” strategic plan. According to Egypt digitalisation report by 
Ghoneim (2021), Egypt invested in its digital infrastructure with 17% 
growth in the ICT sector in Q2 of 2020/2021. Additionally, there is sig-
nificant investment in digital transformation based upon a digital strat-
egy and qualified leadership/staff for digital transformational process. 
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El-Kot et al. (2022) referred to the use of Digital HRM in many organ-
isations in Egypt and argued for the importance of transformational lead-
ership and employees’ involvement for the digital transformation in the 
country.

�Digital Profile of Egypt

Al-Tonsi (2016) referred to the importance of social media in Egypt and 
argued that Web 2.0 is the current generation of the Web. It is a platform 
with many applications including social media. Anderson (2008) argued 
that social software focuses on supporting the social relationships. 
Bonsignore et al. (2011) add that Web 2.0 refers to accessible social media 
that supports collaboration in a community of practice. Using social 
media enables people to engage in tailored learning content and experi-
ences. According to Al-Tonsi (2016), Web 2.0 brings people together to 
talk, make new friends, and share ideas, activities, and interests. They 
include social media such as blogs, Twitter, Facebook, Edmodo, My 
Space, YouTube, and many other applications. Web 2.0 interactive media 
are free, easy to access, and designed to support collaborative knowledge 
creation and sharing (Dede, 2011).

The Digital Egypt report (2022) shows the ever-growing use of the 
internet and social media in Egypt. Thus, it is essential to investigate 
which platforms are the most popular among employees used on a regu-
lar basis. As different social media platforms appeal to different genera-
tions, it is important for organisations to gauge their employees’ interest 
first, and meet them where they are already communicating, for the most 
effective implementations of employee voice. Ginac (2021), for example, 
noted that there are different benefits to using each social media tool for 
improving employee engagement. She argued that giving employees mul-
tiple channels to engage with the organisation helps them feel more con-
nected continuously, which would improve employees’ engagement 
over time.

The data based upon the Digital Egypt Report 2022 are listed as 
follows:
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•	 Internet use in Egypt 2022: There were 75.66 million internet users in 
Egypt (in January 2022); Kepios (an advisory firm that enables organ-
isations everywhere to understand how to use digital technologies to 
improve success) analysis indicates that internet users in Egypt 
increased by 1.4 million (+1.9%) between 2021 and 2022. For per-
spective, these user figures reveal that 29.55 million people in Egypt 
did not use the internet at the start of 2022, meaning that 28.1% of 
the population remained offline at the beginning of the year. However, 
issues relating to COVID-19 continue to impact research into internet 
adoption, so actual internet user figures may be higher than these pub-
lished numbers suggest.

•	 Social Media use in Egypt 2022: There were 51.45 million social 
media users in Egypt in January 2022. The number of social media 
users in Egypt at the start of 2022 was equivalent to 48.9% of the total 
population, but it’s important to note that social media users may not 
represent unique individuals. According to Kepios analysis, social 
media users in Egypt increased by 2.5 million (+5.0%) between 
2021 and 2022.

•	 The following part provides some statistics concerning the use of other 
social media methods in Egypt in 2022, all indicators revealed that 
there is an increase in the use of social media in Egypt in 2022 as seen 
in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1  The use of social media in Egypt

No. Social media method used
Number of users in 
2022 in million

Percentage of total 
population in 2022

1 Facebook 44.70 42.5%
2 YouTube 46.30 44.0%
3 Instagram 16.00 15.2%
4 TikTok 20.28 26.8%
5 Facebook Messenger 34.60 32.9%
6 LinkedIn 6.40 6.1%
7 Snapchat 13.60 12.9%
8 Twitter 5.15 4.9%
9 Mobile connections 98.29 93.4%

Source: Egypt Digital Data Report (2022)
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�Employee Voice and Social Media in Egypt

Mercer Global Talent Trend (2022) focused on the employees’ engage-
ment in the Middle East, including Egypt. Employee engagement is 
defined as the extent to which employees commit energy and effort to 
help their organisation succeed. They argued that engaged employees are 
motivated, committed, proud, and advocates. According to their report 
on employees in the Middle East, 73% of them feel empowered to influ-
ence their work, 75% feel that they have the authority needed to do the 
job effectively, and 80% feel free to take informed risk in getting the work 
done. In their assessment of Middle Eastern companies, Mercer Global 
Talent Trend reported that the key areas of strength regarding employee 
engagement include compensation and benefits, work-life balance, learn-
ing and development, career opportunity and communication and col-
laboration. They also offered different methods to improve the employee 
engagement levels in the Middle East, such as Annual Employee 
Engagement Surveys (which is the most common), continuous listening 
throughout the employees’ lifecycle, and personalised experience based 
upon the unique needs of employees (Mercer Global Trend Report, 2022).

According to JOBMASTER, the human capital solutions in Egypt 
(2022), the Employee Engagement Survey measures employees’ passion 
towards their organisation, leaders, and jobs. The survey covers all aspects 
that effect employee motivation, satisfaction, and engagement in the 
organisation. The results of the survey assist the organisation in capitalis-
ing on the strengths and focus on the key development aspects concern-
ing their employees. Elkholi (2021) noted that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has changed the way company owners and executives think in Egypt, 
especially regarding internal communication with the employees. 
According to the employee engagement survey in Egypt that used to 
determine the best methods of employee engagement, 70% of business 
owners need to focus on the mental health of employees to support their 
well-being, while 55% give more attention to motivational initiatives, 
60% showed that they have clear plans regarding their vision of employee 
engagement and organisational culture.
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Elkholi’s (2021) survey in Egypt indicated several notable results. First, 
one in three employees felt that the internal communication with the 
company’s human resources was missing; second, two out of five employ-
ees felt pressured when assisting others; and third, one in every five 
employees felt an increase in work stress. If employers change and redi-
rect internal communication strategies to focus on employees’ well-being, 
they will reduce operational expenses and achieve the highest perfor-
mance and productivity levels from their employees. His findings also 
indicate the importance of increasing the internal communication to lis-
ten to employees and to increase employee engagement by using the digi-
tal transformational methods. The greater the employee engagement, the 
greater the positive the work outcomes, such as outperforming competi-
tion (increases by 20%), higher sales (up to 37%), satisfaction (achieved 
50%), and reduced absenteeism (10 times fewer sick days). According to 
a study of more than 2000 employees done by EMP Trust HR company 
in Egypt, 50% of employees post content on social media that is con-
nected to their jobs, including images or videos. Some organisations may 
be concerned about the usage of social media, but other businesses have 
chosen to harness it and use it for their benefit. Starting to integrate social 
media into their HR strategy seems to be a new shift towards employees’ 
voice. EMP Trust HR noted that internal social media may be used to 
advance an organisation’s goals through communications among its 
employees. This could be through two forms: Enterprise social media and 
well-known social media sites. They argued that enterprise social media is 
designed for intra-organisational communication, while the well-known 
social media sites, such as Twitter and LinkedIn, are used for internal and 
external communication where content is shared with both the organisa-
tion and the general public.

EMP Trust HR in Egypt also provided statistics on employees’ use of 
social media at the workplace. The top three reasons include to take a 
mental break from their jobs (34%), to interact with their loved ones 
while working (27%), and to foster professional relationships (25%). 
Close runners-up include to find information that helps them with their 
jobs (20%), to improve relationships with co-workers (17%), to learn 
more about someone they work with (17%), and to ask questions about 
their jobs to people inside or outside the company (17%). These results 
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indicate the value of combining social media with employee involvement 
and engagement in the organisations. For example, involving leaders to 
support effective use of social media in the workplace, and to teach 
employees what’s in it for them and help employees in acquiring the skills 
required to get started with the use of the technology at their work activi-
ties. The use of social media in Egypt is not only for the internal com-
munication but also for the external communication, for example, the 
Glassdoor website that focuses on employer branding via employee voice. 
There are 555,666 companies listed in Egypt using this website; accord-
ingly, employees are encouraged to submit their review about their 
employer. The organisations use social media methods to ask employees 
to rate their employer by allowing them to submit anonymous employee 
reviews. For example, employees at IBM rate their employer a 4.1 out of 
5. Other top-rated companies in Cairo include Vodafone rated 4.0 out of 
5, Tele performance with a rating of 4.2 out of 5, Amazon with a 3.8 out 
of 5, and Microsoft rated 4.4 out of 5 by employees. This list of top com-
panies in Cairo, Egypt, is based on anonymously submitted employee 
reviews. Adjust the rating filter to view companies with higher or lower 
average ratings as mentioned by JOBMASTER; The human capital solu-
tions in Egypt (2022).

�A Pilot Investigation in Egypt

To our best knowledge, very few studies have documented the use of 
social media for employee voice in Egypt, and there are no practical 
investigations on the impact of social media on employees’ voices in 
Egypt. This study therefore presents a preliminary investigation to explore 
how social media is really used internally by organisations to listen to the 
employees’ voice.

�Methodology

The main aim of the pilot study is to investigate how employees express 
their voice in organisations via social media, clarifying the potential ben-
efits and barriers of the use of social media to encourage employee voice 
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in organisations. Convenience sampling, a non-probability sampling 
method, was used in this pilot study due to the willingness of the three 
organisations to participate in the research during the data collection 
period. This pilot investigation took place in three different organisations 
across the manufacturing and service sectors in Alexandria and Cairo, 
focusing on organisations that represent different fields: communication, 
the food industry, and HR development. Before distributing the survey 
among managers in the chosen organisations, three interviews were made 
with three human resource managers in the selected organisations asking 
them about the use of social media and to take a company approval to 
distribute this survey to some managers in their organisations for the 
research purposes only. The three managers agreed and confirmed that 
social media is being used in their organisations on a different level com-
pared to the use of social media with customers’ voice. All the partici-
pants were managers. The survey was distributed via e-mail to the 
managers in the chosen organisations. Thirty-five surveys were completed 
from the three organisations (13, 9, and 13 respectively). While this is a 
very small convenience sample that cannot produce generalised results, it 
is the first trial to explore the use of social media for employees’ voice in 
Egypt. To administer this pilot study, we developed a survey based on the 
literature review that focused on use of social media in organisations. The 
survey aimed to (1) understand how employees express their voice in each 
organisation, (2) investigate the use of the internet and social media for 
the expression of employees’ voice in organisations, and how this is done, 
and (3) clarify the potential benefits of and barriers to the use of social 
media for the expression of employee voice. This survey started by inves-
tigating the organisational type (manufacturing or service) and organisa-
tion size (large, medium, or small). The rest of the survey consisted 
dichotomous scale (Yes/No) questions, followed by open-ended ques-
tions. For example, a sample question used to investigate the use of social 
media was: “Is social media currently being used for the expression of 
employee voice?” Then they were asked a question focused on determin-
ing which methods are being used as a social media in the organisation 
such as one-to-one meetings, employees’ surveys, department meetings, 
online platforms, chatrooms, enterprise/organisation social networks, 
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suggestion schemes, team meeting, intranet, teams or zoom, online team 
discussions, or any other methods.

Another sample question investigated other methods used to express 
employees’ voice if social media is not available, such as Directly to their 
supervisor, Team, or department meetings, Focus groups, Via a represen-
tative consultative framework, or other methods. Another important 
point investigated in the survey was to assess if the managers thought 
their employees generally felt free to express their voice in their organisa-
tion. And if not, why they thought so. The survey also focused on inves-
tigating if the organisations provide the employees with feedback or not 
concerning their voice questions such as Do employees receive feedback 
when they do express their ideas, concerns, or dissatisfaction? And how 
do employees receive this feedback? Final part is about listing if there are 
any benefits of employees expressing their voice in your organisation. Or 
are there any concerns about employees expressing their voice in the 
organisation? One of the researchers distributed the survey to the manag-
ers in the chosen organisations in October 2022 and collected the com-
pleted ones back by November 2022.

The findings of the preliminary investigation based on managers’ opin-
ion (N = 35) as shown in Table 3.2 represented two organisational types, 
service organisation (74.3%) and manufacturing organisation (25.7%), 
and three organisational sizes, large (37.1%), medium (25.7%), and 
small (37.1%). The respondents agreed that they implement social media 
in their organisations to express employees’ voice (88.6% yes, and only 
11.4% no). When describing the method being used in the social media, 
answers varied. The majority of the respondents mentioned the use of 
traditional methods, such as the use of one-to-one meetings (74.3%), 
employee surveys (62.9%), departments meetings (80%), and suggestion 
schemes (14.3%); when it comes to the other technological methods, we 
found the use of online platform (20%), chatroom (25.7%), enterprise/
organisation social network (31.4%), team meeting (80%), intranet 
(20%), teams or zoom (74.3%), and online team discussions (62.9). 
When there is no use of social media to express employees’ voice, other 
methods are used. The findings revealed that the majority agreed that the 
employees can express their voice directly to their supervisors (94.3%), 
followed by via Team or department meetings (57.1%), then via Focus 
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Table 3.2  The frequency distribution of the respondents (N = 35)

Item Frequency %

Organisation type
Manufacturing 9 25.7%
Service 26 74.3%
Organisation size
Large (more than 5000) 13 37.1%
Medium (between 1000 and 5000) 9 25.7%
Small (less than 1000) 13 37.1%
Using social media to express employee 

voice
Yes 31 88.6%
No 4 11.4%

Methods being used
One-to-one meeting

Yes 26 74.3%
No 9 25.7%

Employees’ surveys
Yes 22 62.9%
No 13 37.1%

Department meetings
Yes 28 80%
No 7 20%

Online platform
Yes 7 20%
No 28 80%

Chatroom
Yes 9 25.7%
No 26 74.3%

Enterprise/organisation social network
Yes 11 31.4%
No 24 68.6%

Suggestion schemes
Yes 5 14.3%
No 30 85.7%

Team meeting
Yes 28 80%
No 7 20%

Intranet
Yes 7 20%
No 28 80%

Teams or Zoom
Yes 26 74.3%
No 9 25.7%

(continued)
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Table 3.2  (continued)

Item Frequency %

Online team discussions
Yes 22 62.9%
No 13 37.1%

Methods being used: others
Yes 0 0%
No 35 100%
Other social methods:
Directly to supervisor

Yes 33 94.3%
No 2 5.7%

Team or department meetings
Yes 20 57.1%
No 15 42.9%

Focus group
Yes 7 20%
No 28 80%

Representative consultative framework
Yes 1 2.9%

No No 34 97.1%
Others

Yes 1 2.9%
No 34 97.1%

Employees feel free to express their voice
Yes 33 94.3%
No 2 5.7%

Employees receive feedback
Yes 30 85.7%
No 5 14.3%

Concerns about expressing voice
Yes 3 8.6%
No 32 91.4%

groups (20%) and very few respondents use it via a representative consul-
tative framework (2.9%). The findings also revealed that the majority of 
the respondents agree that the employees feel free to express their voice 
(94.3%) and the majority agreed that the employees receive feedback 
upon their comments, opinions, complaints, or suggestions (85.7%), 
and the majority of the respondents found that there are no concerns in 
their organisations towards allowing employees to express their voices 
(91.4%).
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The findings revealed similarities between respondents from the three 
chosen organisations, as follows. When asked “what are the benefits of 
employees expressing their voices in the organisation?” respondents from 
the first company mentioned that it may help create creating a positive 
workplace culture, increase employee’s engagement, satisfaction, and loy-
alty, and ultimately their retention. They also mentioned that it would 
help increase productivity and innovation, and create a safe, comfortable 
work environment wherein they could develop a feeling of belonging 
value to the community. Respondents from the second company simi-
larly shared that they would feel that employee voice would encourage 
positive working conditions that would increase their engagement and 
satisfaction. They believed that this healthy working environment would 
encourage trust, and appreciation and respect towards all employees. 
Respondents from the third company unanimously agreed that the ben-
efits would include an increase loyalty and stability, and a decrease in 
turnover.

When asked “how do employees receive feedback?” the responses varied 
across the organisation. Respondents from the first and second company 
mentioned receiving feedback via in-person forums such as face-to-face 
meetings, discussion meetings, one-to-one meetings, or from a direct 
supervisor, and virtually, via e-mail or online meetings. In the third com-
pany, respondents shared receiving feedback through one-to-one meet-
ings, e-mail, and team meetings. When asked “do you have any concerns 
about employees expressing their voice in the organisation?” the respon-
dents from the three organisations agreed that they do not have any con-
cerns. However, some respondents from the first company noted that 
some employees perceived that they are not being heard or they are afraid 
of being evaluated in subjective way and being treated differently in the 
organisation from their managers. Whereas the second and third com-
pany respondents did not mention any concern about employees express-
ing their voice.
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�Conclusion, Practical Implications, 
and Recommendations

This study demonstrates the considerable scope for using social media to 
facilitate and enhance employee voice in Egypt. As new technologies con-
tinue to emerge, they present new avenues and mechanisms, new and 
enhanced opportunities for the expression of employee voice, and new 
opportunities for multidirectional, direct, and effective communication. 
Social media offers more opportunities for enhanced employee involve-
ment and engagement, and enhanced employee contribution to better 
decision making, innovation, and improved organisational performance. 
Thus, there is an opportunity for a real paradigm shift in the power rela-
tionships within the workplace. There is little evidence available of 
employee perceptions and experience of expressing their voice and this is 
clearly a research gap that needs further investigation to support the use 
of social media in employee voice. The pilot study conducted by the 
authors demonstrates more optimism regarding the expression of 
employee voice and the use of social media in Egypt. There are some 
practical implications and recommendations for managers, human 
resource practitioners, and employees in order for organisations to reap 
the benefits of utilising social media to enhance employee voice in Egypt 
such as:

•	 Senior management must demonstrate support for and a willingness 
to invest in the new social media technologies and in employees in 
order to achieve the benefits available.

•	 Managers must demonstrate integrity and ethical behaviours; they 
must encourage employees to use the new social media avenues and 
technologies available to speak up; and employees’ views and concerns 
must be listened and responded to taking advantage of the new oppor-
tunities for multidirectional and real time communication.

•	 Managers and employees must be provided with the necessary oppor-
tunities and training in the use of social media to enable access for all.
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•	 Managers must encourage social dialogue, remove restrictions, and 
encourage the expression of employee interests and concerns without 
fear of repression their ideas.

•	 Management and human resource managers and practitioners must 
ensure that workplace cultures and leadership approaches encourage 
supportive and empowering behaviours and a climate of mutual trust 
and psychological safety without fear of victimisation or retribution.

•	 HRM practitioners should take responsibility for leading cultural 
change, the development of new leadership approaches, and ensuring 
access for all. They must promote the use of social media and encour-
age employees to express their voice.

•	 Employees must take advantage of the opportunities provided, engage 
with the new social media technologies and voice avenues, and be will-
ing to contribute their knowledge and experience to the benefit of the 
organisation as well as pursuing their interests and concerns.
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4
Trade Unions and Employee Voice 

in Kenya

Gladys Muasya and Fred Walumbwa

�Introduction

Each country has a regulatory framework to protect its workers’ interests. 
This may include employment law, collective relational law, and social 
security law (Botero et al., 2004). The collective relational law ensures 
that there is a system of collective bargaining where the collective agree-
ments are adopted and enforced by both the employer and the employee. 
In Kenya, labour is regulated by acts of parliament such as the Employment 
Law 2007, the Kenya Labour Relations Act of 2007, and the 2010 
Constitution (International Labour Organisation, 2004; Magare & 
Sundays, 2022). The 2010 Constitution Article 41 on labour relations, 
for example, gives each person a right to fair labour practices (e.g., right 
to fair remuneration, reasonable working conditions, to form or join a 
trade union, and to strike) (Kituo cha Sheria, 2016). A Trade Union is 
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defined as “a voluntary organization of workers which aims to protect 
and promote the socio-economic interest of its members through collec-
tive bargaining with employers” (Solaja, 2015, p. 2). Conversely, employee 
voice is defined as a “promotive behavior that emphasizes the expression 
of constructive challenge needed to improve rather than merely criticize, 
voice is making innovative suggestions for change and recommending 
modifications to standard procedures even when others disagree” (LePine 
& Van Dyne, 1998, p. 109).

Research suggests that employee voice relates to organisational perfor-
mance (Morrison, 2014; Walumbwa et al., 2012). It is for this reason that 
the current human resource literature encourages employee communica-
tion or voice in enabling the organisation to be effective and competitive 
(Boxall et al., 2007; Holland et al., 2016; Wood & Wall, 2007). However, 
due to competing interests of management workers, owners, and other 
stakeholders, employee voice remains one of the contentious areas in 
human resource management. This is because it sometimes can be viewed 
as questioning managerial prerogatives and social legitimacy 
(Marchington, 2007). For example, some researchers (e.g., Anyango 
et al., 2013; Karimi & Nyawira, 2019; Kenya Union of Domestic, Hotels, 
Educational Institutions, Hospitals and Allied Workers, 2022) have 
opined that employee voice is critical in a space where the traditional 
platform of airing workers’ concerns seems to be declining due to new 
forms of work arrangements. This chapter attempts to first give a histori-
cal account of the growth of the trade union movement in Kenya in 
general and in specific sectors in Kenya. It then shows how trade unions 
have sought to position employees’ voice to the attention of management 
and government, and the successes and failures of the trade unions in 
Kenya. Despite trade unions playing such a critical role, research on trade 
unions and employee voice is still sparse in Kenya. The studies of trade 
unions are cross-sectional and carried out within a specific organization 
e.g., a bank, and rarely within a sector such as the banking sector. (Kabiru, 
2018; Karimi & Nyawira, 2019; Otieno, 2017) necessitating this study. 
This chapter is organised as follows: It first provides an overview of the 
trade union movement in Kenya from the colonial times to the present. 
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It then gives an overview of trade unions in the various sectors in Kenya 
and the future of trade unions in Kenya, and finally it offers some sugges-
tions for practice, theory, and further research.

�Methodology

Due to the sparse literature on this subject in Kenya, we carried out desk-
top research on various secondary sources. These sources include journal 
papers, books, media reports, and trade unions’ websites. The papers and 
books were those written from colonial times to 2022. In these sources, 
we only focused on issues of trade unions and employees’ voice in Kenya. 
We avoided unpublished student theses and research carried out in trade 
unions in Kenya as most of that data are not publicly available. We then 
used content analysis to analyse the data. In the next section, we cover 
results and discussion.

�Trade Union in Pre-independence Kenya

The history of trade unions in Kenya is intertwined with Kenya’s struggle 
for liberation. Trade unions were springboards that fuelled the nationalist 
movement towards Kenya’s independence (Durrani, 2009; Otieno, 2017; 
Zeleza, 1993). Even today, trade unions still maintain a presence in 
Kenya’s and Africa’s political landscape as witnessed in the 2022 Kenya 
general elections (Chelegat, 2022; Karreth, 2018; Omulo, 2022). To 
start with, Kenya was a British colony, and the colonial government used 
coercion to recruit labour and control it (Zeleza, 1993). In Kenya, the 
first movement of labour representation was in the form of associations 
(e.g., Kenya African Civil Servants Association; the Railway African staff 
associations, etc.). In 1931 in Mombasa, Indian artisans formed a trade 
union committee and in 1934 formed the “Kenyan Indian Labour Trade 
Union”. Later in 1935, it changed to the labour Trade Union of Kenya to 
acquire a more racially nuanced presence. Among the achievements of 
this union, it advocated for an eight-hour job and overtime work to be 
compensated (Durrani, 2009). Nevertheless, the formation of trade 
unions did not deter strikes. To illustrate, in the 1914 strike, the Indian 
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railway and public works department workers opposed the colonial gov-
ernment decision to impose poll taxes, ration food, poor housing, poor 
wages, and a lack of medical amenities. Indeed, there was a separation in 
housing and African workers lived in the ghettos of Eastlands with no 
infrastructure or amenities.

Because the colonial government paid low wages (Singh, 1969), it fol-
lows that for Africans, the labour struggle had a liberation angle to it. 
Some notable nationalists of the day were arrested, including the likes of 
Harry Thuku, the leader of the East African Association. These earlier 
freedom fighters opposed the Kipande system, an identification card 
worn at the neck, demanded their farms back from the white settlers, and 
advocated for better working conditions, higher education, lower taxes, 
and, finally, more amenities and an African representation in the colonial 
legislative council. The struggle and strikes increased in the 1930s, and 
the great depression further worsened these conditions. This led the farm 
squatters to occupy the white settler farms and demand for the restriction 
on Africans not to grow crops such as coffee removed. Finally, they also 
protested the lack of the colonial government refusing to recognise their 
trade unions and a lack of workman compensation or pension schemes. 
Of course, it is important to note that some revolts occurred even with-
out trade unions (Durrani, 2009).

In the 1940s, there were food riots and unemployed men, and their 
families were taken back to the village reserves. The 1950s was dominated 
by the strikes for better housing, better working conditions, and the 
repeal of the differential wage system among Africans, Indians, and 
Europeans. These strikes spread in many parts of Kenya, and key leaders 
such as Makhan Singh and Fred Kubai, among other trade union leaders 
and strike organisers, were arrested for radicalising the poor workers 
(ahoi) working in towns to strike. Importantly for the unions, these 
strikes acted as a catalyst to form the Kenya Federation of Registered 
Trade Unions (KFRTU) in 1952, a forerunner of the Kenya Federation 
of Labour (KFL) formed in 1955 which enabled the government to chan-
nel labour militancy in an organised way. Interestingly, as the liberation 
struggle intensified, it curtailed the activities of the labour unions, and in 
1952, the colonial government declared a state of emergency and detained 
several political leaders. In so doing, the colonial government reinstated 
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the use of detention in the communal reserves, forced communal labour, 
and military campaigns. However, in the late 1950s, the colonial govern-
ment allowed the trade unions to revive their activities after it had con-
tained the MAU MAU (a guerilla political liberation movement that 
abode in forests).

The revived trade unions used collective bargaining rather than resort-
ing to strikes. The trade unions of the 1950s and 1960s followed the new 
industrial relations system, the tripartite system which consisted of capi-
tal, state, and trade unions. The Federation of Kenya Employers (FKE) 
was formed at this time. Strikes were carried out when the tripartite sys-
tem of Kenya Federation of Labour (FKL) and FKE failed. The labour 
union was now considered weak and slow and the FKL was under threat 
of being deregistered and played at the whims of FKE.  In 1962, Tom 
Mboya as a Minister for Labour signed the Industrial Relations Charter 
with the aim of consolidating their previous labour gains of the tripartite 
system. Despite this development, workers did not support this move 
and refused to ratify it and still, resulting in more labour strikes that were 
witnessed in 1962 (Zeleza, 1993). After independence, there was a sepa-
ration between labour and politics, and the labour unions were discour-
aged from interfering in the young democracy (Budeli, 2012; Durrani, 
2009). In the following sections, different unions are covered in respec-
tive sectors beginning with the Central Organization of Trade Union 
(COTU-K) followed by agriculture, education, transport, manufactur-
ing, health, and informal sector.

�Central Organisation of Trade Unions

The Central Organisation of Trade Unions-Kenya (COTU-K) is one of 
the main umbrella trade unions in Kenya. The COTU-K Union was 
founded in 1965 after dissolving the Kenya Federation of Labour and 
African Workers Congress (KFL-AWC). These former two unions were 
formed in the pre-independence years (Central Organisation of Trade 
Unions, 2022). COTU-K has been on the front line fighting for employ-
ees’ labour rights. During President Moi’s era (the second president of 
Kenya, 1978–2002), COTU-K had aligned itself with the Kenya African 
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National Union (KANU) government. This ruling regime fettered it, and 
in the 1990s, civil societies began agitating for workers’ rights. A case in 
point was the civil societies’ fight for better working conditions for work-
ers in the flower industry and in the Export Processing Zone. In the 
1990s, there was an economic crisis leading to retrenchments and multi-
nationals relocating from Kenya resulting in high taxation and poor 
infrastructure. To address this economic crisis, in 2000, International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank backed a massive government 
retrenchment of 42,000 workers despite resistance from the union. This 
retrenchment resulted in lower cash flows for the union to run its opera-
tions and sustain its staff. It also curtailed the voice and the power of the 
union to fight for its members. Moreover, because the Central 
Organisation of Trade Unions (COTU-K) was aligned with the ruling 
party KANU, it was being perceived as partisan. In the same year (2000), 
the American government put pressure on COTU-K to delink itself with 
the government for Kenya to benefit from the American Financed African 
Growth and Opportunities Act (AGOA). This pact would allow the 
country to export to the US market. While the American government 
was putting pressure on the Union, the International Labour Organization 
was threatening to blacklist Kenya if the labour movement was not 
allowed to operate independently from the government. The pressure 
somehow succeeded, and COTU-K was able to delink herself from the 
government, which saw the union change to rally behind the change of 
Kenya’s constitution that ushered in the multiparty system of govern-
ment (the opposition politics at that time advocated for a multiparty 
governance system, a wind that swept across sub-Saharan Africa).

It is important to note that the union has faced several challenges. For 
example, the government has not always honoured the promises it makes 
to workers (e.g., to create more jobs). In addition, some of the entities 
that the Central Organisation of Trade Union (COTU-K) worked hard 
to be created to cater for the welfare of workers (i.e., National Social 
Security Fund or NSSF; National Hospital Insurance Fund or NHIF) 
have always been marred with financial scandals, mismanagement, and 
corruption. Indeed, in 2010, when the government wanted to increase 
the fee amount workers contribute to NHIF, the union engaged in a legal 
battle to stop the move. It also threatened to organise a strike as the 
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increase in fees adversely affect low-income workers. COTU-K also sup-
ported the Kenya National Union of Teachers (KNUT) 2012’s strike 
which almost paralysed learning in its fight for better pay. Another case 
was in the agricultural sector. In 2007, the Kenya Plantation and 
Agricultural Workers Union (KPAWU) with a labour force of 10,000 
workers staged a strike. Their employer—the Unilever Tea Kenya 
Plantations—made a pay increase of 8% and met at least half of their 
demands. Of course, there were strikes that never made it. For instance, 
the public transport buses and minibuses organised a 10-day strike 
demanding a 30% reduction in fuel costs. To summarise, the Central 
Organisation of Trade Union (COTU-K) has had several significant suc-
cesses. These include: (1) its lobby to introduce The Industrial Court of 
Appeal in addition to the Industrial Court; (2) its attempt to extend the 
benefits of the union to the informal sector; (3) its efforts to develop a 
unified labour law; (4) its advocacy for worker-friendly labour legislation; 
and (5) its continued efforts to remove the remaining colonial legacy in 
the Kenyan labour laws (Central Organisation for Trade Unions, 2022). 
The next section covers trade unions in the agriculture sector.

�Trade Unions in the Agriculture Sector

Although several trade unions exist in the agriculture sector, there are two 
main unions namely, Kenya Plantation & Agricultural Workers Union 
(KPAWU) and Kenya Union of Sugar Plantation and allied workers 
(KUSPAW). Between the two major unions, KPAWU is the most vocal. 
This union was formed in 1963 through the merging of four agricultural 
unions namely the Sisal Plantations Workers Union, the Coffee 
Plantations Workers Union, the Tea Plantations Workers Union, and the 
General Agricultural Workers Union. This union started in Nairobi and 
spread to the farms in Rift Valley and Nyanza regions. In one notable 
case, Kenya Union of Sugarcane Plantation and Allied Workers 
(KUSPAW), the sugar union, fought to oppose the government from 
privatising five sugar mills. The workers were agitated due to unpaid wage 
arrears (Matete, 2022). It is important to note however that in its early 
years, KPAWU had done little to influence its workers’ working 
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environment. This was because they had leadership wrangles, dispersed 
populations, and illiterate members that had difficulties accessing the 
unions (Kraus, 1976).

Today, KPAWU aims to improve working conditions, promote fair 
labour practices, educate members about their rights, influence govern-
ment policy regarding workers, and often take legal actions on behalf of 
members on unfair labour practices (Ogolla, 2015). A recent study by 
Kabiru (2018) sought to find out the extent to which KPAWU contrib-
utes to the welfare of workers in the cut flower sector. The research was a 
cross-sectional study carried out in three flower-growing regions of 
Naivasha, Nanyuki, and Thika in Kenya. They found that the level of 
membership in the cut flower was slightly above 50% (53.4%) and sug-
gested that one of the reasons for low membership was because KPAWU 
union was less aggressive in sensitising workers. This suggests that many 
workers are not aware of the joining process or may not be interested in 
joining the trade union altogether. The study also revealed that the union 
was less efficient in handling members’ concerns. The study also sug-
gested that some workers felt that the union had compromised with the 
management even when it was clear that some farms threatened their 
workers with dismissal if they joined the union. In addition, only 63% of 
the participants acknowledged being visited by union officers on their 
farms. This is surprising because regular visits could be used as grounds 
for recruiting and sensitising workers on the roles of KPAWU.

The Kabiru (2018) study also found that a third of the workers could 
still express themselves freely. When asked about the benefits they would 
receive from joining the union, only half indicated the union could nego-
tiate on their behalf on collective bargaining agreement (CBA). Another 
third did not see any benefit from a union as they regarded it as dormant 
implying that they were yet to feel its impact. Almost two-thirds of the 
participants believed the union fought for their rights. This was particu-
larly for the seasonal workers or those working on a rotational basis, or in 
non-unionised farms. Finally, only two-thirds believed the union offered 
training. Farms in the rural areas had fewer visits due to inadequate 
finances although unionised farms received training. The number of visits 
varied depending on where the farm was located. For example, farms in 
Thika received more training as they are near Nairobi offices. The workers 
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suggested that the union should seek to improve their welfare, fight for 
their rights, better working conditions, and fair minimum wages, and 
sensitise workers on their rights and assist them to join the union. Finally, 
the study highlighted some challenges/weaknesses, including poor lead-
ership and lack of interpersonal skills from union leaders. The study also 
pointed out that there is need for the officials to continue sensitising 
workers, as some workers suggested they only met the officials when there 
was a trade dispute, a strike, or officials collecting their agency fees. Of 
course, this does not imply that the Union officials did not make any 
attempts. In some cases, the flower farms denied the union officials access 
while some farms intimidated or discouraged their workers from joining 
unions. This ended up limiting the finances of the union (Kabiru, 2018). 
In the next section, education sector is covered.

�Unions in the Education Sector

Education sector is one area where there is more active union activity. 
The education sector’s unions consist of (1) Union of National Research 
Institute Staff of Kenya, (2) Kenya Union of Post-Primary Education 
Teachers, or KUPPET, (3) Kenya Union of Special Needs Education 
Teachers, (4) Kenya Private Universities Workers Union, (5) Kenya 
National Union of Teachers, or KNUT, and (6) University Academic 
Staff Union, or UASU. These unions cut across the education spectrum, 
with the most notable ones being KNUT, KUPPET, and UASU.  Of 
these three, KNUT is the oldest institution formed in 1957 in the pre-
colonial days. The earlier attempts to form a teachers’ union in 1934 did 
materialise. At that time, KNUT had several grievances against its colo-
nial masters, including the disparity in wages along African and white 
racial lines. Supervisors and inspectors harassed teachers on unfair terms, 
teachers were discriminated in housing where allocation was carried out 
along racial lines especially in boarding schools, and there was a lack of 
medical allowances. These grievances could not be easily resolved because 
different parties that employed teachers could not come to negotiate 
together. KNUT organised a series of strikes that later resulted in the 
formation of Teachers Service Commission (TSC) in 1966 through an 
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act of parliament (Kenya National Union of Teachers, 2022). To date, 
KNUT is more than a union. It has branded itself not only as a union but 
as a body that unites teachers—a professional body and a welfare organ-
isation that seeks to promote educational development.

Despite many challenges since its inception, KNUT has had some sig-
nificant achievements (Kenya National Union of Teachers, 2022). For 
example, KNUT has consistently fought for its members for better remu-
neration and is known for issuing country-wide teacher strikes. In 1997, 
there was a teachers’ strike that lasted for 12 days resulting into a collec-
tive bargaining agreement (CBA) between KNUT and TSC that agreed 
on a 105–200% increment in basic salary and several allowances. This 
CBA was to be implemented in phases of five years beginning from July 
1, 1997. Unfortunately, only the basic salary of the package was imple-
mented, leaving out some other important allowances that were to be 
implemented 16 years later. In 2015, there was a strike for about three 
weeks in which the union demanded that their arrears be backdated from 
2013, because the teachers’ employer—Teachers Service Commission—
had failed to honour the arrears of 50–60% increment in the pay rise 
awarded by the labour court (Kenya National Union of Teachers, 2020).

On July 29, 2020, KNUT issued a press briefing (Kenya National 
Union of Teachers, 2020) highlighting some of the breaches of the CBA 
between Teachers Service Commission and KNUT. The union and TSC 
had entered into a CBA on October 2016 which was to run for four years 
from July 1, 2017, to June 30, 2021, before a new CBA could be negoti-
ated (TSC-KNUT CBA, 2016). The items in the agreement included 
basic salary and allowances (i.e., housing, medical benefit, commuter 
allowance, hardship allowances, etc.). According to the CBA, the 
employer was to develop a tool for performance evaluation of which all 
parties were to be consulted. The employer was also required to adhere to 
part IV of the Teachers Code of Regulations when developing a career 
development programme to enhance teaching. However, in 2020, the 
union raised concerns regarding the way teachers were promoted. TSC 
had devised a new regime of promoting teachers based on career progres-
sion guidelines (CPG), and teachers were to undertake continuous pro-
fessional development (CPD) courses which would form part of their 
career growth, promotion, and remuneration. This move was challenged 
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in the labour court and a CBA was signed where teachers were still to be 
promoted based on the terms under which they were employed—terms 
of service as captured in section IV of the Code of Regulations for 
Teachers. A second issue raised by KNUT in the court was that TSC had 
implemented a differentiated pay structure depending on which the 
union a teacher was affiliated to (some teachers are members of Kenya 
Union of Post-Primary Education Teachers (KUPPET)—a rival union). 
In this instance, the Union noted a case of discrimination and alleged 
that TSC maintained two payrolls and excluded members of KNUT 
from the second and third phases of the CBA. The union was against this 
discrimination because it was a breach of the CBA, which was agreed 
upon and a certificate deposited in the labour court, thus contravening 
the Labour Relations Act and TSC Act. Indeed, Kenya parliament had 
approved and set funds to pay all public teachers. In 2021, the two par-
ties signed a new CBA for 2021–2025 (Kenya National Union of 
Teachers, 2021).

Overall, because KNUT has consistently fought for better pay and 
terms of service, its members enjoy several benefits, including maternity, 
house allowances, hardship allowance, commuter allowance, and free 
pension scheme, among other things. These notwithstanding, it is impor-
tant to note that KNUT has also experienced several challenges. These 
include luck of qualified personnel, inadequate number of teachers in 
public schools, insufficient funds, and rival unions (e.g., KUPPET), 
among other challenges. The rival union—KUPPET—was formed in 
1985. Just like KNUT that was dominated by primary school teachers, 
KUPPET also faced challenges from rival unions. It was finally registered 
in 1993, and since then it has had some significant achievements. For 
instance, in 2011, it forced the government to hire 18060 interns on a 
full-time basis and in 2012, it endeavoured for harmonisation of salaries 
and allowances. In 2013, it fought for allowances—commuter allow-
ances, special schools’ allowances, and readers’ allowances through an 
industrial action (Kenya Union of Post-Primary Education Teachers, 
2022). Importantly, these achievements were a result of a joint strike with 
other civil servants. The next section focuses on public universities 
in Kenya.
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�University Academic Staff Union: UASU

This union was founded in 1993 after a series of strikes at the universities 
and it was registered in 2003. It was founded on grounds of social justice, 
labour democracy, and democratic action (Otieno, 2019; Shume, 2021). 
It aims to bring unity, empowerment, fairness, dignity, and academic 
freedom to the workplace. Some of its objectives are to ensure gender 
equity and other forms of inclusivity during employment, improve rela-
tions among members, cooperate with other players regarding matters of 
university education and education in general, offer strategic representa-
tion in necessary platforms in university governance, and ensure fair poli-
cies in wages and university management. Other additional goals are to 
ensure professional development, member training, ensure members 
conduct their work in an ethical and professional manner, communicate 
with members, offer welfare services, and represent members in labour 
disputes, among others (The Universities Academic Staff Union [UASU], 
2014). Each public university has its own UASU chapter. To date, UASU 
has signed several CBA with its respective employers. For example, in 
October 2019, UASU signed a CBA for the 2017–2021 CBA after 
months of intense negotiations where they were allocated KES 8.8 billion 
for salary and pension increments (Otieno, 2019). Unfortunately, by 
2021, some of the universities had not implemented the CBA, and UASU 
has been threatening to strike (Shume, 2021).

Kenyan universities have several challenges complicating the work of 
UASU. For example, the universities are wallowing in unpaid employee 
statutory deductions such as National Social Security Fund (NSSF), 
Savings and Credit Cooperative Societies (SACCOs) deductions, adjunct 
lecturers’ payments, and revenue taxes, among other dues. This is attrib-
uted to reduced government capitation for each student and increased 
cost of living. Although the university vice chancellors have often 
requested the government to increase its funding for these institutions to 
ease their financial woes (Mutua, 2021; Otieno, 2019), the situations 
have continued to deteriorate. Indeed, in October 2022, there was a 
move to further reduce government funding to public universities. 
However, this idea did not settle well with the university dons prompting 
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UASU to confront the Cabinet Secretary of education to withdraw his 
remarks. In his earlier remarks, the Cabinet Secretary stated that the gov-
ernment had purported to stop funding public universities and suggested 
that the universities would now have to innovate and seek alternative 
funding (Capital News, 2022). Since public schools and colleges are 
state-sponsored, their financial support comes from the exchequer and it 
depends on the country’s economic performance and the politics of 
the day.

�The Transport Sector

The transport sector is broad with those on the sea, road, rail, and air 
transport and warehousing. Each sector has its own unique challenges 
and union. Unions in this sector include Kenya Long Distance Truck 
Drivers and Allied Workers Union, Transport and Allied Workers Union, 
Kenya Shipping Clearing & Warehousing Workers Union, Seafarers 
Workers Union, Dock Workers Union, Railway Workers Union, Kenya 
Aviation and Allied Workers Union, and Kenya Airline Pilots Association 
(Otieno, 2019). We explore a few in detail below.

�The Long-Distance Truck Drivers and Allied 
Workers Union

The long-distance trucking industry has its own unique challenges from 
the other transport sectors (Trademark, 2020). To represent themselves, 
the truckers have come up with the Long-Distance Truck Drivers and 
Allied Workers Union (KLDTDAWU). Some of its accomplishments 
include trucking to insecure neighbouring countries and handling travel-
ling embargos during the COVID-19 period. For instance, KLDTDAWU 
advised its members not to carry cargo destined for insecure regions. This 
was the case with Southern Sudan which has experienced political insta-
bility for some time (Owino, 2021). Besides insecurity, the union has 
decried situations where employers hire cheaper foreign drivers at the 
expense of local drivers and has consistently advocated for salary increases 

4  Trade Unions and Employee Voice in Kenya 



86

for its members, including a recent 12% salary increase. Of course, they 
also face several challenges. These include tax exertion at the weighbridge, 
border police harassment as they enter neighbouring countries, and the 
Kenya Federation of Employers targeting to fire drivers that are aligned 
to the union despite the fact that the Kenyan Constitution provides a 
space for each worker to enjoy fair work practices (Ochieng, 2022). For 
example, early this year, the drivers downed their tools due to an unfair 
COVID-19 test regiment that was required in a neighbouring country. 
The drivers were subjected to frequent/weekly tests irrespective of whether 
they had negative tests from other East African countries. They finally 
resumed work when the conditions for COVID-19 testing were fairly 
altered (Osere, 2022).

�Kenya Airline Pilots Association

Another transport segment with unique challenges is the aviation sector. 
The Kenyan aviation industry is volatile. The negative macroeconomics 
such as exchange rates, cut-throat competition, and world pandemics 
easily push the sector into a flux. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic 
left a dent in this industry worldwide, although airlines are beginning to 
pick up their pieces as travel restrictions due to the pandemic are being 
lifted. Moreover, the continent’s aviation industry is highly fragmented. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, airlines had to drastically reduce a 
good number of workers, and others were forced to work on a flexi-time 
basis (Mbabazi, 2022; Mureithi, 2021). In Kenya, Kenya Airways (KQ), 
the main Kenyan carrier, has been on a resuscitation table for a long time 
with the government attempting to keep it alive. It therefore came as no 
surprise when KQ pilots held strikes in 2022 citing poor working condi-
tions. These conditions necessitated the Kenya Airline Pilots Association 
(KALPA) to call for a strike, which saw planes grounded for several days. 
KALPA is an association for Pilots that started in 1978 after the defunct 
East Africa Community and it has members from all major airlines. It is 
concerned with good working conditions, flight safety, and a voice for 
professional pilots in Kenya (The East African, 2022). In the next section, 
we move to the manufacturing sector.

  G. Muasya and F. Walumbwa



87

�The Manufacturing Sector

The Kenya manufacturing sector has been faced with a myriad of chal-
lenges with the introduction of cheap substitutes and global competition. 
Most of the machineries are old and companies need to invest in the lat-
est technology (Wangui, 2019). In the manufacturing sector, the unions 
are organised according to the nature of the manufacturing activity. These 
include the Amalgamated Union of Kenya Metal Workers, Kenya 
Petroleum Oil Workers Union, Bakery Confectionery Manufacturing & 
Allied Workers Union, Kenya Chemical & Allied Workers Union, Kenya 
Union of Printing Publishing, Paper Manufacturing & Allied Workers, 
Kenya Shoe & Leather Workers Union, Kenya Engineering Workers 
Union, Kenya Union of Commercial Foods & Allied Workers, Tailors & 
Textile Workers, and Kenya Electrical Trades Allied Workers Union, 
Kenya Union of Hair and Beauty Salon Workers Union (KUHABWO), 
and Kenya Glass Workers Union (KGWU) (Central Organisation of 
Trade Unions, 2022). We briefly describe two unions, KPOWU and 
KUHABWO, below. The Kenya Petroleum Oil Workers Union 
(KPOWU) is a union for workers in the petroleum oil sector. Some of the 
concerns it has raised are to do with understaffing in the Kenya Pipeline 
Company, such as working for long hours and high workloads, which 
have compromised the quality of work. There is also the issue of unpaid 
overtime (Ambani, 2022). Several Unions in the manufacturing and 
mining sector are allied to IndustriALL. This is a global-level trade union 
that was founded on June 2012 with a presence in 140 countries and 50 
million workers. It has a global solidarity that seeks to challenge multina-
tionals and negotiate for their workers using a new economic model 
based on democracy and social justice. This model places the interest of 
the people first. As a result, it has brought together the federations of 
former global unions in metal work, chemical mining, energy general 
works, textiles, and leather (IndustriALL, 2022).

The Kenyan chapter of IndustriALL has several unions affiliated with 
it. These include Amalgamated Union of Kenya Metal Workers, Kenya 
Petroleum Oil Workers Union (KPOWU), Kenya Engineering Workers 
Union (KEWU), Kenya Shoe & Leather Workers Union, Tailors, and 
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Textiles Workers Union (TTWU), Kenya Union of Hair and Beauty 
Workers (KUHABWO), and Kenya Glass Workers Union (KGWU). In 
2021, the seven affiliated unions to IndustriALL joined hands to cam-
paign for Style Company—a company that makes synthetic hair. This 
company was to uphold its agreement with KUHABWO and allow its 
workers to be unionised. However, the workers of this company were 
intimidated and victimised, and some had their contracts terminated for 
joining the union to fight for their rights. This was despite the interven-
tion of the Employment and Industrial Labour Court. The employer 
company still refused to recognise the union leading to more interna-
tional reinforcement from IndustriALL (IndustriALL, 2021).

�The Health Sector

In this sector, we cover the Kenya National Union of Nurses (KNUN) 
and The Kenya Medical Practitioners, Pharmacists and Dentists Union. 
KNUN is a union for nurses who form a significant proportion of hospi-
tal staff. It was founded in 2011 and registered in April 2013 as a trade 
union according to the provisions of the Labour Relations Act No 14 of 
the Laws of Kenya. It seeks to be a premier Union of world-class stan-
dards that offers a democratic pace for workers and employers to seek 
solutions through dialogue. As of 2022, it has 29,000 members in 54 
branches drawn from the public, private, academic, and research institu-
tions (Kenya National Union of Nurses, 2022). This union has signed 
several CBA with public hospitals, recognition agreements with county 
governments, and state corporations, and mission hospitals, among 
others (Kimuge, 2022).

The second union is the Kenya Medical Practitioners, Pharmacists & 
Dentists Union (KMPDU). Before independence, the colonial doctors 
were members of the British Medical Association (BMA). After indepen-
dence, it was renamed Kenya Medical Association KMA (Koon, 2021; 
Mwenda, 2012). KMA was more of a professional body than a union and 
it followed a hospital-centric service delivery practised in the urban areas 
after Europe. This means KMA was inadequate to meet the needs of 
junior doctors who saw it as primarily meeting the needs of senior 
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doctors in the private sector (Koon, 2021). As a result, the junior doctors 
and final-year medical students formed a Facebook page and used the 
wall as an activist group to lobby for more participation. They decried the 
poor state of their working conditions and their terms of service. As doc-
tors, the Labour Relations Act 2007 did not allow them to join trade 
unions. This dream only came true with the new 2010 Kenya Constitution 
which permitted collective labour organising (Koon, 2021; 
Mwenda, 2012).

In terms of labour representation, the medical doctors were lumped 
together with other civil servants. They did not have a specialised com-
mission to address their employment concerns. These doctors were 
underpaid, worked for long hours without overtime pay, lacked govern-
ment sponsorship to specialise at the postgraduate level, worked in dilap-
idated institutions that lacked the necessary adequate equipment, had 
poor staffing at the hospitals, and had a poor implementation of health-
related policies. This saw almost 80% leave the public hospitals after 
deployment to greener pastures abroad (Mwenda, 2012). Also, because 
these young doctors are not specialised, they lacked the ability to eke an 
extra living from working on a part-time basis in other hospitals. As a 
result, the first group of young doctors organised a series of meetings and 
protests amidst threats before the union was legally recognised (Koon, 
2021; Mwenda, 2012).

Today, KMPDU seeks to unite all cadres of doctors together to coop-
erate for collective opinion, represent doctors in private and public plat-
forms, protect the medical professional standards and protocols, and 
resolve disputes among members and members with their employees 
through collective and constitutional processes. Besides undertaking col-
lective bargaining, it also does several welfare activities. It guides mem-
bers to form saving and credit cooperatives unions, benevolent funds, 
and education funds. In addition, it liaises with other organisational bod-
ies that pursue similar interests as them, conduct capacity building for 
their members on labour issues, and even carry out corporate social 
responsibility (Kenya Medical Practitioners, Pharmacists & Dentists 
Union, 2022). Some of its achievements include improvements in salary 
and working conditions, leading to an increase in health care quality, 
productivity, and engagement (Irimu et al., 2018).
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�Kenya Union of Domestic, Hotels, Educational 
Institutions, Hospitals, and Allied Workers

Unlike other unions, the Kenya Union of Domestic, Hotels, Educational 
Institutions, Hospitals, and Allied Workers (KUDHEIHA) cuts a spec-
trum of sectors targeting the support staff. It is an old union founded in 
1942 previously as a House Servants Association. As a union, it was reg-
istered in 1951 for support staff in the domestic, hotels, educational insti-
tutions, hospital, and allied workers. It caters to workers in the domestic 
sector, hospitals, and learning institutions both public and private. This 
union seeks to represent its staff and negotiate for better pay and terms of 
work and advocate for its workers’ rights (Kenya Union of Domestic, 
Hotels, Educational Institutions, Hospitals and Allied Workers, 2022).

The KUDHEIHA advocates for both formal and informal workers. 
This union respects workers’ and stakeholders’ diversity, transparency and 
accountability, social dialogue and tripartism, collaboration and team-
work, professionalism and integrity, respect for the rights and privileges 
of workers, participatory leadership, innovation, and continuous learn-
ing. Besides working closely with COTU-K, it also works with other 
local and international bodies and their affiliates. These include the 
International Union of Food Agriculture Hotel, Restaurant, Catering 
Tobacco, and Allied Workers Association (IUF), International Trade 
Union Confederation (ITUC), the International Domestic Workers 
Federation (IDWF), Oxfam, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, International 
Labour Organisation (ILO), and solidarity centre, among others. It also 
advocates for migrant workers as well and has managed to endorse several 
CBAs (Kenya Union of Domestic, Hotels, Educational Institutions, 
Hospitals and Allied Workers, 2022). In 2019, because of their efforts, 
hotel workers got their CBA for 2019/2020 awarded after a decade of 
waiting. This CBA enabled the hoteliers to get an earning boost, paid 
service charge and a beverage charge to improve performance, medical 
scheme, leave allowance, travel allowance, gratuity and welfare benefits, 
and alternative dispute mechanism (Gakii, 2019).
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�Trade Unions and the Informal Sector

This section focuses on the possibilities of organising trade unions in the 
informal sector. Most workers in Kenya are employed in the informal 
sector. In 2016, there were 6,987,090 informal enterprises of which 
99.4% were unlicensed and 9 out of 10 worked in informal microenter-
prises. These employers do not pay (75.7%) social security and pay below 
the minimum stipulated statutory wage (Kenya Federation of Employers, 
2021). Traub-Merz (2020) carried out a study in Kenya, Zambia, and 
Senegal to explore possibilities of organising informal labour in trade 
unions. The study revealed very interesting findings. The findings revealed 
that informal sector can be a source of more members to the union due 
to the shrinking base in the formal sector. However, members in the 
informal sector, though many, are in a fragmented sector, and campaign-
ing for these members can be a challenge unlike in the formal sector 
which hosts a sizeable number of workers in one location. This study 
further revealed that although the informal groups are willing to join 
trade unions, a significant number did not understand trade unions or 
what they do. The study suggested that those willing to be affiliated with 
unions such as those in religious groups and SACCOs would wish to 
enjoy the benefits of membership without losing their own sovereignty. 
They would also like the unions to talk and lobby on their behalf with the 
government about their working conditions. Interestingly, although they 
expressed willingness to join, the informal groups would demand dis-
counted memberships or free service something trade unions may not be 
able to handle.

Taken together, it seems that if trade unions opt to get membership 
across the divide, they may target groups or individuals. Open member-
ship implies people from diverse sectors which may not directly translate 
to more revenues as some of the members prefer discounted fees or join-
ing in the hope that the union would facilitate their transition to the 
formal sector. Groups whose activities are far from what the trade union 
does may gain very little. Targeting individuals may cause a challenge in 
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the recruitment drive. However, these challenges may not stop trade 
unions from recruiting members from the informal sector (Traub-
Merz, 2020).

�The Future of Trade Unions in Kenya

After focusing on various sectors, this section addresses the future of trade 
unions in Kenya. Generally, it has been reported in other parts of the 
world that trade activity is in decline. Some of the causes postulated 
include a change in technology with few workers working in the tradi-
tional assembly lines, new ways of organising production like outsourc-
ing activity, new work relationships where management attempts to make 
workers more satisfied, another method of voice (e.g., social media), and 
de-recognition of trade unions especially among the younger generations 
as compared to prior generations and political influence, among others 
(Georgellis & Lange, 2010; Holland et al., 2016; Waddington, 2003). 
Importantly, these trends are directly being experienced and are impact-
ing Kenyan Unions.

In Kenya, there are myriad challenges as well as opportunities for the 
unions. In some sectors, the unions are relatively strong, and they are 
looked upon to fight for the right of their workers such as doctors, nurses, 
and teachers, among others. The COVID-19 pandemic worsened things 
for most employers due to diminished revenues, making it very hard for 
these employers to honour some of the CBA earlier agreed upon. Overall, 
despite the positive benefits that workers get after a successful union 
strike, it is important to recognise that other stakeholders suffer in the 
process, which may call for alternative dispute resolution mechanisms 
besides work boycotts. For instance, during a work boycott, students in 
schools and colleges go unattended to or patients die in hospitals. To 
illustrate, in 2017, there were 250 days of strike for both doctors and 
nurses within a span of 11 months debilitating the healthcare system at 
the time (Irimu et al., 2018). This led to innocent patients’ deaths who 
perhaps would have been saved as many of them could not afford private 
medical clinics.

Another challenge facing unions in Kenya is factions/rivalry within a 
sector. Take for example the rivalry between KMA (Kenya Medical 
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Association) and Kenya Medical Practitioners, Pharmacists & Dentists 
Union (KMPDU). The KMA opposed KMPDU when it was campaign-
ing for registration. KMA feared being swallowed by the union, whereas 
KMPDU feared losing its political autonomy to KMA. It then followed 
that KMA had a lot of colonial legacy that it inherited from its colonial 
predecessor British Medical Association (BMA). The young doctors used 
strikes to reconstitute their identity. This enabled the young doctors to 
position themselves as legitimate participants in policy and planning 
matters of the profession (Koon, 2021). In education, Kenya Union of 
Post-Primary Education Teachers (KUPPET) was seen as a rival to Kenya 
National Union of Teachers (KNUT) which has been in existence since 
the colonial days (Anyango et  al., 2013; Kenya National Union of 
Teachers Kenya National Union of Teachers, 2021). When an industry is 
served by several unions, one of them may be a ploy by the employer to 
weaken the other. This has been the case with KNUT and KUPPET 
(Anyango et al., 2013).

Across several unions, membership has declined. This leads to a lack of 
sufficient funds to sustain union mandates (Kenya Union of Domestic, 
Hotels, Educational Institutions, Hospitals and Allied Workers, 2022). 
For example, KNUT’s membership has significantly declined which has 
affected its service delivery across the country. This is unfortunate because, 
KNUT besides fighting for employees’ rights, it’s also concerned with the 
state of the teaching profession and aims to enhance the standards of 
learning and teaching (Kenya National Union of Teachers, 2021). There 
is another challenge that emanates from the contradictory role of the 
Salary and Remuneration Commission (SRC) (Kenya Union of Domestic, 
Hotels, Educational Institutions, Hospitals and Allied Workers, 2022). 
The SRC is seen as taking the mandate to set salaries and benefits for 
public servants and whatever they set could be binding. This is likely to 
limit what public sector unions could bargain for or the need to go for 
CBAs. On the other hand, it may also imply that the CBAs may have to 
negotiate with SRC as the new custodian of the public wage bill (Central 
Organization of Trade Union, 2017). Also, the government is being 
accused of taking an anti-union stance. This has been witnessed through 
government’s weak enforcement of trade union policies and constitu-
tional mandates (Kenya Union of Domestic, Hotels, Educational 
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Institutions, Hospitals and Allied Workers, 2022). Additionally, the 
devolution of government services from the national government to the 
47 county governments in Kenya has brought with it new challenges for 
trade unions. It’s a challenge for the unions to sign recognition agree-
ments with all the county governments and CBAs (Kenya Union of 
Domestic, Hotels, Educational Institutions, Hospitals and Allied 
Workers, 2022), resulting in a challenge for nurses and doctors to lobby 
with county governments.

Other challenges include the abuse of office through the misuse of 
union funds. This is a challenge that cut across most unions in Kenya 
today. This is coupled with the challenge of less qualified personnel in 
financial management and conflict resolution. Indeed, a look at the vir-
tual space shows many unions are yet to maintain an active web presence 
using social media and updated websites. Finally, there is the issue of 
alternative methods of production being adopted by some industries that 
result in eliminating workers. In the tea sector, for example, there have 
been tensions and strikes between the workers and the owners of the tea 
estates over the introduction of tea-plucking machines. These machines 
are set to increase unemployment in the sector (Kimutai, 2022), thus 
significantly reducing union members and its financial base.

�The Way Forward

With these changes taking place, it’s imperative that trade unions think 
of new ways to carry out their business. Indeed, some trade unions are 
already devising new strategic plans as in the case of KNUT and 
KUDHEIHA. KUDHEIHA, for example, has devised new ways of man-
agement and has come up with forward-looking initiatives like strategic 
plans (Kenya Union of Domestic, Hotels, Educational Institutions, 
Hospitals and Allied Workers, 2022). Before, it relied on its constitution, 
operational guidelines, key policies, legal documents, and members’ reso-
lutions in meetings. Some of these were reactive measures that could not 
adequately address the changing union landscape and they failed to pro-
vide a basis for measuring progress and being accountable for the results. 
The strategic document positions the union as a strong advocate for 
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workers and covers seven thematic areas, including (1) maintaining 
financial sustainability, (2) recruiting, retaining, and organising member-
ship, (3) building capacity, (4) collaborating and creating partnerships, 
(5) publicising, lobbying, and advocating for members, (6) implement-
ing, monitoring, evaluating, and reporting, and (7) developing, and 
delivering sustainable products and services. Today, some unions (e.g., 
KNUT, UASU, KNUN, and KMPDU) have also adopted new services 
for members. These services include professional services, training, guid-
ing the growth in that sector by sitting in various public and social stake-
holder platforms, guidance in creating savings and credit unions, welfare 
services and even undertaking social corporate responsibility (CSR) 
(Kenya Medical Practitioners, Doctors, and Dentist Union 2022; Kenya 
National Union of Nurses, 2022; Kenya Union of Teachers, 2022). In 
addition, some unions are amalgamating to increase their size and voice. 
For instance, many industries in the manufacturing sectors have affiliated 
themselves with other regional and international unions to fight for their 
rights with multinational companies and place workers’ interest before 
profits (IndustriALL, 2021).

�Suggestion for Practice and Further Research

For trade union practitioners, it’s imperative that they seek more services 
for their members for them to remain relevant. This is because trade 
unions are evolving to be more than just being a forum for collective 
bargaining. We suggest that they offer more programmes, such as run-
ning welfare services as well as credit and savings cooperative unions, 
benevolent funds, and corporate social responsibility to the public, 
among others. Second, unions should amalgamate and seek international 
affiliations to address the issues of multinational companies as in the case 
of manufacturing industries. Third, there is a need for capacity building 
for the union officials regarding negotiation and conflict resolution, 
problem-solving, and people skills. Fourth, the union must incorporate 
new ways of organising and cost-cutting measures. These new ways may 
include the use of social media platforms and creating a web presence to 
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appeal to the young generation as a way of overcoming the union’s mem-
bership aging problem.

From a managerial perspective, since labour is a key stakeholder, there 
is a need for more collaboration between labour and management. We 
suggest that management should not fight labour unions but instead pro-
vide a space for mutual working and understanding. To achieve this 
objective, we suggest that the management should train its managers as 
well as the union representatives/leaders on interpersonal and negotiation 
skills as this might help to reduce disagreements at the workplace which 
often leads to unnecessary costly strikes. Fisher et al.’s (2011) principled 
negotiation which seeks mutual benefit wherever possible for both parties 
is perhaps a good start. Another important managerial implication is that 
organisations should provide working environment that improves job 
satisfaction and employee well-being (Blanchflower & Bryson, 2020). 
This can be done by providing a good climate where workers can air their 
concerns and/or suggestions. Involving employees in such a manner is 
likely to increase their productivity and makes them feel that they are 
included in every running of the organisation (Lewis & Bell, 2019). 
From a research perspective, there is a need to search for new ways of 
organising trade unions. For example, we learned that revolutions can be 
won via social media as was the case with Arab Spring. We need more 
research on how trade unions can utilise social media to sensitise their 
membership, employers, and advocate for change in the workplace in the 
current society. There is also a need for more research studies on ways 
trade unions can be enhanced to continue advocating for more positive 
labour outcomes.

�Conclusion

The trade union movement in Kenya has improved many workers’ work-
ing conditions, tenure, and pay since colonial times. They played a criti-
cal role in Kenya’s liberation struggle, and they continue to play a 
significant role in safeguarding the interests of workers to date as they 
negotiate with respective governments and employers. Thus, despite it 
facing several challenges of governance and lack of sufficient funding, 
trade unions still have a great role to play in Kenya’s labour sector.
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5
The Patterns of Employee Voice in China

Chao Ma, Xue Zhang, and Zhongqiu Li

�Introduction

The conceptual of voice and its importance have been well established 
and have a long-standing history in Chinese culture. Just as the Confucian 
Analects (Lun Yu) says: when walking together with other people, there must 
be one who can be my teacher. I shall select their good qualities to learn and 
find out their bad qualities to avoid them. Indeed, from ancient times, 
Chinese people who have long abided by Confucianism have emphasised 
the importance of voice such that the emperor specifically appointed 
bureaucrat officials including Critics (Yan Guan) and Remonstrators (Jian 
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Guan) to make suggestions (Hucker, 1985). A famous example is that the 
Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty had a blunt and loyal Minister 
Wei Zheng, and by recognising Wei Zheng’s suggestions and comments, 
the emperor Taizong once said “without Wei Zheng, I would lose one of my 
most precious mirrors”. Similarly, the representative of Legalism in ancient 
China, Han Fei, stated in his book Han Feizi: If you don’t know, but you 
speak, you are not wise; if you know, but you don’t speak, you are not faithful.

However, in modern business and management, the study of voice 
behaviour can often be traced back to Western scholar Hirschman (1970), 
who views voice as a driver to change “the objectionable state of affairs” 
(p. 30). Specifically, as a typical type of positive and extra-role behaviour, 
the content of voice behaviour can be either new ideas or ideas to pro-
mote organisational efficiency or hidden worries about the current or 
future of the organisation (Van Dyne et al., 2003). The modern voice 
research in China has been significantly influenced by existing conceptu-
alisations and literature in Western contexts. Especially, after the critical 
historical process of the reform and opening (since 1978), business organ-
isations have developed and grown in a social environment with increas-
ing liberty and tolerance, which also occurred in tandem with China’s 
integration into marketisation and globalisation (Li, 2020). In such a 
new era, the organisational management in China is intertwined with 
Western theories and practices, and employee voice behaviour in Chinese 
organisations has been further highlighted. Many business organisations 
in China have increased efforts to implement management practices that 
involve giving employees a chance to express opinions, ideas, concerns 
and suggestions regarding their jobs (Marchington et al., 2005).

Although China has made remarkable economic and social progress, 
and business organisations have ushered in a new stage by learning 
Western modern ideologies and experience in business management, it is 
impossible to understand the patterns of employee voice in China with-
out considering the unique cultural and historical characteristics. 
Especially, some scholars have also pointed out the potential influences of 
traditional Chinese cultural characteristics on voice behaviour. For exam-
ple, Duan (2011, p. 118) suggests that the concepts of he (i.e. harmony) 
and zhongyong (i.e. the Doctrine of the Mean) in Confucian culture will 
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lead employees to be “euphemistic and gentle” when expressing their dif-
ferent views. Similarly, Chen and colleagues (2013) tend to regard 
Chinese cultural features such as renqing (i.e. the obligation to show 
empathy and repay favours), mianzi (i.e. face), zhongyong, power distance 
and collectivism as the cultural root of voice behaviour deficiency. 
Therefore, in this chapter, we expect to explicate the particular features of 
employee voice in China by reviewing the fruitful extant research out-
comes and combining multiple factors embedded in Chinese culture.

�Employee Voice Research in China

In general, Chinese scholars have derived modern employee voice research 
from Western research ideology. Meanwhile, various voice studies con-
ducted in China have, in turn, contributed to and enriched the overall 
literature of employee voice (e.g. Wilkinson et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 
2015). As depicted in Fig.  5.1, we describe the relationship between 
modern employee voice research in China and this line of research in 

Fig. 5.1  Employee voice research in China and Western contexts
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Western contexts. Further, we summarise the extant management litera-
ture of employee voice in China and elaborate on the contributions of 
voice research in China on the holistic literature on employee voice.

�Conceptualising Voice Behaviour

Employee voice is a well-established concept in management literature, 
with most research taking place after Hirschman (1970), who expanded 
the concept of voice to employee level, conceptualising it as a type of 
behaviour of employees trying to change the potentially adverse situa-
tions in the organisation. The voice research has attracted much attention 
by Chinese management scholars because China has experienced rapid 
development of science and technology and dramatic changes in the mar-
ket. Therefore, organisations increasingly need employees to offer advice 
and suggestions in order to successfully cope with the endless challenges 
of the business environment (Duan et al., 2016). In line with Hirschman’s 
(1970) conceptualisation, the research on voice behaviour in China has 
mainly focused on the level of employees’ voice to the organisation and 
classified it as a type of behaviour beyond employees’ job tasks (i.e. extra-
role performance).

With the advancement of voice literature, organisational scholars have 
developed various frameworks to broaden our understanding of employee 
voice behaviour. In terms of contents of voice, while Western researchers 
tend to agree that there are multiple types of voice (Gorden, 1988; Van 
Dyne et al., 2003; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998), many of them failed to 
provide validated measures of those forms of voice (Maynes & Podsakoff, 
2013). Given these issues, voice researchers in China have provided addi-
tional insights by developing new voice frameworks, expanding the 
domain of voice and clarifying what elements need to be considered to 
consist of voice. For example, while Liang et  al. (2012) specified that 
voice can be either promotional to improve organisational performance 
or prohibitive to hinder organisational development, Wu et  al. (2015) 
drew from role identity theory to propose that voice behaviours are dif-
ferent depending on if the voice behaviours are directly related to the 
speaker’s job (i.e. self-job-concerned voice and self-job-unconcerned 
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voice). More recently, by recognising that motivation is the key to distin-
guish different types of voice, Duan et  al. (2021) suggest that not all 
voices are for organisation’s benefit, and thus, employees’ self-serving 
voice is a new type of voice behaviour worth paying attention to.

Further, employee voice research in China has also highlighted the 
adoption of different perspectives by examining voice behaviour not only 
from target employees but also from other key players in the organisa-
tion. In particular, considering its object sensitivity feature, voice behav-
iour can be primarily divided into upward voice (i.e. subordinates to their 
superiors) and the parallel voice (i.e. voice between employees and col-
leagues). Yang (2002) points out that, in the context of Chinese culture, 
the relationship between superior and subordinate is the key to the effec-
tive operation of an organisation, and in this sense, the voice behaviours 
among leaders and subordinates tend to be a major stream of voice 
research. This is in line with extant literature which demonstrates that 
various factors such as leader trust (Gao et al., 2011), traditional Chinese 
leadership (Li & Sun, 2015) and leader-member exchange (Wang et al., 
2016) tend to influence employee voice in China. In addition, the roles 
of colleagues or peers in the focal employee’s engagement in voice behav-
iour have also attracted scholars’ interests. For example, empirical studies 
conducted in China suggest that peers’ work performance increases focal 
employee’s voice behaviour by fostering trust (Zhang & Chen, 2021), 
and peers’ positive mood is also associated with focal employee’s promo-
tive voice via increased psychological safety (Liu et al., 2015).

�Antecedents of Voice Behaviour

The factors contributing to employees’ engagement in voice behaviour 
are likely to be similar in Western and Chinese contexts. Specifically, 
existing studies have indicated that Chinese employees’ voice behaviours 
can be largely influenced by various individual factors such as employee 
work values (Zhan et al., 2016), psychological capital (Wang et al., 2017), 
insider identity perception (Li et al., 2017b), perceived voice construc-
tion (Cheng, 2020) and perceived excess qualification (Zhou et al., 2020) 
from different theoretical perspectives such as positive psychological 
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capital and resource conservation theory. In particular, with the rise of 
indigenous research in China, many voice scholars have focused on inves-
tigating the potential role of values and elements derived from Chinese 
culture, such as zhongyong (Duan & Ling, 2011) and power distance 
(Chen et al., 2013), which has further enriched the research on employee 
voice behaviour under the Chinese cultural background. Apart from 
unique characteristics associated with culture, Chinese scholars have also 
concentrated on multiple leadership style factors pertaining to Chinese 
features and their influences on employee voice behaviour. For example, 
previous research has linked authoritarian leadership (Qiu & Long, 
2014), transformational leadership (Duan & Huang, 2014), authentic 
leadership (Liu & Liao, 2015), humble leader (Zhou & Liao, 2018), self-
sacrificial leadership (Yao et al., 2019) and paternalistic leadership (Mao 
et al., 2020) with Chinese employees’ voice behaviour in the workplace.

�Outcomes of Voice Behaviour

Compared with the investigations of causes of voice, the research on out-
come variables of voice is relatively less. To consider the potential out-
comes of voice behaviour, scholars have focused on two core concepts, 
from which the results of voice behaviour are studied: voice adoption (i.e. 
the acceptance and support of leaders for employees’ voice, Zhang et al., 
2016) and voice implementation (i.e. implement the voice the leader will 
adopt, He et  al., 2020). While previous research on voice adoption 
mainly focused on the impact of voice content, voice expression, employ-
ees and leaders’ characteristics on voice adoption, another line of research 
tends to draw from the theory of planned behaviour to reveal the mecha-
nisms to implement the voice by leaders (He et al., 2020).

Moreover, extant research has also focused on employee performance 
and interpersonal relationships as the outcomes of voice behaviour in 
Chinese context. For example, Hu et al. (2019) found that employees’ 
voice behaviour may affect the normal working procedures of the organ-
isation, which causes leaders trouble and thus, results in low performance 
evaluations on target employees. In contrast, there has been evidence sug-
gesting that voice behaviour can improve leader-member exchange and 
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improve the relationship between superiors and subordinates (Cheng 
et  al., 2013). Further, while Yao (2020) found that voice behaviour is 
associated with emotional exhaustion and job involvement of the imple-
menters, Liu et al. (2022) indicated that engaging in voice behaviour will 
not only affect implementers but also affect acts of the bystanders. In 
addition to various outcomes at the individual level, voice behaviours are 
likely to generate outcomes at the collective level, especially including the 
influences on team performance, team innovation and organisational 
decision-making (Li et al., 2017). This has been supported by Zhang and 
Liang (2021), who found that voice behaviour is conducive and can inte-
grate different views within the team to predict team effectiveness. 
Similarly, advocating voice is also likely to be conducive and thus improve 
organisational innovation (Liang & Tang, 2009).

�Contextualising Voice Behaviour 
to the Chinese Context

Although previous research has revealed various antecedents and out-
comes of employee voice behaviour, it is worth noting that cultural char-
acteristics (at least in part) shape the organisational norms for the different 
voice channels (Kwon & Farndale, 2020). Thus, it is likely that Chinese 
cultural characteristics and contextual factors activate different mecha-
nisms with respect to understanding of the patterns of employee voice 
behaviours in China. Indeed, Kwon and Farndale’s (2020) research high-
lights that national culture affects how people perceive safety and effec-
tiveness during voice, and national cultural factors can either discourage 
or promote employee voice and signals about the effectiveness conse-
quences of voice. Along the same vein, indigenous research in China also 
suggests that zhongyong, Guanxi, Mianzi/face and renqing are all key 
Chinese cultural concepts which influence Chinese employees’ voice 
behaviour (Zhan & Su, 2019). Therefore, by integrating with Kwon and 
Farndale’s (2020) framework and extant voice literature focusing on 
China, we expect to highlight the following aspects to explicate employee 
voice behaviour in China: power distance, zhongyong mindset, guanxi, 
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Fig. 5.2  The role of cultural factors in voice research in China

mianzi/face, renqing and in-group collectivism. Figure 5.2 depicts how 
Chinese culture-associated factors may activate underlying mechanisms 
and boundary conditions of employee voice.

�Power Distance

Power distance is the degree to which members of an organisation or 
society assume and agree that power should be stratified and concen-
trated at a higher level of organisation and government (House et  al., 
2004). It can be divided into four levels: national, organisational, team 
and individual. At the national level, the formation of values is usually 
closely related to the cultural environment in which they are embedded. 
In China, the Confucian culture of respecting inferiority and superiority 
and the Legalist culture of being strict but less gracious constitute the fun-
damental cultural values. A high level of power distance has its cultural 
root embodied in Chinese Confucian culture such as zun bei you xu (尊
卑有序, ordering relationships by status and observing such order) and 
zhong xiao shun cong (忠孝顺从, loyalty, filial piety and obedience). 
Considering that the cultural environment can influence employees’ 
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voice behaviour by shaping their power distance tendency (Morrison, 
2014), Chinese employees are believed to be more likely to accept cen-
tralised leadership and bureaucratic structures and obey orders from lead-
ers. In this sense, they are more sensitive to class hierarchy and less likely 
to speak up to challenge the status quo. This is supported by Huang 
et al.’s (2005) research which indicates that Chinese employees tend to 
have opinion withholding in the workplace because they believe that 
“silence is golden”, avoid undermining the authority of their superiors or 
are affected by the implicit “hierarchy concept” abide by the power gap 
and dare not speak up (p. 461).

At the organisational or group level, power distance has been suggested 
to particularly affect the communication mode, such that organisations 
with high-power distance tend to have less feedback from lower-level 
employees. Indeed, seniority is the epitome of high-power distance within 
an organisation. Advocation of seniority represents clear hierarchical 
boundaries among employees, significantly influencing the probability of 
employees raising objections (Fang, 2015). Supporting this view, Du 
et al. (2017) reveal that an organisational culture of seniority will inhibit 
voice behaviour of independent directors, and thus, effective measures 
should be taken to eliminate the seniority culture that hinders voice, such 
as eliminating hierarchical ideas and reducing information communica-
tion links as far as possible.

At the individual level, power distance tends to be conceptualised as 
individual cognition which represents the expectation of the subordinate 
to the leaders’ behaviour in the leader-subordinate dual relationship 
(Kirkman et al., 2009). The power distance between leaders and employ-
ees is an essential factor affecting employees’ voice behaviour such that 
leaders’ power distance determines whether they are willing to accept 
voice while employees’ power distance determines whether they dare to 
voice. Specifically, from the employees’ perspective, power distance orien-
tation will directly affect their choice of communication mode and their 
role positioning in the whole communication relationship. In this sense, 
employees with different power distance tendencies are likely to have spe-
cific differences in the perception and interpretation of voice behaviour 
(Hsiung & Tsai, 2017). To explain, employees with high-power distance 
tendencies have a strong sense of awe and respect for superiors or 
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authority figures. They are more sensitive to the existing hierarchy and 
authority between communication subjects. Thus, raising objections 
means breaking tradition, challenging authority and being contrary to 
their values with a high-power distance tendency. As a result, employees 
are more inclined to accept top-down orders and instructions rather than 
question and challenge their superiors (Botero & Van Dyne, 2009). 
Along the same vein, Zhu and Ouyang (2019) found that, in Chinese 
context, employees may prefer to know but not speak whether it is pro-
motive voice behaviour that emphasises improvement or prohibitive 
voice behaviour that emphasises problems. In addition to the direct influ-
ence, power distance has also been found to negatively moderate the rela-
tionships between various leaderships (e.g. servant leadership, empowering 
leadership, authentic leadership, conflict management style) and 
employee voice (e.g. Tan & Liu, 2017; Yu et  al., 2015). In contrast, 
employees with low-power distance orientation are less likely to care 
about the power and rank difference with their leaders in the upward 
communication process and thus are more willing to speak up by engag-
ing in voice behaviour (Zhou & Liao, 2018).

From the perspective of leaders, power distance denotes the degree of 
expectation to which leaders expect employees to recognise formal power 
relations and comply with and accept their direct influence. Leaders with 
different levels of power distance have different views on voice behaviour 
such that high-power distance leaders tend to regard subordinates’ voice 
behaviour as provocative while low-power distance leaders are likely to 
see subordinates’ voice behaviour as an expression of responsibility or 
unique contribution (Han & Liu, 2021). Following this notion, Chinese 
culture which is characterised with high-power distance tends to foster an 
authoritative style of leadership (Liao et al., 2010). Such leaders tend to 
be full of confidence in their own strategic decisions, have a strong desire 
to control subordinates and regard recommendations as a challenge to 
their power and credibility (Kirkbride et al., 1991). Therefore, they often 
ignore and do not adopt the suggestions put forward by their subordi-
nates and even use their power to severely punish employees who hold 
dissenting opinions.
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�Zhongyong Mindset

A zhongyong mindset probably is the most typical cultural characteristic 
of traditional Chinese culture, denoting an ethical and moral philosophy 
and a way of thinking (Wu & Lin, 2005). Although considered to be a 
manifestation of Confucianism, zhongyong and its connotations are con-
sistent with the philosophies of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism 
(Zhou et al., 2019). Especially, being disinclined towards either side is 
known as zhong (中), and admitting no change is called yong (庸). Given 
that zhongyong requires one to consider all perspectives, recognise broader 
conditions and avoid extremes, it has often been viewed in Confucius 
culture as a noble virtue and even the highest morality. As a practical 
thinking model of metacognition (Yang, 2009), zhongyong shapes the 
process of thinking about what action strategies to adopt and how to 
implement them when dealing with specific events in daily life. In 
problem-solving, a zhongyong thinker carefully considers things from 
various angles and acts appropriately (Wu & Lin, 2005).

In Chinese context, zhongyong plays an essential role in affecting indi-
viduals through cognitive processes and in shaping business management 
and organisational practices. Reflecting the Chinese ethical and moral 
standards, this idea can particularly serve as a guideline for people’s 
actions and decision-making. Linking zhongyong with employee voice 
behaviours in the workplace, scholars tend to propose that zhongyong 
mindset is likely to influence more specific categories of voice rather than 
employee voice in a general sense (e.g. Chen et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 
2017). Supporting this view, Duan and Ling (2011) found that, although 
zhongyong is unrelated to holistic voice behaviour, it can positively pre-
dict overall-oriented voice and negatively predict self-centred voice by 
employees. Another example is that zhongyong has been approved to be 
associated positively with promotive voice and negatively with prohibi-
tive voice (Wang & Wang, 2017). The possible explanations are because 
zhongyong thinkers can control their emotions and consider the feelings 
of others and potential impacts when making suggestions, which allows 
them to prioritise harmony when interacting with others and modify 
their voice based on feedback from others. Such regulating role of 
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zhongyong mindset has also been highlighted in extant literature (e.g. Cai 
& Geng, 2016). Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the relationships 
between zhongyong and voice also vary depending on the degree of con-
trol an individual has over the environment. Zhongyong as a way of think-
ing depends on the surrounding context, and thus, changes in context 
can affect the strength of the relationship between zhongyong thinking 
and subsequent behaviours (Yang & Lin, 2012). According to previous 
research, while employees’ perception of empowerment moderated the 
relationship between zhongyong and voice behaviour (Duan & Ling, 
2011), zhongyong can also be associated with employees’ cognition on the 
psychology safety to predict voice behaviour (Yang et al., 2017).

�Guanxi, Mianzi/Face and Renqing

Guanxi, mianzi/face and renqing are the critical socio-cultural factors to 
understand interpersonal interactions and social structure of China (Tsui 
& Farh, 1997). In China, organisational psychologists suggest that 
guanxi, mianzi and renqing need to be considered with caution in the 
process of interpersonal interactions, especially the interactions between 
leaders, subordinates and colleagues (e.g. Chen et al., 2013). Given that, 
we expect that those factors are inevitably associated with the patterns of 
employee voice in China, because too much consideration of such factors 
tends to inhibit the expression of employees’ voice behaviour. First, in 
Chinese organisations, the mindset of guanxi allows employees to recip-
rocate the favours they receive in their social lives. Given that leader-
subordinate relationships are the most important interpersonal 
relationships which can directly influence subordinates’ behaviour (Liang 
et al., 2019), guanxi is expected to play an essential role in influencing 
leader—subordinate interactions and associated employee behaviours 
such as voice. Specifically, unlike the leader-member exchange in Western 
organisational contexts which are strictly limited to work-related 
exchanges, the leadership-subordinate relationships in China are strongly 
“extra-organisational”, and this relationship can penetrate the normal 
organisational work to play a role within the scope of the organisational 
system (Law et al., 2000, p. 755). In this sense, close relationships between 
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leaders and subordinates tend to motivate employees to express ideas 
while poor relationships increase employees’ worry about their words and 
actions. For example, Wang et al. (2010) found that close guanxi with 
senior leaders can promote voice behaviour among subordinate manag-
ers, possibly due to a sense of reciprocal obligation for subordinate man-
agers to be seen as in-group members, a higher sense of trust in their 
leaders and the leaders’ tolerance of them, making them relatively less 
risky to voice. However, under a distant or unfavourable guanxi relation-
ship, leaders are inclined to interpret the subordinate’s voice behaviour as 
something beyond the work requirements and to cause trouble, which 
leads to more rejection and aversion to the subordinate’s voice behaviour 
(Zhou, 2021).

Second, the principle of mianzi, meaning taking care of the social rep-
utation of self, colleagues and leaders and constantly maintaining and 
enhancing this social reputation (Chen et al., 2013), is also expected to 
influence employee voice behaviour in China, despite that few research-
ers have incorporated Chinese mianzi culture into voice behaviour. After 
all, in Chinese culture, an individual who is good at “being a decent 
person (会做人)” can be an essential advantage in social interaction. 
Even if they have different opinions, they prefer private communications 
and demonstration of face-saving behaviour. Following this notion, 
under the unique Chinese culture of face consciousness, employees’ voice 
behaviours, especially those directed at superiors, will be more restrained 
(Chow et al., 1999). Essentially, employees have been found to be reluc-
tant to voice up because they are afraid of being perceived as questioning 
the leader’s ability or challenging the leader’s status, which will make the 
leader lose face and cause damage to interpersonal relations. In line with 
this, Xia et al. (2016) found that individuals with a weak concept of the 
principle of face are less likely to sense that their honest speaking would 
damage the face of and embarrass others, and Liang et al. (2019) found 
that employees’ face concern mediates the negative relationship between 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi and employee voice.

Third, we also highlight a potential relationship between renqing and 
employee voice behaviour in China. Typically, renqing is often associated 
with the aforementioned guanxi. While guanxi denotes a system of inter-
personal exchange and a system of emotional dependence, renqing refers 
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to a form of social capital that could be considered to balance such inter-
personal exchanges of services and favours (Chen et  al., 2013). When 
individuals use their relations or networks (i.e. guanxi) to ask a favour, 
they must repay this favour to restore the balance in relationships (i.e. 
return renqing). In organisational studies, Huo (2004) pointed out that 
renqing would make employees avoid conflicts and attach importance to 
superficial harmony, eventually hindering employees’ prohibitive voice 
behaviour. Indeed, prohibitive voice behaviour is more challenging and 
likely to cause dissatisfaction of others, and improper expression is 
expected to bring the opposite result to the expectation. Therefore, the 
exchange of renqing among employees will discourage target employees 
to adopt prohibitive voice behaviour.

�Collectivism

Chinese culture is characterised with a high level of collectivism, and 
people in collectivist cultures tend to put the collective goal first, act 
according to the collective rules and have relatively consistent behaviour 
(Chen et al., 2013). In particular, collectivists focus on maintaining rela-
tionships, making more situational attributions, avoiding publicity and 
remaining humble (Triandis, 2001). The effect of collectivism on employ-
ees’ voice behaviour in an organisation is complex. On the one hand, as 
collectivist employees pay attention to collective interests, they tend to 
propose suggestions and ideas when the organisation faces developmental 
difficulties and urgently needs reform (Chen et al., 2017). In line with 
this, Chow et al. (1999) found that middle managers in Taiwan Province 
of China tend to express views that may be potentially detrimental to 
themselves but beneficial to the organisation due to their collective sense 
of responsibility for organisational members. Similarly, Zhang et  al. 
(2022) suggest that employees high on collectivism see themselves as a 
part of the organisation and share their fate and honour with the organ-
isation. Thus, they are more willing to make suggestions for the organisa-
tion’s well-being. On the other hand, considering collective interests and 
harmony, collectivists may also choose to keep silent or engage in voice 
behaviour that prevents change in order to maintain harmony. Such view 
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is consistent with Wei and Zhang’s research (2010) which reveals that 
employees’ attention to surface harmony makes them hold negative 
expectations of the result of voice behaviour, leading to their prohibitive 
voice behaviour.

�Direction for Future Research

As we summarised so far, the voice literature has generated many theo-
retical and empirical studies investigating employee voice behaviours in 
China. Based on our aforementioned review, voice studies conducted in 
Chinese context has enriched the overall voice literature, and there are 
many questions and areas where we know more than we did several 
decades ago. However, given the unique characteristics of Chinese cul-
ture, we also suggest that several issues should be highlighted for future 
research to advance our understanding of the patterns of employee voice 
behaviour in China.

First and foremost, we expect that employee voice scholars may further 
clarify the conceptualisation and categories of voice behaviour in Chinese 
context. As we discussed earlier, voice behaviour had been conceptualised 
as a pro-social and extra-role behaviour which is proactive, change-
oriented and improvement-oriented (e.g. Gorden, 1988; Van Dyne et al., 
2003; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). With the advancement of voice litera-
ture, Liang et al. (2012) have specified more types of voice behaviours 
including defensive, acquiescent, promotive and prohibitive voice. More 
recently, based on data from China, Duan et al. (2021) suggest that voice 
behaviour can be conceptualised at different foci and emphasise employ-
ees’ voice behaviours on issues that are relevant to their own interests (i.e. 
self-interested voice). The detailed categorisation of voice behaviour is 
obviously of help to understand employees’ situation-specific psychology 
and motivation to speak up or not. Therefore, we encourage further 
research to be conducted to reveal more types of voice behaviours which 
are essential in Chinese context and can be potentially generalised to 
other cultural and social settings.

Second, based on our review, we have reconfirmed that context can 
play an important role in explaining employee voice behaviours. 
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Especially, national culture and related social structure/system can be 
indicators of context (Wilkinson et al., 2020). In this chapter, we have 
discussed the potential associations of Chinese cultural characteristics 
(i.e. power distance, zhongyong mindset, guanxi, mianzi/face, renqing and 
collectivism) and employee voice behaviour. However, more work needs 
to be done to clarify the roles of those cultural values in patterns of 
employee voice behaviour in China. For example, although scholars have 
highlighted power distance in employee voice research in China (e.g. 
Brockner et  al., 2001; Guo et  al., 2020; Song et  al., 2019), it can be 
meaningful to clarify the value congruency between leaders and employ-
ees which may be a key proxy for employees’ engagement in voice behav-
iour. Indeed, Li et al. (2020b) suggest that the more congruent between 
leaders and subordinates in power distance orientation, the stronger in 
perceived insider status of subordinates. Since employees are more likely 
to speak freely with insiders, their perceived insider status should directly 
determine whether they are willing to speak up and what types of voice 
they would be engaged into (Li et al., 2020a). Therefore, investigating 
power distance value congruency can provide a new perspective for schol-
ars to understand employee voice.

Moreover, to increase our understanding of the patterns of employee 
voice behaviour in China, it is important to consider factors that are cor-
related with yet distinct from power distance. Typically, traditionality is 
such a concept, referring to an individual’s cognitive attitudes and behav-
iours (being characterised with respecting authority, honouring relatives, 
and ancestors, keeping one’s place, fatalism and male superiority) under 
the requirements of Chinese traditional culture (Yang et al., 1991). Both 
power distance and traditionality are rooted in the ethical code of Chinese 
society. They are essentially interlinked, and power distance tends to be 
the embodiment of the obeying authority aspect of traditionality in the 
organisational environment (Chen et  al., 2013). However, neither the 
power distance nor traditionality is conducive to the occurrence of voice 
in organisations (Chen et al., 2013). Especially, due to its broad concep-
tualisation, traditionality often does not directly affect voice behaviour 
(Farh et al., 2007).

Nevertheless, traditionality has been suggested to act as a moderator 
with an unfavourable effect in voice research. For example, Zhou and 
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Long (2012) found that when the traditionality of employees is high, the 
positive influence of organisational psychological ownership on voice 
behaviour becomes weakened. In contrast, Wu and Liu (2014) discov-
ered that employees high on traditionality are likely to be influenced by 
the value of forgiveness and are inclined to endure grievances to maintain 
organisational harmony and alleviate the negative impact of bullying 
behaviour on employees’ prohibitive voice. Therefore, research investigat-
ing what role the traditionality can play in motivating or discouraging 
employee’s voice behaviour in China remains an important area for future 
research. In addition, we also highlight that future research on employee 
voice in China could benefit from exploring the role of Chinese cultural 
value of face or known as mianzi. Although previous research has found 
that the desire to gain face and maintain the face of others had a signifi-
cantly and positively predictive effect on employees’ promotive voice 
behaviour (Chen et al., 2013), it is also possible to posit that maintaining 
one’s own face has a negative effect on voice behaviour, because individu-
als may have a concern on and the fear of losing face, which predicts a 
negative correlation between mianzi and employees’ voice behaviour. 
Therefore, we suggest that voice behaviour is indeed affected by face, but 
the conclusion has not been reached. In this sense, future research should 
examine both positive and negative roles played by mianzi in voice 
research in China and consider the possible mechanisms which may 
result in variations.

�Conclusion

In conclusion, although employee voice literature has been developed for 
several decades and well established, the research on employee behaviour 
in China has its own patterns. By reviewing employee voice research 
under Chinese context, we highlight the importance of contextualising 
employee voice to the Chinese social structure/system and cultural val-
ues, including power distance, zhongyong mindset, guanxi, mianzi/face, 
renqing and collectivism. Future research, therefore, should make efforts 
to clarify the potential and essential roles played by those unique cultural 
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and social values in promoting or prohibiting employee voice behaviours 
in China. Further insight may be gained by combining more of those 
factors, which should be able to advance our understanding of the com-
plex mechanisms and contingencies of employee voice patterns.
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6
Employee voice in Jordan: Challenges 

and opportunities

Muntaser J. Melhem and Tamer K. Darwish

�Introduction

Research on the operationalisation of employee voice and participation 
has largely recognised its value for organisations and individuals, includ-
ing increased prosocial behaviours, loyalty (Burris, 2012), tolerance of 
difficult working environments (Bakker et al., 2014), increased job satis-
faction (Morrison, 2014) and enhanced perceived fairness for employees 
(Folger, 1977). Employee voice is one of the least researched areas in 
international HRM (Kwon et al., 2016), and its scholarship has largely 
focused on voice practices in Western and developed contexts from which 
it originated (Soltani et al., 2018; Brewster et al., 2007). Western voice 
practices have been widely assumed to have a universal application 
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irrespective of context. However, the growing body of knowledge regard-
ing HRM practices in non-Western contexts has refuted the notion of the 
universalistic approach to practice diffusion and showed that the geo-
graphical locale of such contexts matters the most (see Alanezi et al. 2020; 
Singh et al., 2019; Wood, 2010). Research on the expression of voice has 
been largely overlooked in the Middle Eastern context and particularly in 
the country of Jordan. The emerging body of voice literature in the 
Middle Eastern region in general has shown that several factors such as 
religious work ethics (Hameed et  al., 2020), workforce composition 
(Arain et  al., 2022), and management and leadership styles (Elsetouhi 
et al., 2022; Mousa et al., 2021; Soltani et al., 2018) influence the opera-
tionalisation of voice. However, there are other factors such as religious 
values, socio-cultural norms and socio-economic environment that 
strongly challenge and influence voice expression and silence in the region.

The aforementioned factors are assumed to amplify the management’s 
(as the recipient of voice) power over employees and encourage them to 
divest in formal voice-promoting methods and mechanisms. On the 
other hand, it is argued that such factors have an inhibiting and suppres-
sive influence on the voice of low level and non-managerial employees 
resulting in an atmosphere of upward silence, particularly in non-Western 
contexts (Hameed et al., 2020; Soltani et al., 2018; Morrison, 2014). The 
work in this chapter examines the challenges that employees face through-
out their attempts of voice expression in the Jordanian private sector. 
Jordan is an emerging economy located in the Middle East that mainly 
depends on human capital for development and growth (Alfayad & Arif, 
2017). Moreover, unlike other countries in the region, particularly the 
Gulf states, Jordan is impoverished in valuable natural resources such as 
oil (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022; Alfayad & Arif, 2017). Crucially, the 
country remains to be considered a top exporter of human resources to 
neighbouring countries (Alfayad & Arif, 2017; Nusair et  al., 2012). 
However, in Jordan, the potential of HRM has not yet been realised, and 
HRM research remains immature in the country and the surrounding 
region in general (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022). In this chapter, we 
first present a background of the key economic and cultural factors that 
are likely to influence the practice of voice in Jordan and the wider Middle 
Eastern context in general. Afterwards, we review the emerging body of 
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literature on HRM practice and employee voice in the region with a par-
ticular focus on Jordan. We then briefly discuss the research context and 
the data, present the relevant findings and end with a discussion and 
future research directions.

�Background on Jordan

Jordan is an Arab country that is situated in the Middle East. Contrary to 
common misconceptions about the region, Jordan lacks abundant natu-
ral resources and oil reserves (Alfayad & Arif, 2017; Darwish et al., 2013). 
Although Jordan has faced many of the problems of emerging markets, 
including periodic debt crises, it remains rather more stable than many of 
its Middle Eastern neighbours (Lucas, 2012; Mohammad & Darwish, 
2022). Despite having limited natural resources, the nation does have 
certain competitive advantages owing to its human resources. 
Notwithstanding the advantageous human resources, the performance of 
organisations in Jordan remains mediocre, partly due to the underdevel-
oped skills of the nation’s workforce (Aladwan et al., 2014). Crucially, 
there is a wide gap between HRM theory and practice in the country 
(Mohammad & Darwish, 2022). The latter is the main reason why addi-
tional work is needed to further understand the potential impact of 
national context and local institutional arrangements on HRM practice 
and the operationalisation of voice in organisations. We next discuss the 
major factors that influence HRM practices and employee voice in 
organisations.

Socio-economic-wise, despite its small size and the challenges that the 
country is facing, the Jordanian economy is positive (CIA, 2018). The 
main industries that contribute to the growth of the country’s economy 
are the service sector and travel and tourism. In addition, Jordan pos-
sesses a noticeable reserve of potash and phosphate which are primarily 
processed and exported (Ministry of Industry and Trade in Jordan, 2021). 
Notwithstanding the previous, there is a huge gap between national 
income and expenses, a constant budgetary deficit and customary increase 
in national debt (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022). To offset its deficit, 
Jordan relies heavily on foreign loans and grants (ibid.). In line with the 
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World Bank (2021), Jordan experiences slow growth in its GPD and 
certain structural difficulties that negatively affected the country’s finan-
cial stability, making it difficult to offer the younger workforce with suf-
ficient job opportunities. Significantly, Jordan experiences high 
unemployment rate, rising from 19.0 per cent in 2019 to 24.7 per cent 
by the end of 2020. Out of which, youth unemployment rates rose 
sharply within this period from 40.6 per cent in 2019 to 50.0 per cent in 
the last quarter of 2020 (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022). Voice research-
ers maintain that in high unemployment rate contexts, silence is a domi-
nant choice among employees; they are incapable of easily switching 
between employers, and hence, they perceive upward voice expression as 
costly (Kaufman, 2015).

Although Jordan is a low-income country which resulted in different 
socio-economic environment than other countries in the region (e.g. 
Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates), Jordan shares the same culture, 
religion, language and social values with many other Arab countries in 
the region. Jordan views itself as an Arab country, and it recognises Islam 
as its official religion—with around 97 per cent of Muslim citizens in 
2020 (CIA, 2022). The culture of the Arab countries is predominantly 
derived from religious teachings, political environment and their long 
history in the region (Ta’amneh et al., 2017). To this end, the culture of 
Jordan incorporates a significant part of the Arab origin, tribalism, cen-
tralisation, regional and religious customs and traditions, unevolved for-
mal institutions and a heavy reliance on informal networks to get things 
done (Darwish et al., 2016).

The latter, widely known as wasta, comprises one of the powerful social 
norms that became interwoven with HRM practices (Haak-Saheem & 
Darwish, 2021; Harbi et al., 2017). Wasta is defined as “the use of power, 
relationships and networking to hire people for high position, resolve 
conflicts or obtain benefits” (Yahiaoui et al., 2021, p. 774). It embodies 
interpersonal and tribal relationships which are held in high regard in the 
country, and they predominantly substitute formal institutions 
(Mohammad & Darwish, 2022). To the best of our knowledge, there are 
no studies that explicitly examined the influence of wasta on employee 
voice. However, as wasta is the embodiment of interpersonal relation-
ships, we argue that its influence could be conducive to upward voice. 
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Voice researchers posit that high-quality relationships, inter alia, promote 
the expression of upward voice; high-quality relationships dismantle psy-
chological barriers to voice expression between employees and supervi-
sors (Morrison, 2014).

Jordan culturally scores high on the collectivistic and power distance 
dimensions, the organisational climate is autocratic, and the manage-
ment style is predominantly totalitarian as Jordanian managers expect 
employees to obey them (Sabri & Rayyan, 2014; Al-Faleh, 1987). 
Notably, there are well-established trade unions and a labour movement 
in Jordan; however, the underdeveloped formal institutions make it dif-
ficult for such unions to express their true voice (Mohammad & Darwish, 
2022). The empirical evidence suggests that silence is more of a norm 
than the exception in high-power distance countries (see Soltani et al., 
2018; Raub & Robert, 2013; Wood, 2010)

�The Current State of HRM Practices in Jordan

Although different organisations would employ different set of HR prac-
tices, HRM in Jordan mainly focuses on four main activities (e.g. 
Mohammad et  al., 2021; Darwish et  al., 2013). First, the appropriate 
recruitment and selection of new employees is a crucial tactic for organ-
isational success since having the right individuals on board can boost 
and maintain the organisation’s effectiveness. The second activity is train-
ing and development that are needed for the continual development of 
employees’ skills and knowledge for task accomplishment (Mohammad 
& Darwish, 2022). Third, performance appraisals, referring to the 
interim and annual evaluations of employees’ performance, are indirectly 
linked to the overall performance of the organisation. The effective imple-
mentation of this activity makes what is required from employees to 
achieve and how clearer (Al-Zawahreh & Khasawneh, 2013). 
Organisations typically use performance appraisals to foster the produc-
tivity of employees and boost organisational effectiveness through 
employee goal setting and frequent performance feedback (Schleicher 
et al., 2018). Performance appraisal is arguably the most HRM activity 
that frequently operationalises employee voice since it involves meetings 
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and communications between subordinates and supervisors as well as 
grievance procedures. Finally, the development of rewards and incentive 
schemes for employees is a central component because it is targeted to 
motivate and sustain high performance levels from employees (Singh 
et  al., 2013) and significantly contribute to better organisational out-
comes (Darwish et al., 2016).

HRM research in the Middle East and Jordan has received very limited 
attention from scholars. Within this body of literature, the majority of 
HRM studies were conducted in Gulf countries (see Al Bastaki et  al., 
2020; Wood et al., 2020; Haak-Saheem & Festing, 2020; Afiouni et al., 
2014) that are rich with natural resources, and much less research has 
targeted the remaining countries such as Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt 
and Jordan. The empirical studies have, however, highlighted the benefits 
of taking a more proactive approach to HRM in Jordan for promoting 
and sustaining future growth (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022; Aladwan 
et al., 2014). Since there is some sort of embeddedness of voice practices 
in HRM systems and policies (Soltani et al., 2018), it is crucial to under-
stand the present state of HRM practices and employment relationships 
in Jordan to understand the potential of voice operationalisation in 
organisations.

As stated earlier, Jordan faces several economic and socio-cultural chal-
lenges that affect the development of human resources within the coun-
try. The HRM practices in Jordan are significantly influenced by the 
country’s national cultural values which were shaped by government 
regulations and bureaucratic procedures (Darwish & Singh, 2013). 
Several studies have highlighted an emerging role for HRM as a strategic 
partner for organisations in Jordan, but its role is limited to administra-
tive application and is somewhat overshadowed by persisting informal 
institutions. Darwish et  al. (2016) maintain that the default norms in 
HRM practices in Jordan are underpinned by local values, affiliation to 
clans and informal community relationships. Consequently, this has gen-
erated some issues for organisations’ workforce as their employees are 
often considered to be under-motivated and below proficient. Neither 
the public nor the private sectors demonstrate a clear application of 
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HRM in strategic decisions or developing HR practices for a company to 
follow (Darwish and Singh, 2013). Despite this, many organisations in 
Jordan have HR departments; however, their role is limited to adminis-
tration; they deal with transitioning employees from recruitment to 
employment (Budhwar & Mellahi, 2016). To this end, HRM’s potential 
in the country remains underutilised despite the existence of HRM teams 
and departments in Jordanian private and public sector organisations.

Studies have uncovered that recruitment in Jordan does not follow a 
methodical objective process for selecting potential employees. In Jordan, 
applying and securing a position are mainly done through informal con-
nections, that is, wasta; consequently, qualified people find it difficult to 
secure jobs, and vacancies are mainly occupied by relatives and friends 
who hold less impressive qualifications (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022; 
Haak-Saheem & Darwish, 2021; Ali & Weir, 2020). The literature on 
training and development in Jordan is very limited, and it is not known 
whether organisations conduct training activities for employees. Few 
studies reflect that training and development programmes are tradition-
ally offered within the service sector (Darwish et al., 2016; Abu-Doleh & 
Weir, 1997) and are perceived by employees as a leisure activity, time 
away from work, and thus, they are mainly offered to close family and 
friends (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022). The practice of performance 
appraisal in Jordan is also heavily influenced by informal connections 
(Al-Lawama et  al., 2021; Abu-Doleh & Weir, 2007). Many Jordanian 
employees perceive performance appraisal as unfair in their organisa-
tions, and HR managers bemoan its ineffectiveness (Mohammad & 
Darwish, 2022); performance-related reviews are lacking, and organisa-
tions do not facilitate employees’ fast growth and progress.

This handful of research insights show that local cultural norms, par-
ticularly those relating to wasta and informal relationships, contaminate 
HRM practices and hinder its effective diffusion. Therefore, it is plausible 
that the previously mentioned cultural norms and economic factors will 
similarly play a significant role in sabotaging the operationalisation of 
employee voice in organisations.
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�Employee Voice and Silence in Jordan 
and the Middle East: A Contradictory  
Framework

Employee voice is arguably the only mean by which employees share and 
express their constructive ideas and concerns about work-related issues 
(Van Dyne et al., 2003). Employee voice consists of two forms: collective 
and individual voice; the former is an indirect form of voice and is more 
of a synonym for workers’ unions, work councils or committees in organ-
isations. The latter, on the other hand, is more concerned with the day-
to-day direct communication by employees in the form of oral or written 
expression of ideas, concerns and suggestions (Brewster et  al., 2007). 
Much of employee voice research has been conducted within the employee 
relations field and focused on the collective representation of voice 
through workers’ unions (Kwon et al., 2016). However, HRM practices 
involve an extensive number of daily communications where voice is cen-
tral, since employee voice is concerned with favourable organisational 
outcomes such as low turnover, enhanced fairness perceptions and satis-
faction, then it became regarded as a cornerstone in the HRM field 
(Kwon et al., 2016). In spite of its importance to HRM, voice is one of 
the least researched elements in the field. In this chapter, we focus on 
individual voice practices in the Jordanian private sector that involve the 
upward expression of voice in organisations (i.e. from employees to man-
agers). We define voice as an intentional and proactive expression of 
opinions, concerns and suggestions with motives ranging from improv-
ing the organisation to criticising the situation (Morrison, 2014; Van 
Dyne et al., 2003; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998).

As highlighted by the definition, the content and motive of upward 
voice in organisations vary from simple suggestions and ideas targeted at 
work improvement to speaking up about critical and serious problems. 
The former is labelled in the employee voice literature as promotive voice, 
and the latter as prohibitive or problem-focused voice (Morrison, 2014). 
Liang et al. (2012) define promotive voice as “employees’ expression of 
new ideas or suggestions for improving the overall functioning of their 
work unit or organization” (p. 74), whereas prohibitive voice is defined as 
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“employees’ expressions of concern about work practices, incidents, or 
employee behaviour that are harmful to their organisations” (p.  75). 
Promotive voice is focused on the future, it suggests new ways of doing 
things. In contrast, prohibitive voice is both past and future-oriented 
since it brings out problems from the past that could potentially cause 
future harm to the organisation. To this extent, this chapter focuses on 
both promotive and prohibitive upward voice in organisations and 
employee silence.

There are certain cultural norms and Islamic teachings that could pro-
vide a platform for promotive and prohibitive voice in Jordan. The litera-
ture on voice suggests that a high-quality relationship between employees 
and managers breaks normative structural authority and allows employ-
ees to engage in voice expression, irrespective of the existence of voice 
practices in organisations (Morrison, 2014). As indicated earlier, wasta, 
referring to favourable treatment to family and close friends, equates to a 
high-quality relationship which could enable employees to express their 
promotive and prohibitive voice upward in Jordanian organisations. 
Moreover, since Jordan recognises Islam as its main religion, the expres-
sion of promotive and prohibitive voice is considered virtuous for many 
of its Muslim citizens. In the Islamic religion, one of the pillars for the 
ethics of voice expression is mobilising it to command right and forbid 
wrong (Cook, 2001), similar to voice aimed at improving work (promo-
tive) or preventing harm (prohibitive). Cook (2001, p. 6) quoting from 
the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), “The finest form of holy war is speaking 
out in the presence of an unjust ruler.” Moreover, the Prophet (PBUH) 
says, “Let him who believes in Allah and the Last Day, either speak good or 
keep silent” (Wilkinson, 2013, p. 432). To this end, exhibiting promotive 
and prohibitive voice by employees and the ability to receive it by leaders 
are also believed to be morally and religiously justified. Significantly, 
there are multiple values in the Jordanian cultural and religious back-
ground that provide avenues for voice expression in organisations.

However, as intuitive and important voice seems to be for employees, 
in reality, silence is more of a norm than the exception. Employees per-
ceive that there is more to gain from withholding voice than express it 
(Soltani et al., 2018). Morrison (2014, p. 181) states that “a central theme 
in the literature is that voice is often perceived to be risky”. This is 
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particularly true for non-Western contexts and emerging economies 
(Soltani et al., 2018; Wood, 2010), including Jordan. Employee silence 
in the Middle East and Jordan has been severely underrepresented in 
voice studies, and this is surprising since the intermingling of socio-eco-
nomic, socio-cultural and religious factors is more likely to also contrib-
ute to upward silence in organisations as will be illustrated next. In this 
regard, we will reflect briefly on how silence could emanate from these 
factors.

As indicated earlier, there are several economic and cultural factors 
that would be perceived as risky for employees’ voice, and they poten-
tially play a significant role in promoting upward silence in organisations. 
First, socio-economic factors such as high unemployment rates and 
financial instability could play an important role in inhibiting employee 
voice in organisations. Several studies indicated that voice expression 
could lead to employees losing their jobs or receiving suboptimal perfor-
mance evaluation outcomes (see Soltani et al., 2018; Kwon et al., 2016; 
Morrison, 2014). Thus, it could be argued that employees in Jordan are 
more inclined to remain silent to protect their employment and avoid 
becoming another statistic in the unemployment sea. Moreover, since 
Jordan scores high on the power distance cultural dimension and 
Jordanian managers request obedience, employees might fear exhibiting 
promotive and prohibitive voices. Prohibitive voice, in particular, and 
challenging the status quo might infer a rogue behaviour from employees 
and be met with hostile and aggressive reactions from supervisors.

Alternatively, employee silence could be understood as a form of 
respect to supervisors and managers. Several studies have reflected on the 
Jordanian management style as paternalistic. Sabri (2013) and Taleghani 
et al. (2010) noted that the high-power distance in the Jordanian culture 
contributes massively to the emergence of paternalistic management 
practices, leading to centralised authority and closed bureaucratic struc-
ture that reflect a culture of power inside the organisation (Sabri, 2015; 
Hofstede et  al., 2010; Sabri & Rayyan, 2014; Sabri, 2004). Yahiaoui 
et al. (2021) further maintain that in paternalistic management style, the 
person providing feedback mainly occupies a senior position and must be 
respected for their expertise and knowledge. The forces in play here are 
majorly sourced from fused cultural and religious teachings. Significantly, 
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in relation to parents-children ethics, the Islamic religion professes utmost 
respect to parents in both Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) teachings and 
verses from the holy book of Qur’an (Bidin et al., 2019). Thus, likening 
superiors in organisations with parents will attach similar sense of respon-
sibility that the Islamic religion requires from children to their parents. 
This treatment is captured in this verse from chapter Al Isra’ [17:23] 
in Qur’an:

And your Lord has decreed that you should worship only Him and be good to 
parents. Whether one or both of them reach old age [while] with you, say not to 
them [so much as], “uff,” and do not repel them but speak to them a noble word.

In order to understand voice practices and operationalisation in devel-
oping countries and emerging markets settings, such as Jordan, it is 
important to assess demographic, socio-cultural and socio-economic 
concerns. The issues of informal network, unemployment, high-power 
distance, confused cultural and religious values are prevalent, and the 
operationalisation of voice and silence in Jordanian organisations will, 
arguably, be contingent on these limitations.

�What the Literature Holds for Voice 
and Silence in Jordan and the Middle East?

As indicated earlier, Jordan shares the same culture, religion, language 
and social values with many other Arab countries in the region and pre-
sumably non-Arab Islamic countries (e.g. Iran and Pakistan). Therefore, 
it is useful to review and reflect on the empirical voice studies that tar-
geted the region. This review is not meant to be comprehensive, but it 
aims to provide an overview for the current situation of voice research in 
Jordan and the Middle East.

Interestingly, the very recent and emerging scholarship on employee 
voice in the Middle East has paid unequivocal focus to promotive and 
prohibitive voice. These studies are predominantly quantitative, and the 
majority were conducted in Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt. To start, 
Arain et  al. (2022) examined the relationship between leader-member 
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exchange (LMX) social comparison and promotive and prohibitive voice 
in Saudi Arabian private and public organisations operating in multiple 
sectors by sampling local and migrant workers. The authors hypothesised 
supervisor-employee relationship and “employees’ value” to their supervi-
sors as strong predictors to promotive and prohibitive voice in organisa-
tions. Significantly, they found that high-quality LMX for employees, 
compared to their peers, to be positively related to promotive voice, 
whereas this relationship was weaker for prohibitive voice. Deeper analy-
sis revealed that both promotive and prohibitive voice practices are only 
exhibited by local Saudis, and the voice of migrants is limited only to 
promotive voice.

Elbaz et  al. (2022) examined employee voice in grievance styles in 
Egyptian hotels and travel agencies. The authors found that when 
employees are able to express their voice, they are more likely to handle 
grievances and resolve peer-to-peer conflicts in a peaceful and cooperative 
manner such as compromising and avoiding situations of tension. This in 
turn elevated employees’ job satisfaction and lowered their intentions to 
leave. Within the same country, Elsetouhi et al. (2022) found a positive 
relationship between participative leadership and employee voice expres-
sion for travel agents’ employees in Egypt which in turn had a positive 
impact on innovative behaviours such as communicating helpful ideas 
and solutions to their leaders (i.e. promotive voice).

Voice along with job satisfaction was found to mediate the relationship 
between ethical leadership and employee well-being among employees 
working in different universities in Pakistan (Ejaz et al., 2022). Karkoulian 
et al.’s (2021) study, which was conducted in Lebanon, showed that pro-
motive voice mediates the relationship between high LMX and creative 
performance for banking employees. Ta’Amnha et al. (2021) examined 
the influence of COVID-19-related organisational support (e.g. access to 
personal protective equipment, frequent testing and support in case of 
infection) on employee voice for a sample of pharmacists in Jordan. They 
found that organisational support positively predicts employee voice as 
their study showed that with the existence of organisational support, 
employees are more likely to engage in positive behaviours and voice both 
their ideas and concerns. Hameed et al. (2020) investigated the influence 
of Islamic work ethics on constructive forms of promotive and 
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prohibitive voice among employees and supervisors from various compa-
nies in Saudi Arabia. Their study found an indirect relationship that is 
mediated by employees’ moral identity and moderated by perceived voice 
opportunity. Strong moral identity was found to reduce fear of jeopardis-
ing employee-supervisor relationship and thus destruct barriers of voice 
engagement, and strong perceptions of voice opportunities moderated 
the engagement of prohibitive voice.

Alfayad and Arif (2017) conducted a more descriptive study that 
examined the relationship between employee voice and job satisfaction 
within the Jordanian private sector where voice was found to be positively 
related to job satisfaction. Finally, Raub and Robert (2013) surveyed 
frontline employees in a multinational hotel chain in the Middle East 
(Egypt and United Arab Emirates), Asia and Oceania and found a posi-
tive indirect relationship between empowering leadership and voice 
behaviour. However, the authors stress a weaker relationship in high-
power distance countries. The earlier reviewed empirical studies mainly 
reflect on the existence of voice, albeit some do indirectly, in Jordanian 
and Middle Eastern organisations. Although they indicate the existence 
of voice in organisations, the nature of these empirical results does not 
paint an understandable picture on the operationalisation of voice in 
these organisations. Only few of these empirical studies differentiate 
between promotive and prohibitive voices in their empirical analysis and 
theorising (e.g. Arain et al., 2022; Hameed et al., 2020). The remaining 
seem only to focus on promotive voice or overlook the distinction 
between them. The findings of these studies posit that there is a very lim-
ited platform for the engagement in prohibitive voice in organisations. 
Crucially, most of these studies examined voice as a mediator or a mod-
erator variable that explains the relationship between some sort of leader-
ship behaviour (e.g. empowering leadership, ethical leadership, 
participative leadership and leader-member exchanges) on employees’ 
and organisational outcomes.

As for employee silence, the empirical studies followed a similar path 
with reversed variables and constructs; for instance, Bani-Melhem et al. 
(2021) found a negative relationship between empowerment and 
employee silence among a sample or United Arab Emirates frontline 
employees working in hotels. Mousa et  al. (2021) found a positive 
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relationship between narcissistic leadership and physician silence. 
Alternatively, Soltani et  al. (2018) examined the operationalisation of 
vulnerable workers’ voice in the Iranian construction industry among a 
sample of managers and construction workers. Their study is among the 
few, if not the only one, that enriched the literature with inductive empir-
ical insights. Notably, their findings demonstrated that an atmosphere of 
silence was prevalent. Having an authoritative, command and control 
managerial style aided the management to be more focused on obtaining 
results from employees than investing in voice-promoting mechanisms. 
Moreover, workers preferred to remain silent of fear of losing their jobs, 
and therefore, they did not engage in either promotive or prohibitive 
voice expressions. Table 6.1 presents a summary of empirical work on 
voice in the Middle East.

�Context and Data

Considering the lack of previous empirical research on employee voice in 
the context of Jordan, we present a sample of qualitative findings which 
were conducted in medium-sized companies operating in the Jordanian 
private sector. The data were collected via semi-structured interviews 
from 20 non-managerial employees from the younger workforce (ages 
between 24 and 30) with a focus on their interactions with supervisors 
during the performance appraisal process (PA hereafter). The names of 
the companies were omitted, and participants names were changed to 
protect their anonymity. We used thematic analysis to analyse the data 
and followed the phases that Marshall and Rossman (2014) outlined, 
including organising the data on an Nvivo 12 database, coding, cate-
gorising, generating themes, interpreting and seeking an alternative 
perspective.

�Findings

In this section, we highlight the main challenges that the sample employ-
ees face.
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�Socio-cultural Challenges to Voice Suppression 
and Expression

Although PA in the companies follows the best-practice approach through 
which voice is at its core, silence was a general theme in our inductive 
analysis. There was a general agreement among respondents that voice 
expression and participation in the PA process were discouraged by man-
agers and could lead to severe negative repercussions. Therefore, in gen-
eral, employees preferred to remain silent even if they received a wrongful 
treatment.

Managers here like to be respected, arguing with the manager will not get you 
anywhere, on the contrary, it will create more problems for you. (Saleem, junior 
level employee)

The Jordanian culture pronounces that respect to hierarchical relation-
ships and loyalty to managers are perceived highly. Speaking up is per-
ceived as challenging to this status quo as employees become labelled 
negatively as “disrespectful”, “bigmouth”, and “troublemaker”. In the 
main, any attempt to voice concerns or challenge managerial decisions 
for the PA would directly damage the employee’s image and reputation in 
the company, and significantly, negative reputation spreads faster than 
positive one as expressed by Mohammad, a senior-level employee, “the 
manager’s will digest any attempt to speak up, even if you have the right to, 
as talking back to them, they do not take that lightly, they will sabotage your 
reputation and everyone in the company will know before you do”. 
Significantly as the quote shows, such measure is done, discretely, behind 
employee’s back. Therefore, employees will not be able to take any correc-
tive measure as the damage has taken its course.

Another challenge our inductive analysis uncovered was managerial 
unpredictable responses. Employees perceived Jordanian managers as 
moody and emotionally dissonant. This is crucial for speaking up because 
employees explained that an essential part of calculating the cost-benefit 
of voice expression is the ability to anticipate managerial responses. In 
general, our respondents indicated that they are constantly surveying 
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their manager’s mood, but in the majority of cases, managers do not show 
their emotions which makes it difficult to anticipate their responses. 
However, even when managers are in a good mood, the chances of being 
heard are slim as captured in the illustrative quote by Marwan, a senior-
level employee, who said:

My manager was laughing with another manager and, to seize this opportu-
nity, I went to speak to him about a work-related issue…suddenly, his face and 
tone changed, and he became more serious…he didn’t even allow me to finish 
and started giving me orders on how to approach the issue. It was unfruitful.

Finally, employees who speak up to improve work-related process and 
outcomes during performance feedback are perceived as threatening and 
disdaining the manager’s way of doing things. They are met with highly 
defensive and aggressive responses.

There were two or three times where I suggested some modifications to a particu-
lar area in work and I received this exact response from my manager, ‘do you 
think you know more than me?

The inductive analysis shows that employees do not just face socio-
cultural challenges that force them to remain silent but also challenges 
that bound what they are able to majorly express. Employees’ voice 
expression is mainly limited to the widely accepted value of social hypoc-
risy in Jordan. Social hypocrisy is a form of expression that mainly relies 
on inflating the manager’s ego, and it is majorly dishonest, fabricated and 
targeted to exaggerate the value of the managers. As Kareem, a senior 
employee, put it:

Managers love to hear compliments about themselves, they like to hear things 
about themselves even if you do not believe they are true. Therefore, I frequently 
encounter the manager and I start complementing him, for example, about 
how he played soccer yesterday or about his newly purchased phone. I do not like 
this, but this is how things are here.

  M. J. Melhem and T. K. Darwish
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Employees believed that this might be the only way to express work-
related issues and concerns indirectly to managers. For instance, some 
respondents explained that they can gain the manager’s trust by being 
socially hypocrite, and therefore, they find it less difficult to speak up 
about some issues they encounter while they are requesting performance 
feedback or when they are setting their annual objectives. Few respon-
dents went the extent that such behaviours significantly enhance their 
chances of gaining favourable PA outcomes.

I can gain the manager’s trust through socially hypocrite behaviours and will 
also be on his radar. This increases my chances of having a good evaluation. 
(Samer, Junior level employee)

�Socio-economic Challenges to Voice Expression

The inductive analysis from the interviews further revealed some socio-
economic factors that contribute to low instrumentality of voice expres-
sion. Job security and unemployment in the country played a significant 
role in preventing employees to speak up about their issues and concerns. 
The respondents highly perceived that speaking up singles an employee 
from the group and could lead to forced dismissal from work. Saeed, a 
senior-level employee, observed: “speaking up will make managers dislike 
me and the environment will become hostile, it is difficult to find work in this 
country.” Marwan further noted: “you need to compromise and prioritise 
things. I am married, and I have many responsibilities, it is better to keep my 
mouth shut.”

Finally, few respondents highlighted the low compensation they receive 
as a factor that motivates them to remain silent, particularly, among 
employees in junior levels. Some of these employees indicated that voic-
ing work-related issues and concerns is futile in comparison to the com-
pensation they receive mainly because they are not compensated fairly in 
relation to the effort they provide. Therefore, they do not find it feasible 
to speak up.
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Listen, junior positions, not just in our company but in the whole country, do 
not pay well. I do not expect anything from this company at the moment except 
gaining experience. (Mohammad, junior level employee).

During the performance feedback meetings, I just listen and avoid talking as 
much as I can. It is not worth it to speak up when I encounter an issue during 
work or ask how to do things properly, I do not actually care whether work is 
done or not. The compensation we receive does not quite cover our living 
expenses, we actually pay from our own pocket further to commute to and from 
work. (Malek, junior level employee).

�Discussion and Future Direction

Despite the increasing significance of understanding voice in organisa-
tions, there is a dearth of the current literature and an immature under-
standing and analysis in relation to the Jordanian context and the Middle 
Eastern region in general. Thus far, some studies brought to the fore fac-
tors that influence the (dis)engagement of promotive and prohibitive 
voice in Middle Eastern organisations as well as concentrating on voice as 
a mediator or a moderator to multiple organisational and employee out-
comes as discussed previously in the literature review. Mohammad and 
Darwish (2022) posit that, more recently, Jordan has experienced signifi-
cant positive changes that altered organisational mindsets and HRM 
practices in the country which arguably could enhance the expression of 
voice in organisations. In this light, additional research is essential to 
further explore and understand the state of voice practices in the country. 
In this section, we reflect on some of the key challenges and future ave-
nues for research that may be beneficial to voice researchers and practitio-
ners who are interested in the region.

First of all, the findings that were uncovered in this study mainly reflect 
on a dominant atmosphere of upward silence in the targeted sample from 
the Jordanian private sector. Our findings, compactly, demonstrate sev-
eral multiple cultural and socio-economic factors that contribute to low 
instrumentality and vulnerability of engaging in promotive voice, let 
alone prohibitive one. Notably, our findings reflect more complex and 
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distal antecedents to silence that were primarily overlooked in studies 
that examined voice in Jordan and the Middle Eastern region in general. 
Despite the very recent growing empirical evidence of promotive and 
prohibitive voice in Jordan and the wider region, the practice has been 
largely decontextualised in the majority of the studies. These studies have 
mainly reflected on proximal variables to voice engagement such as a 
variety of leadership styles and leader-member exchanges without taking 
into consideration the influence of the broader context (e.g. Arain et al., 
2022; Elsetouhi et al., 2022; Ejaz et al., 2022; Karkoulian et al., 2021; 
Mousa et al., 2021; Soltani et al., 2018; Raub & Robert 2013). Notably, 
authoritative and paternalistic management practices, which are more 
representative and an overpowering trait of the managerial style in non-
Western regions and the Middle East (Darwish et  al., 2020; Wood, 
2010), were missed in these studies. This is unfortunate as it remains 
unclear whether voice exists in these organisations or not, or whether 
these findings are reflective of the realities of voice practices on the 
ground. In particular, as highlighted in our brief findings and in Soltani 
et al.’s (2018) study, high-power distance between employees and super-
visors played a crucial role in the promotion of silence, rather than voice, 
among the sample employees. In fact, silence is highly underrepresented 
in current studies as we illustrated in the literature review despite being 
an overwhelming characteristic in the voice literature (Morrison, 2014). 
Future studies should concentrate more on silence, as assumed to be 
more of a norm in the region.

In addition, extant voice studies in Jordan and the Middle Eastern 
context were quick to convoy Western scholars’ recommendations of 
voice studies in non-Western contexts, and they predominantly opera-
tionalised Western voice models and mechanisms in their investigations. 
Particularly, the empirical studies we reviewed have mostly relied on Van 
Dyne and LePine (1998) or Liang et al.’s (2012) quantitative voice mea-
sures. However, in non-Western contexts, such as Jordan, Western voice 
forms and mechanisms are insufficient to cast the same outcomes as those 
in developed nations; thus, a new approach to voice practices may emerge 
in the Jordanian and Middle Eastern settings, where there is more flexi-
ble, less structured and fluid institutional configurations (Darwish et al., 
2022; Wood, 2010). To this end, future work could take into 
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consideration the broader economic and cultural factors of the Jordanian 
context and uncover different nuances of non-Western voice practices for 
the voice literature. Crucially, we need to disregard Western preconcep-
tions about the universal application of voice practices and incorporate 
more indictive studies to provide a more contextualised theorisation to 
voice in the region. This would help voice theorists as well as practitioners 
to better understand voice in the region and make the required modifica-
tions to create effective voice mechanisms and practices that are tailored 
to the local cultural and institutional arrangements.

Moreover, as noted earlier, it appears that the intermingling religious 
and cultural values could be both challenging and facilitating to voice 
practices in the region. However, the influence of local cultural norms 
and religious values was hardly addressed in extant studies. At the indi-
vidual level, there could be a confusion to which frame of reference 
employees invoke to prefer voice over silence and vice versa. HRM stud-
ies in general have mainly focused on the cultural ways of doing things 
such as the prevalent authoritative managerial style (Wood, 2010). On 
the other hand, very few studies, conceptual in nature, have reflected on 
the reverse diffusion of Islamic values in HRM practices (see Haak-
Saheem et al., 2017; Branine & Pollard, 2010). Notably, since the domi-
nant religion in Jordan and the Middle East is Islam, then there will be 
an unequivocal influence of the religion on actors’ actions from the 
reverse diffusion of religious values into HRM (Branine & Pollard, 2010) 
including how and when they express their voices. There are several val-
ues in Islam, as a frame of reference, that equip employees with a religious 
morality of promotive and prohibitive voice expression in organisations 
(see Hameed et  al., 2020), and it would be interesting to understand 
voice engagement from this vantage point.

At the same time, these religious values might be complementary or 
contradictory with local cultural values (e.g. authoritative management 
style) or bounded by unfavourable socio-economic factors such as high 
levels of unemployment or low compensation schemes (Kaufman, 2015). 
This was briefly demonstrated in our findings as, for example, there was 
evidence of voice expression among the sample, but it was mainly limited 
within the scope of social hypocrisy. Whereas true voice was suppressed 
for reasons related to fear, high psychological effort from calculating 
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upward voice instrumentality and safety, and those relating to socio-
economic factors such as unemployment and low compensation 
schemes. Future studies could unpack this relationship between the com-
plementary and contradictory hybrid of culture and religion on voice 
arrangements and mechanisms in Jordan and the Middle Eastern region 
in general.

It is also important to further explore the concept of wasta, or informal 
networks, on the engagement of promotive and prohibitive voice between 
supervisors and employees. Again, wasta entails an informal exchange 
among supervisors and subordinates that is highly prevalent in Jordan 
and the Middle Eastern region (see Haak-Saheem & Darwish, 2021; 
Harbi et al., 2017). Such informal relationships could be equated to a 
high-quality leader-member exchanges which could promote upward 
voice in organisations (Morrison, 2014). Moreover, whether wasta could 
promote voice for some employees and inhibit it for others who are not 
well connected informally, is equally interesting and important to under-
stand. It is important to examine voice under these challenging cultural, 
religious and economic factors in order to have a holistic understanding 
of the complexities and realties of voice in Jordan and the wider Middle 
Eastern region more generally.

�Conclusion

The theoretical and empirical work in this chapter attempts to enhance 
our understanding of the socio-economic, cultural and religious factors 
that facilitate or pose obstacles to the manifestation of upward voice in 
Jordan and the wider Middle Eastern region in general. This chapter 
stresses the value of paying greater attention to the distal context in order 
to acquire a more comprehensive understanding of the factors that shape 
voice practices in the region. In general, voice practices are indeed influ-
enced by Western values and approaches, but they are also sensitive to the 
unique cultural, socio-economic and institutional arrangements of the 
Jordanian context. While theoretical insights cast cultural and economic 
values as inhibitors to voice in the region, and empirical findings reflect 
indirect evidence of voice, we highlighted a different shade for these 
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factors that could simultaneously be both challenging and facilitating to 
the expression of upward voice. Overall, notwithstanding the reckless 
and recent emerging developments for voice in the region and their sig-
nificance, existing literature focusing on Jordan and the wider region is 
yet very limited and lacks comprehensive understanding and analysis. 
Closer examination is needed to further explore and understand the state 
of voice practices in the region and the potential influence of its unique 
cultural and institutional arrangements on both promotive and prohibi-
tive voices.
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7
The Unheard Voices Behind the Closed 

Doors: An Investigation of Live-in 
Migrant Domestic Workers in Malaysia

Wee Chan Au

�Introduction

Studies on employee voice have gained increasing research attention in 
the field of employment relations, human resource management and 
organizational behaviour, primarily focusing on white-collar workers 
(Holland et al., 2019). However, much less attention has been paid to 
vulnerable employees, such as migrant workers in blue-collar sectors. The 
purpose of this chapter is to add to the understanding of the unheard 
voices of migrant domestic workers in Malaysia from a developing world 
context. The essence of employees’ voices is that it is important to recog-
nize that workers have interests independent of their employers (Holland 
et al., 2019). Employees working in the formal sector and organizations, 
especially those with unions, would have their (collective) voices in the 
form of representation as the minimum (Freeman & Medoff, 1984). 
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Furthermore, the concept of employee voices has been more widely stud-
ied in advanced market economies, specifically from Anglo-American 
and European perspectives (Holland et  al., 2019). Establishing view-
points from less advanced market economies and non-Western contexts 
is therefore vital in order to understand how to enhance and uncover 
inhibiting voices. The motivation for this chapter was to offer voices to a 
unique group of workers, that is, live-in domestic workers employed by 
private households in Malaysia.

In this chapter, we first cover the literature on the voices of vulnerable 
workers and provide some background information on migrant domestic 
workers in Malaysia. Through this, we can clearly articulate the motiva-
tion of this study. Next, we bring in the study’s theoretical framework, 
the Capabilities Approach, to explain how and why it is essential to 
uncover migrant domestic workers’ unheard voices. This was accom-
plished by relating and analysing their capabilities set at the individual, 
societal and institutional level. We subsequently offer detailed accounts 
of the research design, explaining the steps and justification for adopting 
a mixed methods approach by combining in-depth interviews conducted 
with migrant domestic workers with document reviews. Next, we present 
the findings as the outcome of a thematic analysis. Finally, we discuss the 
findings, their implications and offer some thought about future research.

�Voices of Vulnerable Worker Groups

Migrant domestic workers are a subset of vulnerable workers whose 
voices are deprived, owing to the nature of their work and the relation-
ships with their employers. According to Palenga-Möllenbeck (2013), 
migrant domestic workers tend not to be perceived as “another person” 
with the same needs to respect and well-being. Migrant workers are rather 
“commodified”, being seen as tradeable, and their psychological needs to 
be with family are completely ignored. In comparison, they offer their 
service to enable many families to have a better work-life balance (Palenga-
Möllenbeck, 2013). The absence of relationships with anyone outside of 
the households and their co-workers makes the nature of migrant live-in 
domestic workers’ work highly isolated, diminishing their psychological 
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well-being. Furthermore, the state of health of female migrant domestic 
workers has been consistently reported as being of ongoing mental, 
psycho-social and reproductive health-related concern (Bernadas, 2015). 
For example, sexual and physical abuse are regularly reported among 
female migrant workers (Varia, 2005; Wilcke, 2011). In addition, chronic 
diseases, depression and fatigue are common due to a lack of sleep and 
loneliness (Bernadas, 2015; Holroyd et al., 2001). The subordination of 
domestic work and domestic workers is mainly rooted in the traditional 
patriarchal conceptualization of household and care duties to be per-
formed by women, which is unpaid. The live-in domestic workers’ work 
standards and commitments generally depend on the goodwill of their 
employers (Ramirez-Machado, 2003). In many ways, migrant workers 
are heavily dependent on their employer. For example, they depend on 
their employer not only financially, that is, to pay wages on time, but also 
for food and shelter. Given the highly unequal power inherent in the 
relationship between employers and live-in domestic workers, these rela-
tionships can be exploitative (Salami & Meherali, 2018). Their time-off 
is poorly defined, and they work in isolation in private spheres, making it 
difficult for them to turn down their employer’s work requests at any time.

Live-in domestic workers work and live in their employers’ household 
premises, which often allows employers to violate their privacy and inter-
fere with their personal lives (Bernardo et al., 2018). The subordination 
of these workers often results in submerged voices in terms of well-being. 
The insecure nature of their jobs and the high level of control that employ-
ers have over live-in migrant domestic workers make them subject to 
abuse (Bernardo et al., 2018). Overall, their needs for a better work-life 
balance and well-being are treated as inferior or even invisible. The “inter-
section of gender (women), class (low-skill wok and low paid labour class) 
and temporary migrant status has put the migrant domestic workers at an 
exceptionally disadvantaged position in terms of work-life balance” (Au 
et al., 2019, p. 579). Moreover, they have left their family and children in 
their home countries. However, the literature has rarely discussed the 
emotional cost of caring for the employers’ family members while leaving 
their family members, especially young children, to be cared for by oth-
ers. In summary, live-in domestic work meets the description of precari-
ous work put forth by Syed (2016). This is characterized by low wages, 
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uncertainty, work which lacks security, threats to one’s health or well-
being and a lack of formal membership or association with unions. A 
greater understanding of women migrant domestic workers’ experiences 
in relation to their work conditions and living arrangements is necessary 
(Bernadas, 2015). Researchers have also called for increasing research 
attention to women’s experiences in the gendered processes of interna-
tional migration and their agency in the processes (Gaetano & Yeoh, 
2010). To do this, we try to understand and relate the micro-level of 
individual women migrant domestic workers’ experiences to the macro-
level of structural forces. We thereby hope to give a voice to the migrant 
domestic workers and analyse how they experience their work and work-
ing life.

�Migrant Domestic Workers in Malaysia

Malaysia is a large employer for domestic workers, involving approxi-
mately 300,000–400,000 migrant domestic workers, among whom only 
around 250,000 are legally registered and documented (ILO, 2018; 
Shah, 2017). With limited national- and organizational-level practices 
that support working parents’ work-life balance, many Malaysian middle-
class households depend on domestic workers for household chores and 
childcare support (Au, 2021). Most migrant workers come from neigh-
bouring countries such as Indonesia, the Philippines, Cambodia, 
Myanmar and other South Asian countries such as Sri Lanka and India 
(Ibrahim & Iskandar, 2022). In Malaysia, migrant domestic workers are 
not protected under the national labour legislation. They are not entitled 
to basic labour rights, for example, maternity or termination benefits, 
annual or sick leave, days off or holidays (ILO, 2016). They are not cov-
ered by the Malaysia Employment Act 1955, since the Malaysian labour 
migration system does not regard domestic work as “real” work. In other 
words, migrant domestic workers are not legally recognized as “workers” 
in Malaysia. Instead, they are classified as “domestic servants” or “maids” 
by the Employment Act of 1955 (Malaysian Digest, 2018; Mok, 2018). 
Despite the 2022 amendment that replaces the term “domestic servants” 
with “domestic employees”, domestic workers continue to be excluded 
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from the basic employee benefits such as rest days and maternity protec-
tion (Oon, 2022). Such weak legal protection contributes to the vulner-
able and exploitative working conditions that migrant domestic workers 
in Malaysia face.

More than two-thirds of domestic workers are not covered by even one 
social security benefit in the Asian and Pacific regions (ILO, 2022). 
Domestic workers in Malaysia have only been entitled to employment 
injury protection since 2021 (ILO, 2022). Before this, they were excluded 
from the scope of labour and social security protection. In summary, 
Malaysia, a migrant-labour-dependent economic development country 
with state authoritarianism, has sought to limit migrants’ access and 
claims to rights (Elias, 2010), making it urgent to capture the voices of 
female migrant domestic workers.

�Understanding Employees’ Voices Through 
the Capabilities Approach

The Capabilities Approach provides the scope to identify factors that may 
systematically constrain individuals’ opportunities to experience well-
being, such as poverty, stigma, prejudice and discrimination (Sen, 1999). 
Accordingly, the Capabilities Approach provides a framework for endors-
ing processes that enable one to be free to do things that he or she may 
value doing or being (Sen, 2004). As a framework for human develop-
ment, the Capabilities Approach emphasizes the promotion of well-being 
through enabling people to realize their capabilities and engage in behav-
iours they subjectively value (White et al., 2016). Unlike the utilitarian 
view where development focuses primarily on economic growth, the 
Capability Approach focuses on well-being as the fundamental human 
entitlement (Loh & Estrellado, 2016). “Freedom” and “functioning” 
form the essence of the Capabilities Approach, where freedom refers to 
both agency (i.e. the ability to act on what matters at the individual level) 
and capability (i.e. the potential to achieve valuable functioning from 
various good opportunities) (Hobson, 2011; White et al., 2016). Miles 
(2014) stressed that capabilities relate to the real rather than formal 
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freedoms and opportunities one possesses in order to achieve her/his cho-
sen functioning. Meanwhile, functioning refers to forms of valuable 
being and doing, to achieve well-being and quality of life in the way that 
s/he regards as important, such as a healthy body, being safe, being edu-
cated and having a good job (Hobson, 2011; White et al., 2016). Most 
importantly, agency and choices are constrained due to inequalities in 
resources, outcomes and preferences, as well as inequalities in capabilities 
to realize chosen functioning (Hobson, 2011; Lewis & Giullari, 2005). It 
is therefore necessary to dig deeper to understand what influences the 
generation of individual capabilities.

As per the Capabilities Approach, the extent towards which individu-
als can generate capabilities from resources is influenced by various fac-
tors (Hobson, 2011; Sen, 1999). This multi-level framework (Hobson, 
2011) highlights the importance of assessing (1) individual factors such 
as gender, ethnicity, age and human capital; (2) societal factors including 
social norms, legal norms and public policies (gender and ethnic stereo-
typing); and (3) institutional factors, which include laws and policies, as 
well as aspects of firms and labour markets. Access to social, educational, 
economic and political support that helps individuals to flourish forms 
the essence of the Capabilities Approach (White et  al., 2016). In this 
study, the Framework of Capability Set (Hobson, 2011) extended from 
Sen (1999)’s Capabilities Approach was used as the guide to explore and 
understand the voices of migrant live-in domestic workers in Malaysia.

�Research Design

A mixed methods approach was adopted, using in-depth personal inter-
views and document reviews to understand the unheard voices of migrant 
domestic workers in Malaysia. Participants were approached at places 
where migrant domestic workers gather, such as outside churches and 
embassies and in residential areas. All potential participants were screened 
based on two main criteria: (1) being from Indonesia, Thailand, 
Cambodia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, India, Vietnam or Laos (approved 
nationalities to work in Malaysia as domestic helpers); (2) being employed 
as a live-in domestic worker. Unfortunately, many potential participants 
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declined the invitation to be interviewed. This may be due to the large 
pool of unregulated migrant workers in Malaysia who fear being identi-
fied. However, 13 women migrant domestic workers provided informed 
consent to be interviewed. The interviews covered a broad scope to 
understand the lived experiences of live-in migrant domestic workers. 
Participants were asked to describe their motives, ways of managing work 
and nonwork spheres, challenges and their typical day as live-in domestic 
workers in detail. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim 
for further analysis.

Based on the interviews, we acknowledge that some important infor-
mation might have been missed, since the experiences of non-responder 
might vary significantly from those who participated in the study (Patel 
et  al., 2003). The participants who provided informed consent to be 
interviewed tend to be the “fortunate” ones who were more likely to share 
positive voices. Furthermore, it is not possible to understand migrant 
live-in domestic workers’ experiences wholly and comprehensively with-
out relating them to the macro-level factors that shape their experiences. 
The document review was conducted to overcome the challenges of not 
being able to access those who were “less fortunate”, but still capture their 
voices, especially those who were ill-treated or abused. To gain a fuller 
and more comprehensive understanding of the unheard voices, media 
articles, policy papers, articles and reports from non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) and related institutions were reviewed. The selected 
documents typically included regulations and policies on migrant domes-
tic workers, reviews of the domestic workers’ market and press articles on 
reported abuse cases. These documents were analysed using the Framework 
of Capabilities Approach, inspired by Hobson (2011)’s capability set 
based on Amartya Sen’s Capabilities Approach (Sen, 1999). Utilization of 
the Capabilities Approach to guide the data analysis can help identify 
sources of impediment and structural factors that limit live-in migrant 
domestic workers’ freedom, agency and opportunities to realize their 
capabilities. The common prescriptions for thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006) were followed in order to analyse both the interview tran-
scripts and selected documents. The author followed the iterative process 
of initial coding and then searched, reviewed and defined themes, before 
presenting the results.
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�Results

�Theme 1: Individual Factors Shape Migrant Domestic 
Workers’ Capabilities

Most of the migrant domestic workers were from humble backgrounds. 
They had limited employment opportunities in their home countries, 
where unemployment rates are high, and wages are low.

Working away from my home country, I can have higher pay. In Indonesia, the 
wage is enough for life, but it’s insufficient to build a bright future. (P9)

I hope to improve my living standard. We want to get out of poverty. Also, I 
want my child to study and receive higher education. (P12)

The considerable discrepancy in the wage and work opportunities 
between the migrant domestic workers’ home and host countries drives 
them to stay in jobs despite their unsettling working conditions. Most of 
them perceived their working conditions in the host country as “a lesser 
evil” compared to the working conditions in their home country (Tayah, 
2016). Hence, they are likely to tolerate unacceptable and abusive behav-
iours from employers. A victim whose teeth were pulled out, tortured 
and sexually assaulted shared (Jayamanogaran, 2014):

I was in Jakarta when news of a (migrant domestic helper) abuse case (in 
Malaysia) was widely highlighted. I never thought I would go through a simi-
lar predicament. It came to a point where I just could not take it anymore.

Young age may also be an individual factor that contributes to the sup-
pressed voices of migrant domestic workers. According to the Malaysian 
Foreign Employment Act, women migrant workers must be at least 21 
years old. However, it was not uncommon for girls who were younger 
than 21 years old to migrate and work as domestic workers in Malaysia. 
A returnee domestic worker from Malaysia shared (Napier-Moore, 2017):
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I was 16 and told to say I was 22 if the employer asked. The age on my docu-
ment said 22 and used another name.

Most of the rescued migrant domestic workers were under 21 years 
old, all claimed that they were overworked, not given days off and had 
their passports confiscated by employers (Malaysian Digest, 2018; Ng, 
2011). Young age, plus limited education and language barriers meant 
that they had a limited ability to understand the contractual terms when 
signing the employment contract. It is also highly likely that some irre-
sponsible employment agencies replaced the contract with poorer terms, 
thereby taking advantage of the girls’ limited knowledge (Tayah, 2016). 
Most migrant domestic workers face language barriers to access informa-
tion on the legislation (Gallotti, 2015). For those with limited education, 
they also struggle to comprehend the law and understand their rights. 
According to Tayah (2016), language barriers and the limited penetration 
of awareness prevented migrant domestic workers from gaining full 
knowledge of their rights and how to assert them. Language barriers may 
also prevent migrant domestic workers from engaging and negotiating 
with their employers, hence increase their vulnerability to abusive treat-
ment, discrimination and unfair working conditions (ILO, 2013).

The evidence from interview data and document review also suggested 
that migrant domestic workers had a shallow sense of entitlement towards 
basic employment rights. Instead of relating it to their legitimate rights, 
many of them associated their working conditions with “luck”. For 
example, an abused migrant domestic helper who arrived at the shelter of 
her home country’s embassy with bruises underneath both her eyes and 
her chin said that her employers took away all her belongings. She could 
not even find the number to call for help. “I have very bad luck”, she said 
(Pak & Mullins, 2011). The expectation of these workers is low: “… at 
least I’m not being abused. At least I received my salary…” (Oon, 2022). 
With weak legal protection, the welfare and well-being of migrant domes-
tic workers primarily rely on their employers’ discretion. The interviewees 
linked their overall satisfaction with the fortune of having a “good 
employer”. The characteristics the interviewees used to describe their 
‘good employers’ included “kind-hearted”, “unselfishness”, and “willing-
ness to forgive”, which should be the essential qualities of any human. In 
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addition, the gesture of paying a salary on time (which is basic duty of 
any employer) and taking them to the bank to send money to their family 
was regarded as a “good employer” by the migrant domestic workers.

I feel satisfied as the family of the employer is good. So, I have the motivation to 
work. They give me food and things which are precious to me. (P6)

They are good. They pay my wage on time. Some employers refuse to pay and 
even cut wages when domestic workers do something wrong. (P12)

Another comment shared by a participant highlighted the low expec-
tation of being treated kindly and fairly by employers:

I told her [a relative who has worked as a migrant domestic helper for a long 
time] that I wanted to work in another country. She said: “No, if they still want 
your service, you should continue because they treat you as a person”. Some 
employers are not good and treat you like an animal. Why do you want to go to 
another country? Your next employer might treat you as an animal. (P1)

�Theme 2: Societal Factors Limit Migrant Domestic 
Workers’ Capabilities

Gendered perceptions that domestic workers are members of the house-
hold who do not require formal legal protection are deeply engrained 
within Malaysian society (ILO, 2016). Domestic work remains underval-
ued, since it is perceived as “unproductive” work and regarded as “typi-
cally female” (ILO, 2013). When asked to describe their job scope, most 
respondents stated that they need to do everything that needs to be done 
in the household. No specific job scope is given; this includes cooking, 
cleaning or tidying up the house, washing the car, doing laundry, washing 
dishes and taking care of the elderly and children of their employers. 
Some migrant workers even need to take care of plants and pets for their 
employers. Also, there is no fixed schedule, as they always need to be 
attentive:
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I’m taking care of the old granny, so there is no definite time that I wake up. 
Whenever she’s awake, I should be awake too. (P2)

Long working hours (sometimes even without off day) is common 
among migrant domestic workers in Malaysia. In all cases, the partici-
pants must wake up earlier than their employers, mostly around 6 a.m. 
Some even need to wake up at 4 a.m. or 5 a.m. Through the interviews, 
all participants reported that they needed to work for more than 12 hours 
daily, with most working 15 hours daily. This leaves them with minimal 
time for rest and leisure. Live-in arrangements are the main contributor 
to long work hours: since no distinction is made between working hours 
and non-working hours, the notion of overtime does not exist. Most 
employers assume that the domestic worker should be available whenever 
their services are needed (ILO, 2013). Unlike their live-out counterparts 
who have a clearer separation between working hours and non-working 
hours, live-in domestic workers have very little control over their working 
time arrangements. Working these long hours is itself a form of abuse 
(Lin, 2017). Many respondents expressed their disappointment over the 
day-off policy, which is not well executed:

Actually, we should be given day-off as requested by the embassy, once a month. 
The embassy requested to have one day off every month, with paid. However, 
this is only empty talks. A lot of employers do not exercise this. (P8)

A low sense of respect for the legal rights of migrant domestic workers 
has resulted in some employers being “strategic” and fully utilizing their 
employees’ time. It is not uncommon to “share” migrant domestic work-
ers among multiple households (so that monthly wages are split) and to 
demand the migrant domestic workers to “assist” in the employer’s busi-
ness (with or without additional payment). In other words, some of these 
workers work double shifts or more without adequate compensation (in 
most cases).

At 7:30 am, I will change my job to work in the factory. After that, I will come 
back at 4 pm [to continue the domestic work]. Sometimes, I will take it [factory 
work] back and do it at home. I get extra pay for that. (P9)
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Our participant is considered the “lucky” one as she received extra pay 
for her time participating in factory work. Following is a case of an abused 
domestic helper whose situation was reported by a medical officer 
(Lin, 2017).

Apart from cleaning their house, washing their three cars, and taking care of 
their disabled son, they also had me working in their curtain-making factory. 
One day I wrongly sewed a very expensive fabric. Madam was so angry that 
when we went home, she forced me to clean the whole house alone and didn’t 
let me eat. Then she beat me with the hose but because I hadn’t eaten all day, 
I fainted.

The classification of domestic workers as “domestic servants” or 
“maids” in the Employment Act encouraged the mindset of a “master-
servant relationship” (instead of employer-employee relationship) among 
some employers (Mok, 2018). It is disheartening to learn that some 
employers mistreat their domestic helpers and have the grave misconcep-
tion that it is within their rights to treat their domestic workers in such a 
way. According to a commissioner for the Human Rights Commission of 
Malaysia, “Most of them (the employers) think that just because they are pay-
ing their salary, they are allowed to treat their (domestic) workers in whatever 
fashion they like” (Malaysian Digest, 2018). Similarly, the attitudes of 
some employers towards their domestic workers were described as “… 
not seen as assets to the family. Instead, they are treated as objects that they can 
mistreat” (Pak & Mullins, 2011).

�Theme 3: Institutional Factors Contribute to the Weak 
Capabilities of Migrant Domestic Workers

According to ILO (2016, 2018), Malaysia’s labour migration policies are 
heavily oriented towards controlling immigration and maintaining pub-
lic safety. Much less attention has been given to the broader impact of 
labour migration on national economic and social development or pro-
tecting workers’ rights. In 2017, the ILO and the Ministry of Human 
Resources published a guidelines for the employers of migrant domestic 
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workers, advising employers to treat their domestic workers better 
(Borneo Post Online, 2017). Unfortunately, the guide is more of a sug-
gestion and is not legally binding. Furthermore, Malaysia has yet to ratify 
the ILO’s Domestic Workers Convention 2011, which protects the rights 
of domestic workers, although the country has employed a large number 
of domestic workers for the past decade. The weak laws and regulations 
in Malaysia towards safeguarding migrant domestic workers are also 
reflected by the fact that domestic workers are excluded from the mini-
mum wage law (Ragu, 2022). The lack of agency among migrant domes-
tic workers in safeguarding their well-being and having their voices heard 
is due primarily to the laxness of laws and regulations on domestic work 
in Malaysia. As mentioned previously, domestic work is not legally recog-
nized as work under the Employment Act of Malaysia. Furthermore, they 
are unlike their immigrant counterparts who work in agriculture and 
manufacturing, which are subject to more regular inspection, indirectly 
protecting the employees from being abused. Migrant live-in domestic 
workers are not subject to labour inspection, since their employment falls 
within a private premises (ILO, 2016; Malaysian Digest, 2018). Coupled 
with the “live-in” arrangement, these domestic workers are isolated from 
others with no co-workers, making it exceptionally difficult to meet with 
others to exchange experiences and information or discuss alternatives. 
These factors leave them highly vulnerable and susceptible to abuse.

Also, the migrant domestic helper’s work visa is tied to a specific 
employer (ILO, 2016). Their right to stay in Malaysia and work is imme-
diately terminated if they leave the employment relationship. This further 
restrains the migrant domestic workers from being the “free agent” of 
their own bodies, time and well-being. Unlike many other employed 
individuals, migrant domestic workers are not allowed to freely decide to 
opt out of the relationship with their current employer, nor opt out of the 
occupation as domestic workers by moving into other types of employ-
ment. Such strict work visa ties increase their vulnerability to abuse, limit 
their freedom to leave an unhealthy employment relationship, as well as 
their capacity to report abuse, owing to a fear of deportation (Gallotti, 
2015; ILO, 2016; Napier-Moore, 2017). In summary, female migrant 
workers in Malaysia lack not only a voice but also an “exit” option.
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Limited freedom of movement is common among migrant live-in 
domestic workers in Malaysia. Although it is illegal for anyone to be in 
possession of another person’s passport in Malaysia, it is common prac-
tice for irresponsible employers to keep their migrant domestic workers’ 
legal documents such as passport and work permit, thus placing the 
migrant workers under their power and control (Hakim, 2018). In most 
cases, the migrant domestic workers were asked to sign a paper waiving 
their right to hold the passport for “safekeeping” by the employee 
(Lumayag, 2017). Live-in domestic workers may be subjected to restric-
tions on their freedom of movement even outside of working hours and 
off-days, which is a human rights concern (ILO, 2013). This is especially 
the case among domestic workers with care responsibilities (Tayah, 
2016). The attitude of employers of not “liking” their migrant domestic 
workers socializing outside of the employed household also further 
restrains and discourages them from having personal social networks.

I don’t have [friends]. I don’t like it. I am not interested in calling friends. I 
don’t get any happiness, but it will bring trouble. I have been here for quite a 
long time, and I never go outside on my own. I don’t like it. (P10)

We meet with each other [other migrant domestic workers] near this neighbour-
hood… I can go out with them on Sunday with the approval of my employer. (P9)

To make the situation worst, the regulations and visa conditions pro-
mote “ideal” migrant domestic workers as unencumbered workers where 
their sexual or partnership behaviours are limited (prohibited to be pre-
cise) during the course of their employment. In Malaysia, only women 
can legally work as migrant domestic workers where their work permit is 
subject to a negative pregnancy test, which is also required upon work 
permits renewal (ILO, 2013; Napier-Moore, 2017; UN Women, 2013). 
Female migrant domestic workers are liable to deportation if they fall 
pregnant, since this violates the conditions of their work permit 
(Immigration Department of Malaysia, 2020). In other words, these 
women are deprived of sexual and reproductive rights, as well as the right 
to a family life. According to Dyer et al. (2011), it is a “dehumanized” act 
to construct migrant workers only as workers, having no families or 
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family needs. Holding a mobile phone and speaking to family members 
is a luxury for some migrant domestic workers. Most of them rely on 
their employers to reach their families in their home country. Only some 
of them are allowed to hold their own mobile phone. Even so, this does 
not mean that they can speak with their family members whenever they 
want. They must complete their duties and seek their employers’ permis-
sion before calling their families. Some are restricted by the amount of 
money loaded on the phone. In most cases, their availability and fre-
quency of being in touch with their own family depend on the employ-
ers’ graces:

I chat with my family through the phone and computer. My employer let me 
contact them once a month through Skype. (P3)

If I wanted to call my parents, I must notify my employers first. I need to get 
their permission before making the phone calls. (P13)

Even when asked to describe their hobbies and things they do for lei-
sure, it is sad to learn that most of the “leisure” activities are still within 
the employers’ household and for the benefit of the employers.

After everything is done, I will massage the granny while watching TV. (P6)

My hobby is cooking… My employer supports it. Every day, I was told to learn 
to cook [new dishes] (laughing). (P8)

When I have free time, I will do gardening. Plant some vegetables or chillies… 
When my granny is taking her rest, I will plant chillies, vegetables, and toma-
toes (laughs). (P13)

With weak legal protection, many live-in migrant domestic workers 
run away from their employers to escape the abusive situations. Not 
being paid on time, not being provided proper meals, not being allowed 
to speak to their families and not being given enough rest time are some 
of the common factors that trigger migrant domestic workers to run away 
(Tang, 2017). Unfortunately, running away makes them become undoc-
umented because their employers are holding on to their passport.
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�Discussion

The Capabilities Approach in migration research stresses that extra cau-
tion needs to be taken to safeguard the migrant’s welfare, since individu-
als’ rights and economic development may be in conflict (e.g. Bonfanti, 
2014; Freeman et al., 2021; Preibisch et al., 2016). Our findings are in 
keeping with this research and shed light on the particular vulnerabilities 
of migrant live-in domestic workers. Applying the Capabilities Approach 
(Hobson, 2011; Sen, 1999), the capabilities set of these women can be 
summarized as follows. Individual factors such as gender (female), 
migrant status (being away from their home country, with language bar-
riers and socio-cultural barriers), humble background (desperate for 
employment), young age, with limited experience and knowledge on 
employment rights, as well as a shallow sense of entitlement, all contrib-
ute to an overall weak agency of these workers. As a result, these migrant 
domestic workers have minimal ability to pursue fair employment, which 
enables them to earn sufficient for their families back in their home coun-
tries while staying safe and healthy. Societal factors typically include 
social and legal norms. In our case, the gendered perceptions that domes-
tic workers are members of the household who do not require formal 
legal protection set the tone of domestic workers being undervalued at 
the societal level. Also, the master-servant relationship remains the domi-
nant mindset among many employers. These factors further shape fellow 
employers’ irresponsible and abusive behaviours towards migrant live-in 
domestic workers. Furthermore, some employers turn a blind eye to the 
employment rights of their workers. For example, most employers take 
full advantage of the presence of domestic workers with the live-in 
arrangement by not having a clear distinction between working and non-
working hours. This contributes to the long hours and limited rest time 
of the workers. These factors constrain the real possibilities (capabilities) 
of these migrant domestic workers to be “functioning” workers. Soon 
enough, many of them would be unfit (both physically and emotionally) 
to continue to work as domestic workers under such a constraining envi-
ronment. Hence, stronger societal norms against irresponsible and abu-
sive behaviours desperately need to be embraced at the societal level.
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Finally, institutional factors, including the laws and policies pertaining 
to migrant domestic workers in Malaysia, further weaken the capabilities 
of these workers. As per Hobson et al. (2018, p. 386), institutional con-
texts mattered a lot for the “access to entitlements and capabilities for alter-
native choices”. Weak laws and regulations in Malaysia are clearly reflected 
in its failure to, for example, ratify the ILO’s Domestic Workers 
Convention 2011 and not legally recognizing domestic work as work 
under the Employment Act. The visa requirement to tie the worker to a 
specific employer also eliminates the workers’ options to “opt out” of an 
unhealthy employment relationship. The weak legislation, coupled with 
the “master-servant relationship” mindset among employers, has further 
exerted unequal power and promoted unreasonable and abusive behav-
iours of employers towards their domestic workers. These complications 
include limited freedom of movement, prohibited sexual or partnership 
behaviours and restricted contact with loved ones back in their home 
country, among others. Taken together, the capability sets of migrant 
domestic workers put them at a low level of “functioning” where their 
well-being is tremendously detrimental, to a point where “running away” 
from the abusive employer was the last resort to survive. In summary, 
these findings demonstrated that the capabilities set expounded earlier 
systematically constrains migrant domestic workers’ voices from being 
heard and prevents them from experiencing wellbeing as they wish.

�Conclusion

A caring and supportive society should have mechanisms to protect 
migrant live-in domestic workers. The contribution of migrant domestic 
workers in shouldering most household chores and care responsibilities, 
hence allowing more qualified women to be active in employment, 
should be acknowledged. It is unacceptable to promote the financial sta-
bility of the family and economic development of the country at the 
expense of the well-being of the migrant domestic workers. More active 
and urgent steps should be taken to prevent abuse and protect migrant 
live-in domestic helpers. Following are some suggestions that the various 
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stakeholders within the migrant domestic workers ecosystem should con-
sider adopting:

Pre-departure training should extend beyond the technical knowledge, 
for example, how to operate a washing machine or handle an iron. 
Instead, programmes should also cover workers’ rights and entitlements 
as part of their training. Also, domestic helpers should access some tools 
and techniques for self-help, safeguarding and well-being. Most impor-
tantly, these workers should not be kept isolated from one another. 
Instead, informal support groups among themselves should be encour-
aged and supported. These support groups can facilitate information 
exchange and experience sharing. These groups could also be an impor-
tant source of emotional support, given that these workers are physically 
distant from their closest relatives and friends.

At the employer’s end, the pre-engagement briefing should include 
materials about human rights, safeguarding and domestic helpers’ rights. 
In addition, it must be made clear and explicit that the act of passport 
retention, contract violations, restricted movement, wage fraud and 
imposition of significant debts indicate forced labour, which should be 
avoided entirely. The requirement to have a reference from previous 
employers (i.e. for the domestic workers to secure their next job) should 
also apply to the employers seeking to engage domestic workers. In other 
words, all domestic helpers should also be given the opportunity to 
“assess” the fit of their employer in engaging the next domestic helper 
upon the completion or termination of their employment contract. 
Employers who have mistreated their domestic workers previously or 
committed any abusive behaviours should be refrained from engaging a 
live-in domestic helper. There was also call from Malaysian Trade Union 
Congress (MTUC) to make it mandatory for potential employers to pass 
the initial screen by a professional psychologist to establish that they are 
mentally sound and well enough to recruit a live-in domestic helper 
(Malay Mail, 2018). The bottom line is that some mechanisms should be 
in place to hold the employers to be accountable for their irrespon-
sible act.

At the institutional level, policy-makers should move more forcefully 
to have stricter rules and regulations in place to safeguard and protect 
migrant domestic workers. For example, legislation should be in place to 

  W. C. Au



177

penalize employers who engage in abusive behaviours towards their 
domestic workers. In addition, the public should be encouraged to be 
active by-standers in reporting all suspect cases of abuse or mistreatment 
of domestic helpers, even if it is behind closed doors. One of the main 
barriers to effective protection and abuse prevention is the lack of knowl-
edge about rights and the voice to uphold them (Gallotti, 2015). 
Accordingly, NGOs, social enterprises and legal bodies should consider 
organizing regular public campaigns to advocate and increase awareness 
and information about the human and employment rights of migrant 
workers. To establish and sustain a fair and healthy migrant domestic 
worker ecosystem where individual workers can have their voices heard, 
future research should consider gathering perspectives and insights from 
multiple stakeholders within the ecosystem. This includes policy-makers, 
recruiting agencies, returnee domestic workers, social enterprises and 
NGOs working on migrant workers’ rights and employers. The academic 
community should also play an active role in disseminating research find-
ings and information, as well as advocating to listen to the voices of 
migrant workers to a broader non-academic audience.

References

Au, W. C. (2021). The implicit and explicit influence on work-life balance in 
Malaysia. In T.  A. Adisa & G.  Gbadamosi (Eds.), Work-life interface 
(pp.  313–342). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-030-66648-4_11

Au, W. C., Chatrakul Na Ayudhya, U., Tan, Y. S., & Ahmed, P. K. (2019). The 
work-life experiences of an invisible workforce: The case of live-in women 
migrant domestic workers in Malaysia. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An 
International Journal, 39(5), 567–583. https://doi.org/10.1108/
EDI-02-2019-0059

Bernadas, J. M. A. C. (2015). Exploring the meanings and experiences of health 
among Filipino female household service workers in Hong Kong. International 
Journal of Migration, Health and Social Care, 11(2), 95–107. https://doi.
org/10.1108/IJMHSC-05-2014-0019

Bernardo, A. B. I., Daganzo, M. A. A., & Ocampo, A. C. G. (2018). Abusive 
supervision and well-being of Filipino migrant workers in Macau: 

7  The Unheard Voices Behind the Closed Doors… 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-66648-4_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-66648-4_11
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-02-2019-0059
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-02-2019-0059
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMHSC-05-2014-0019
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMHSC-05-2014-0019


178

Consequences for self-esteem and heritage culture detachment. Social 
Indicators Research, 139(1), 277–292. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11205-016-1446-7

Bonfanti, S. (2014). Towards a migrant-centred perspective on international 
migration: The contribution of Amartya Sen’s capability approach. Social 
Work & Society, 12(2), Article 2. https://ejournals.bib.uni-wuppertal.de/
index.php/sws/article/view/411

Borneo Post Online. (2017, May 26). Guidelines and tips for employers of foreign 
domestic helpers launched. https://www.theborneopost.com/2017/05/26/
guidelines-and-tips-for-employers-of-foreign-domestic-helpers-launched/

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.119
1/1478088706qp063oa

Dyer, S., McDowell, L., & Batnitzky, A. (2011). Migrant work, precarious 
work–life balance: What the experiences of migrant workers in the service sec-
tor in Greater London tell us about the adult worker model. Gender, Place & 
Culture, 18(5), 685–700. https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2011.601808

Elias, J. (2010). Transnational migration, gender, and rights: Advocacy and 
activism in the Malaysian context. International Migration, 48(6), 44–71. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00619.x

Freeman, R., & Medoff, J. (1984). What do unions do? Basic Books.
Freeman, T., Miles, L., Ying, K., Mat Yasin, S., & Lai, W. T. (2021). At the 

limits of “capability”: The sexual and reproductive health of women migrant 
workers in Malaysia. Sociology of Health & Illness. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1467-9566.13323

Gaetano, A. M., & Yeoh, B. S. A. (2010). Introduction to the special issue on 
women and migration in globalizing Asia: Gendered experiences, agency, and 
activism. International Migration, 48(6), 1–12. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00648.x

Gallotti, M. (2015). Domestic work policy brief no. 9: Making decent work a reality 
for migrant domestic workers. International Labour Organisation, ILO. https://
www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/%2D%2D-ed_protect/%2D%2D-
protrav/%2D%2D-travail/documents/publication/wcms_436974.pdf

Hakim, B. (2018, February 14). Another maid died from abuse in Malaysia, and 
she probably won’t be the last. Here’s why. Cilisos. https://cilisos.my/
foreign-maids-keep-getting-abused-in-malaysia-but-is-anything-being-
done-about-it/

  W. C. Au

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-016-1446-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-016-1446-7
https://ejournals.bib.uni-wuppertal.de/index.php/sws/article/view/411
https://ejournals.bib.uni-wuppertal.de/index.php/sws/article/view/411
https://www.theborneopost.com/2017/05/26/guidelines-and-tips-for-employers-of-foreign-domestic-helpers-launched/
https://www.theborneopost.com/2017/05/26/guidelines-and-tips-for-employers-of-foreign-domestic-helpers-launched/
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2011.601808
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00619.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.13323
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.13323
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00648.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00648.x
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_436974.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_436974.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_436974.pdf
https://cilisos.my/foreign-maids-keep-getting-abused-in-malaysia-but-is-anything-being-done-about-it/
https://cilisos.my/foreign-maids-keep-getting-abused-in-malaysia-but-is-anything-being-done-about-it/
https://cilisos.my/foreign-maids-keep-getting-abused-in-malaysia-but-is-anything-being-done-about-it/


179

Hobson, B. (2011). The agency gap in work-life balance: Applying Sen’s capa-
bilities framework within European contexts. Social Politics: International 
Studies in Gender, State and Society, 18(2), 147–167.

Hobson, B., Hellgren, Z., & Serrano, I. (2018). Migrants, markets and domes-
tic work: Do institutional contexts matter in the personal household service 
sector? Journal of European Social Policy, 28(4), 386–401. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0958928717753578

Holland, P., Teicher, J., & Donaghey, J. (Eds.). (2019). Employee voice at work. 
Springer. https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-981-13-2820-6

Holroyd, E. A., Molassiotis, A., & Taylor-Pilliae, R. E. (2001). Filipino domes-
tic workers in Hong Kong: Health related behaviors, health locus of control 
and social support. Women & Health, 33(1–2), 181–205. https://doi.
org/10.1300/J013v33n01_11

Ibrahim, J., & Iskandar, I.  M. (2022, June 24). Still a hurdle for maids. 
The Star. https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/06/24/still-a- 
hurdle-for-maids

ILO. (2013). Domestic workers across the world: Global and regional statistics and 
the extent of legal protection. International Labour Office. https://www.ilo.org/
global/publications/books/WCMS_173363/lang%2D%2Den/index.htm

ILO. (2016). Review of labour migration policy in Malaysia. International 
Labour Office. https://labordoc.ilo.org/discovery/fulldisplay/alma994899 
963402676/41ILO_INST:41ILO_V1

ILO. (2018). TRIANGLE in ASEAN quarterly briefing note: Malaysia. ILO. https://
www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/%2D%2D-asia/%2D%2D-ro-bangkok/
documents/genericdocument/wcms_614381.pdf

ILO. (2022). Making the right to social security a reality for domestic workers: 
A global review of policy trends, statistics and extension strategies. 
International Labour Office. https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/
WCMS_848280/lang--en/index.htm

Immigration Department of Malaysia. (2020). Enforcement. https://www.imi.
gov.my/portal2017/index.php/en/enforcement.html

Jayamanogaran, T. (2014, December 24). Abused maid recounts eight months 
in torture ‘chamber’. Malay Mail. https://www.malaymail.com/news/malay-
sia/2014/12/24/abused-maid-recounts-eight-months-in-torture- 
chamber/807499

Lewis, J., & Giullari, S. (2005). The adult worker model family, gender equality 
and care: The search for new policy principles and the possibilities and prob-

7  The Unheard Voices Behind the Closed Doors… 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928717753578
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928717753578
https://springerlink.bibliotecabuap.elogim.com/book/10.1007/978-981-13-2820-6
https://doi.org/10.1300/J013v33n01_11
https://doi.org/10.1300/J013v33n01_11
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/06/24/still-a-hurdle-for-maids
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/06/24/still-a-hurdle-for-maids
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_173363/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_173363/lang--en/index.htm
https://labordoc.ilo.org/discovery/fulldisplay/alma994899963402676/41ILO_INST:41ILO_V1
https://labordoc.ilo.org/discovery/fulldisplay/alma994899963402676/41ILO_INST:41ILO_V1
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/genericdocument/wcms_614381.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/genericdocument/wcms_614381.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/genericdocument/wcms_614381.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_848280/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_848280/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.imi.gov.my/portal2017/index.php/en/enforcement.html
https://www.imi.gov.my/portal2017/index.php/en/enforcement.html
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2014/12/24/abused-maid-recounts-eight-months-in-torture-chamber/807499
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2014/12/24/abused-maid-recounts-eight-months-in-torture-chamber/807499
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2014/12/24/abused-maid-recounts-eight-months-in-torture-chamber/807499


180

lems of a capabilities approach. Economy and Society, 34(1), 76–104. https://
doi.org/10.1080/0308514042000329342

Lin, M. M. (2017, March 16). Behind closed doors: A tale of ongoing domestic 
servitude in Malaysia. Asian Correspondent. https://asiancorrespondent.
com/2017/03/behind-closed-doors-tale-ongoing-domestic-servitude-malays
ia/#y2yRKU2xGduDmdj5.97

Loh, J., & Estrellado, A. F. (2016). Filipino domestic workers and their capacity 
development. Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 1–18. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0022167816654357

Lumayag, L. (2017, June 28). They are domestic workers—Not maids or help-
ers. Aliran. https://aliran.com/thinking-allowed-online/2017-ta-online/
domestic-workers-not-maids-helpers/

Malay Mail. (2018, February 14). Life without maids will be difficult, MTUC reminds 
Malaysians. https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2018/02/14/mtuc- 
reminds-malaysians-life-without-maids-will-be-difficult/1577505

Malaysian Digest. (2018, February 19). Malaysia can do more to protect for-
eign maids. http://malaysiandigest.com/frontpage/282-main-tile/723621-
malaysia-can-do-more-to-protect-foreign-maids.html

Miles, L. (2014). The capabilities approach and worker wellbeing. The Journal of 
Development Studies, 50(8), 1043–1054. https://doi.org/10.1080/0022038
8.2013.866220

Mok, O. (2018, February 12). After maid’s death, group demands law to protect 
migrant workers. Malay Mail. https://www.malaymail.com/s/1575621/
after-maids-death-group-demands-law-to-protect-migrant-workers

Napier-Moore, R. (2017). Protected or put in harm’s way? Bans and restrictions on 
women’s labour migration in ASEAN countries. International Labour 
Organization and UN Women.

Ng, E. (2011, August 12). Cambodia urged to stop sending maids to Malaysia. 
San Diego Union-Tribune. https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/sdut-
cambodia-urged-to-stop-sending-maids-to-malaysia-2011aug11-story.html

Oon, A. (2022, November 28). For Indonesian domestic workers in Malaysia, 
Facebook becomes a tool for empowerment. Southeast Asia Globe. https://
southeastasiaglobe.com/for-indonesian-domestic-workers-in-malaysia-
facebook-becomes-a-tool-for-empowerment/

Pak, J., & Mullins, L. (2011). Malaysia’s maid shortage rooted in abuse. The 
World. https://theworld.org/stories/2011-02-17/malaysias-maid-shortage- 
rooted-abuse

  W. C. Au

https://doi.org/10.1080/0308514042000329342
https://doi.org/10.1080/0308514042000329342
https://asiancorrespondent.com/2017/03/behind-closed-doors-tale-ongoing-domestic-servitude-malaysia/#y2yRKU2xGduDmdj5.97
https://asiancorrespondent.com/2017/03/behind-closed-doors-tale-ongoing-domestic-servitude-malaysia/#y2yRKU2xGduDmdj5.97
https://asiancorrespondent.com/2017/03/behind-closed-doors-tale-ongoing-domestic-servitude-malaysia/#y2yRKU2xGduDmdj5.97
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022167816654357
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022167816654357
https://aliran.com/thinking-allowed-online/2017-ta-online/domestic-workers-not-maids-helpers/
https://aliran.com/thinking-allowed-online/2017-ta-online/domestic-workers-not-maids-helpers/
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2018/02/14/mtuc-reminds-malaysians-life-without-maids-will-be-difficult/1577505
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2018/02/14/mtuc-reminds-malaysians-life-without-maids-will-be-difficult/1577505
http://malaysiandigest.com/frontpage/282-main-tile/723621-malaysia-can-do-more-to-protect-foreign-maids.html
http://malaysiandigest.com/frontpage/282-main-tile/723621-malaysia-can-do-more-to-protect-foreign-maids.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2013.866220
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2013.866220
https://www.malaymail.com/s/1575621/after-maids-death-group-demands-law-to-protect-migrant-workers
https://www.malaymail.com/s/1575621/after-maids-death-group-demands-law-to-protect-migrant-workers
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/sdut-cambodia-urged-to-stop-sending-maids-to-malaysia-2011aug11-story.html
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/sdut-cambodia-urged-to-stop-sending-maids-to-malaysia-2011aug11-story.html
https://southeastasiaglobe.com/for-indonesian-domestic-workers-in-malaysia-facebook-becomes-a-tool-for-empowerment/
https://southeastasiaglobe.com/for-indonesian-domestic-workers-in-malaysia-facebook-becomes-a-tool-for-empowerment/
https://southeastasiaglobe.com/for-indonesian-domestic-workers-in-malaysia-facebook-becomes-a-tool-for-empowerment/
https://theworld.org/stories/2011-02-17/malaysias-maid-shortage-rooted-abuse
https://theworld.org/stories/2011-02-17/malaysias-maid-shortage-rooted-abuse


181

Palenga-Möllenbeck, E. (2013). New maids—new butlers? Polish domestic 
workers in Germany and commodification of social reproductive work. 
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 32(6), 557–574. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-10-2012-0086

Patel, M. X., Doku, V., & Tennakoon, L. (2003). Challenges in recruitment of 
research participants. Advances in Psychiatric Treatment, 9(3), 229–238. 
https://doi.org/10.1192/apt.9.3.229

Preibisch, K., Dodd, W., & Su, Y. (2016). Pursuing the capabilities approach 
within the migration–development nexus. Journal of Ethnic and Migration 
Studies, 42(13), 2111–2127.

Ragu, D. (2022, May 10). Govt under fire for excluding maids in mini-
mum wage law. Free Malaysia Today. https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/
category/nation/2022/05/10/govt-under-fire-for-excluding-maids-in- 
minimum-wage-law/

Ramirez-Machado, J. M. (2003). Domestic work, conditions of work and employment: 
A legal perspective [ILO Working Paper]. International Labour Organization. 
https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/iloilowps/993647813402676.htm

Salami, B., & Meherali, S. (2018). One of the family? Familial and professional 
relationships between migrant live-in caregivers and their employers. 
International Journal of Migration, Health and Social Care, 14(2), 174–185. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMHSC-09-2016-0034

Sen, A. (1999). Development as freedom. Oxford University Press.
Sen, A. (2004). Rationality and freedom. Belknap Press.
Shah, S. A. (2017, November 30). Malaysia turns to Cambodia for domestic 

helpers. The Malaysian Reserve. https://themalaysianreserve.com/2017/11/30/
malaysia-turns-cambodia-domestic-helpers/

Syed, I.  U. (2016). Labor exploitation and health inequities among market 
migrants: A political economy perspective. Journal of International Migration 
and Integration, 17(2), 449–465. http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.lib.monash.edu.
au/10.1007/s12134-015-0427-z

Tang, A. (2017, May 2). One in 20 maids going missing. The Star. https://www.
thestar.com.my/news/nation/2017/05/02/one-in-20-maids-going-missing-
treat-domestic-helpers-as-family-and-they-stay-abuse-them-and-they-go

Tayah, M. (2016). Decent work for migrant domestic workers: Moving the agenda 
forward. International Labour Organisation, ILO.

UN Women. (2013). Managing labour migration in ASEAN: Concerns for 
women migrant workers. United Nations Entity for Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment of Women. https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/

7  The Unheard Voices Behind the Closed Doors… 

https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-10-2012-0086
https://doi.org/10.1192/apt.9.3.229
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2022/05/10/govt-under-fire-for-excluding-maids-in-minimum-wage-law/
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2022/05/10/govt-under-fire-for-excluding-maids-in-minimum-wage-law/
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2022/05/10/govt-under-fire-for-excluding-maids-in-minimum-wage-law/
https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/iloilowps/993647813402676.htm
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMHSC-09-2016-0034
https://themalaysianreserve.com/2017/11/30/malaysia-turns-cambodia-domestic-helpers/
https://themalaysianreserve.com/2017/11/30/malaysia-turns-cambodia-domestic-helpers/
http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.lib.monash.edu.au/10.1007/s12134-015-0427-z
http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.lib.monash.edu.au/10.1007/s12134-015-0427-z
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2017/05/02/one-in-20-maids-going-missing-treat-domestic-helpers-as-family-and-they-stay-abuse-them-and-they-go
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2017/05/02/one-in-20-maids-going-missing-treat-domestic-helpers-as-family-and-they-stay-abuse-them-and-they-go
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2017/05/02/one-in-20-maids-going-missing-treat-domestic-helpers-as-family-and-they-stay-abuse-them-and-they-go
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2013/1/managing-labour-migration-in-asean-concerns-for-women-migrant-workers


182

digital-library/publications/2013/1/managing-labour-migration-in-asean- 
concerns-for-women-migrant-workers

Varia, N. (2005). Maid to order: Ending abuses against migrant domestic workers 
in Singapore. Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/report/2005/12/06/
maid-order/ending-abuses-against-migrant-domestic-workers-singapore

White, R. G., Imperiale, M. G., & Perera, E. (2016). The capabilities approach: 
Fostering contexts for enhancing mental health and wellbeing across the 
globe. Globalization and Health, 12(1), 16. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12992-016-0150-3

Wilcke, C. (2011). Domestic plight: How Jordanian laws, officials, employers, 
and recruiters fail abused migrant domestic workers. Human Rights Watch. 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2011/09/27/domestic-plight/how-jordanian- 
laws-officials-employers-and-recruiters-fail-abused

  W. C. Au

https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2013/1/managing-labour-migration-in-asean-concerns-for-women-migrant-workers
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2013/1/managing-labour-migration-in-asean-concerns-for-women-migrant-workers
https://www.hrw.org/report/2005/12/06/maid-order/ending-abuses-against-migrant-domestic-workers-singapore
https://www.hrw.org/report/2005/12/06/maid-order/ending-abuses-against-migrant-domestic-workers-singapore
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-016-0150-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12992-016-0150-3
https://www.hrw.org/report/2011/09/27/domestic-plight/how-jordanian-laws-officials-employers-and-recruiters-fail-abused
https://www.hrw.org/report/2011/09/27/domestic-plight/how-jordanian-laws-officials-employers-and-recruiters-fail-abused


183© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023
T. Ajibade Adisa et al. (eds.), Employee Voice in the Global South, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-31127-7_8

8
Employee Voice: Insights from Pakistan

Muhammad Mehmood Aslam 
and Muhammad Akhtar

�Introduction

Giving employees a voice at work is one of the most significant ways for indi-
viduals to influence their employment ensure a good quality of working life—
CIPD (2019, p. 4)

Organizations have shown increasing interest in understanding the 
important contribution of employees in terms of raising their voice on 
important organizational issues. This is because employee voice has 
brought many changes in the workplace, such as anticipating innovation, 
gaining a competitive advantage over others, and so on. (Bain et  al., 
2021). Employee voice not only benefits organizations in many ways, but 
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more importantly, it can have a positive impact on employee well-being 
(Mowbray et al., 2019). As such, it has led scholars to think about voice 
in all new and different ways. Given its importance, a large body of 
research on the voice has typically focused on the Western context. 
However, the research on employee voice is largely at the minimum level 
in less developed nations, especially Pakistan, which is altogether a unique 
context to be considered for the organizations as well as the employees 
(e.g., Rani et al., 2021).

To elaborate it further, for example, Soltani et al. (2018) have pointed 
out that employees in the non-Western countries are mainly concerned 
with fulfillment of their phycological needs compared to psychological 
aspirations. On the other side, de Azevedo et al. (2020) hold that even 
organizations that are not very technologically sound are eager to embrace 
employee voice contributions that can modify their work processes to 
make them more innovative. Considering all that, the present research is 
aimed at integrating the past evidence on how employee voice behavior 
has been understood taking different theoretical perspectives and identi-
fying gray areas that will unveil new avenues for future research specifi-
cally in the interesting but unique employment context of Pakistan. Right 
from the beginning, many scholars have used interchangeable terms with 
employee voice in changing work conditions such as empowerment, par-
ticipation, and work engagement (Wilkinson & Fay, 2011), while some 
have coupled the concept with innovation and creativity found at mul-
tiple levels in the organization (Bashshur & Oc, 2015).

Similarly, several authors have continuously built a stockpile of research 
indicating the usefulness of this concept. For example, according to 
Rasheed et al. (2021), employee voice emerged as the primary mecha-
nism between the transformational style of leadership identified in small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) of Pakistan and different forms of inno-
vation in these organizations. In the same way, Prouska et al. (2022) have 
assessed if employee voice can be enacted as HR core practice especially 
in the state of economic downturns. They bring interesting insights into 
the proposed relationship between communication and “horizontal soli-
darity” through employee voice behavior. Focusing on SMEs, they add 
that HR practices such as voice depend on the quality of the relationship 
between manager and employee and how well various informal 

  M. M. Aslam and M. Akhtar



185

transactions between these two stakeholders occur. Likewise, McKearney 
et  al. (2022) have also emphasized the need for further research in 
SMEs sector.

By accumulating evidence through interviews from multiple countries 
including the United Kingdom, Nigeria, and Thailand, the authors have 
found impact of national culture (as one of the key determinants in the 
domain of macro-level factors) and its various dimensions on voice norms 
developed in organizational settings. The same holds for the recent con-
tribution by Shin et  al. (2022) toward an ongoing debate on voice 
research. The authors talk about introducing effective “voice practices” as 
integral part of work systems. These practices enable organizations to 
embrace innovation, creativity, and sometimes even taking change initia-
tives. Authors further added that employees feel motivated in presenting 
the emerging ideas if they think organizations welcome their timely 
inputs. However, taking diversion from current stream of research on 
voice, Burris et al. (2022) argued that not all the employee’s ideas attract 
attention of the managers.

Managers recognize and value the contribution of voice only when the 
intent of voice is primarily focused on a future vision for improving orga-
nizational affairs. Otherwise, managers will hardly support voice that 
causes conflict in the organization. Burris et al. (2022) have further added 
that managers appreciate and endorse a kind of voice that is aligned with 
their own “regulatory foci.” Similarly, to receive acknowledgment, voice 
should also be based on logic rather than emotional inducement. 
However, Zhang et al. (2019) have shifted the focus of research on voice 
and linked up high commitment work system (HCWS) with employee 
voice behavior in the Chinese work context. They assert that a coherent 
and inclusive approach may encourage and create tendency of employees 
thinking out of the box. Further according to Zhang et al. (2019), ade-
quate organizational support and psychological safety should be consid-
ered as the enabling factors to reach this end. That may increase the 
likelihood that organization takes quality decision while taking insights 
from the employees.

For this to happen, organizational formal and informal voice mecha-
nisms can effectively streamline the way for voice to emerge as a behavior. 
Taking all this together, it can be summarized that contemporary work 
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organizations recognize the viability of employee voice behavior, and a 
well-designed voice strategy draws a clear line of sight, which not only 
benefits the organization but also the employees. Analyzing voice research 
in such detail, we specifically designed this chapter based on an overall 
overview of existing research on voice behavior. The structure we follow 
in this chapter will first include a brief account of historical developments 
representing evolution of the concept, followed by taking in-depth 
insights from the past research on voice behavior, integrating analysis of 
empirical evidence from different theoretical perspectives from the West 
and Pakistan. We will finally propose areas that will benefit researchers in 
their future endeavors.

�Conceptual Evolution of Employee Voice

The term “voice” was first brought to light by Hirschman (1970). At that 
time, Hirschman attributed the concept as an alternative to the exit 
behavior (Kaufman, 2020, p. 27). In other words, Hirschman considered 
the concept of voice to be related to a kind of transformation rather than 
reflecting an escape from an inevitable situation (Wilkinson & Fay, 
2011). Since then, phenomenon of voice kept evolving in terms of con-
ceptual clarification and reaches the point where it stands today. Barry 
and Wilkinson (2022) have further clarified on this. The authors argue 
that though there can be found much research on employee voice behav-
ior in the three different domains, that is, Human Resource Management 
(HRM), Organizational Behavior (OB), and Industry Relation (IR), the 
research on employee voice still exists in silos.

Every single domain has examined employee voice from own perspec-
tive and consequently, with some commonalities, there lies many differ-
ences with respect to the meaning assigned to the phenomenon of voice 
behavior. From this, it can be said that there is a need to integrate the 
three streams together so a bigger picture of voice can be emerged. For a 
better understanding with the phenomenon of employee voice, Akhtar 
et al. (2016) emphasized that voice is one of the important dimensions 
related to EVLN typology offered by Hirschman (widely known as exit, 
voice, loyalty, and neglect framework). These behaviors are defined as 
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responses to dissatisfaction that employees experience in a normal or 
unusual manner. Explaining this further, Townsend et al. (2022) high-
lighted that either the employee finds it more appropriate to end their 
employment journey (referred as an exit strategy) or they are more inter-
ested in changing the situation through their voice inputs. While on 
occasion, employees believe in their loyalty to the employer and look 
forward to a prosperous time in near future or else as a last option, they 
disengage themselves from the situation. In other words, employees may 
begin to ignore the situation altogether. Taking the literature to the next 
level, eminent authors have described several meanings of the concept of 
employee voice behavior. For example, Morrison et  al. (2011) have 
viewed the voice as a key employee behavior that contains various kinds 
of concerns, suggestions as well as relevant opinions, which contributes 
in a way to organization performance. In particular, Van Dyne and 
LePine (1998) reckon voice behavior as an integral part of employee self-
initiated behavior, that is, organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs). 
Likewise, de Azevedo et al. (2020) say that voice leads employees to go an 
extra mile and channelize them to take on “extra-role behavior.” However, 
all these authors have viewed voice as risk-taking behavior as employee 
often face many challenges in disrupting status quo prevailing in the 
organization, such as raising voice might be unfavorable for overall per-
formance evaluation of the employee (Burris, 2012).

Contrarily, other authors have laid relatively more emphasis on the 
conceptual overlapping of the construct with other concepts. Take, for 
instance, Ng and Feldman (2012) where authors have marked voice as 
different concept to “civic virtue” as well as “taking charge” in certain 
conditions and Chaudhry et  al. (2021) in which authors have linked 
voice mainly to the organizational unions enabling employees providing 
inputs and benefiting the process of decision-making. Another meaning-
ful effort can also be witnessed by Elbaz et al. (2022). The authors have 
taken interesting insights from the hospitality industry to examine if 
employee voice can predict important proximal and distant outcomes. In 
doing so, they have explored that employee voice comes out as the ante-
cedent for grievance handling styles and whether these styles enact the 
intervening role between job satisfaction and outcomes like intention to 
leave. They further elaborate on that if employees’ grievances are well 
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handled, they would be less thinking about leaving their positions. More 
recently, taking a different line, Kao et al. (2021) have uncovered the role 
of psychological needs creating an indirect impact on employee voice 
behavior. The authors highlighted the significance of psychological needs 
in terms of job autonomy and whether this leads employees to higher 
motivational level at work. Since employees get fully engaged with their 
work, they will finally contribute back to the organization through their 
voice inputs.

�Employee Voice from Different Perspectives

Authors have conveyed continuously new insights to familiarize us with 
the phenomenon of voice behavior taking various perspectives. Morrison 
(2014), for instance, views voice as a behavior that enables employees to 
make suggestions (called promotive voice) and thus identify workplace 
issues (called prohibitive voice). Along with this, in a recent meta-analysis 
of past findings, Chamberlin et al. (2017) further elaborate on these two 
types of voice behaviors. Chamberline and coauthors have emphasized 
that although the prohibitive voice is equally important, and even a 
strong predictor of organizational innovation (Shin et al. 2022), the pro-
motive voice as compared to the prohibitive voice is recognized more 
favorably by others. Advancing the literature further, Song et al. (2021) 
have considered this behavior as the approach that reflects the level of 
employee engagement within the organization. Rather more recently, Ng 
et al. (2021) have theorized voice behavior based on social-relational con-
text. Given that raising a constructive voice can bring undesirable condi-
tions for the voicer, it will surely attract more respect from others such as 
the voice recipients. However, to achieve this level, leaders are the ones 
who can provide sufficient support to their employees through the pro-
cess of voice endorsement (Liao et al., 2021). However, it has been noted 
by Sax and Torp (2015) in their study findings that a safe voice culture is 
the precondition for the leadership such as participative leadership.

Just like constructive voice behavior, scholars have also identified the 
other types of employee voice behavior. Take, for instance, Joseph and 
Shetty (2022), where the authors outline three types of voice behavior, 
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that is, acquiescent, defensive, and prosocial employee voice. Firstly, 
acquiescent voice though not very active in nature relies on how employee 
perceives the situation. In the second place, defensive voice as the name 
implies is more relevant to save oneself when confronting the odd situa-
tions. Whereas prosocial voice unlike the defensive voice originates to 
benefit others. In employee’s opinion, they should share their thoughts or 
ideas and collaborate with others to induce improvements to the work 
processes. In other words, it becomes clear that employee voice behavior 
evolves depending on the situation and environmental cues that employee 
often receives. If the employees identify situations in their favor, they will 
think it is novel to transmit their suggestions, ideas, or opinions. In short, 
employee voice should be perceived as a well-conceived strategy that can 
make meaningful contributions and add value addition to the work pro-
cesses. Similarly, extending the literature further, Soltani et  al. (2018) 
capture the two most integral characteristics of voice behavior. The first 
pertains to the participative management, whereas the second is perti-
nent to managing employees’ grievances.

Zhu et al. (2022) citing past research emphasized that employees are 
sometimes unwilling to express their views in front of others. This might 
be due to the reason that voicing might be felt as a risk-taking activity 
(Liu et  al., 2022). Undoubtedly, it is much evident that although the 
concept of voice has been viewed as a risk-taking behavior, yet it can pro-
duce desirable and enticing outcomes. This might be possible only if 
leaders as well as the managers play their decisive role in creating voice 
mechanisms at different levels in the organization. Otherwise, employees 
will feel less privileged and never think over to push their boundaries. 
However, it must be well understood that employee voice is a multifac-
eted phenomenon, and the past research also reveals that every scholar 
has conceptualized this behavior in certain conditions. Thus, it is viable 
at this point to also discuss the level of organization at which the voice 
can emerge more often. Recently, Townsend et  al. (2022) made this 
effort. The authors have aligned their focus on employee voice pathways. 
In doing so, they have revealed that voice exists at multiple level inside 
and outside the organization. Citing the past research, Townsend et al. 
(2022) have highlighted that voice operates at different levels such as 
societal, departmental, and individual level in the organization. When 
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broadly speaking, these levels can also be termed as macro, meso, and 
individual level. Referring to the voice mechanism, authors also discuss 
about the informal and formal nature of voice behavior making it more a 
complex phenomenon. They say that employees who really care about 
the organization might use informal voice mechanism rather than getting 
more formal in their approach. Getting this altogether and keeping in 
view the significance of various types of voice behaviors, the voice mecha-
nisms, and external influences, the authors put emphasis on future 
research explaining the impact of IT and how it might predict “employee 
voice pathways” (p. 299). In the same way, taking a departure from past 
research, Duan et  al. (2022) convey that constructive voice behavior 
characterized by its proactive nature can benefit the organization in the 
presence of the leaders’ consultation and engagement shown at work.

Carnevale et  al. (2017) also touched upon the usefulness of voice 
behavior in their meta-analysis. They have provided enough support to 
draw a relationship between leader-member exchange and voice behavior 
together with other meaningful outcomes such as creativity and innova-
tion. There is also found paucity of research on voice from social media 
perspective. For example, according to Holland et al. (2016), employee 
voice should be catered using social media. The authors argue that social 
media presents a better platform for the employees in the absence of 
unions. In their view, this will not only assist employees to express them-
selves but also help them in getting them more engaged with their job 
tasks. In line of this argument, authors have emphasized on the use of 
social media as a medium to foster employee voice. By taking help from 
the voice channel, employees are not only able to cope with different situ-
ations but also find many opportunities in the environment. Thus, we 
may infer from the discussion that the use of various modern channels 
like social media platforms benefits employees and the organization alike 
in many ways. Apart from that, it is also worth considering highlighting 
the absence of voice behavior, which is viewed more as a silent behavior. 
According to Morrison (2011), silence can be understood as the suppres-
sion of essential communication or useful suggestions from others, 
deemed feasible to resolve many work-related issues. However, it is noted 
that research on silence seems compromised (Nechanska et  al., 2020). 
Therefore, to bridge that gap in extant literature, Sherf et al. (2021) have 
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differentiated voice and silence behavior. In their perspective, the unset-
tled discussion makes it understandable that voice and silence are distinct 
from each other and may bring different contributions to the organiza-
tional outcomes. However, linking voice and silence to plausible anteced-
ents and intended effects should be examined through the behavioral 
activation system (BAS) and behavioral inhibition system (BIS). BAS 
configures voice while BIS is related to silence (Sherf et al., 2021).

Continuing the discussion up to this point, it is also important to 
address the effectiveness of voice behavior. Various scholars have been 
constantly arguing in the relevance of the effectiveness of voice behavior 
but could hardly identify what it means by effectiveness. This can be fig-
ured out on the basis that a large stream of research has consolidated its 
finding on the quantity not the quality basis of the voice behavior. Only 
a few attempts can be seen in this regard. For example, Whiting et al. 
(2012) have explained this situation in the organizational setting. They 
argue that the voice if fails to provide feasible solutions will be considered 
ineffective and least desired by the managers. Taking this to a further 
extent, Brykman and Raver (2021) have made a remarkable attempt to 
increase our knowledge of the phenomenon of voice quality. Their argu-
ments are based on the premise that not the voice, rather quality voice 
can make a difference that organizations can benefit from. According to 
the authors, quality can ideally be assessed if it has rationality, feasibility, 
novelty, and mainly the organizational focus with it. After reviewing 
voice research from the multiple contexts, the following section will pro-
vide more insights specifically on how voice research has emerged in 
Pakistan.

�Insights from Pakistan

With all debates on voice where many decades have now gone, there still 
exist many voids in terms of theoretical and empirical explanations to 
understand what we should exactly mean by employee voice and what are 
the various mechanisms related to it (Park & Nawakitphaitoon, 2018). 
This will allow us to figure out the current state of knowledge on employee 
voice with acute emphasis on employment context of Pakistan and 
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directing key areas for future research. It will be interesting to observe 
that phenomenon in underdeveloped countries like Pakistan where 
empowered employees use different channels depending upon the 
intended purpose that urge them in choosing this change-oriented behav-
ior. However, it can be difficult to assume that every employee finds equal 
opportunity to raising the voice, which might, otherwise, benefit the 
organization. To account for all that, organizations strive to implement 
various policies, such as whistleblowing, complaint management, griev-
ances redressal, and so on, to protect the rights of employees (e.g., Barry 
& Wilkinson, 2016). Even in the presence of these mechanisms, employ-
ees are unable to solve organizational problems for several reasons that 
should be explored further. Scholars have conceptualized voice through 
an entirely different perspective specifically in the context of Pakistan. In 
this view, we will holistically review novel theoretical contributions to 
voice research specifically from the employment context of Pakistan.

�Sensemaking Perspective

Akhtar et  al. (2016), making a key contribution to the mainstream 
research on voice, have viewed voice behavior from a sensemaking per-
spective. Akhtar and coauthors tested the stated hypotheses through 
questionnaires administered to nonmanagerial employees of major bank-
ing corporations in Pakistan. The study findings support and confirm 
that frequent changes happening to the organization and impact of 
changes have indirect relationship with employee voice. Interestingly, the 
evidence suggests that impact of change unlike frequency of change has 
caused direct variance in employee voice behavior in the presence of suc-
cessful change in the past. Adding further to this, the authors have talked 
about prohibitive and promotive voices, which can be duly influenced by 
the fulfillment of psychological contract viewed from the social exchange 
viewpoint. They also invite keen attention of scholars to make a fine-
tuned analysis of employee perception when major organizational changes 
are to be implemented. Researchers in future might ideally align their 
interest to identify other potential antecedents of change such as 
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“organizational change determinants” that can possibly provide alterna-
tive explanation with respect to employees-related outcomes (Akhtar 
et al., 2016, p. 555).

�Multiple Theoretical Lens to Capture  
Voice in Pakistan

Taking insights about employee voice behavior from Pakistani work con-
text, another contribution we found is made by Rubbab et al. (2022). 
The authors have highlighted usefulness of voice behavior in the teaching 
profession. Based on the explanation provided by proactive behavior the-
ory, they argue that leadership-level factors make it convenient for 
employees to speak. Importantly, the study identified interactional effects 
of voice climate that encourages teachers to provide their valuable contri-
bution. Simply, authors have explained how teachers’ voice behavior get 
changed due to various reasons such as supervisory delegation, which 
appeared as a major antecedent to the employee extra-role behavior (i.e., 
voice). On the other side, Hasan and Kashif (2021) have chosen the 
frontline employees in various banks of Pakistan. While embedding the 
arguments within two theories simultaneously, that is, theory of planned 
behavior (TBP) and theory of reasoned actions (TRA), the evidence sup-
ports that psychological mechanisms such as psychological empower-
ment and psychological safety can make employees converge to 
psychological well-being. The relationships should be viewed in the pres-
ence of intervening role of promotive voice behavior. However, results 
have not been found favorable in case of psychological empowerment. 
Moving ahead, another novel contribution in Pakistan context can be 
attributed to Ilyas et  al. (2021). In the time-lagged study, the authors 
present their argument on the theory of transformational leadership and 
support that the transformational style of leadership encourages employ-
ees to take themselves to a level where they can speak freely and more 
comfortably. However, this can never happen if employees are not satis-
fied with their jobs and feel less empowered.
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Although the authors found a partially mediating role in job satisfac-
tion and psychological empowerment, this study advances the literature 
on employee voice in the South Asian employment context. Whereas 
Shah et al. (2022) assert that if the employee’s voice is not heard, espe-
cially in the example of the healthcare sector in Pakistan, the employees 
may less participate in tasks that require commitment and high involve-
ment. The situation may even force employees to think of quitting the 
job under stiff conditions. Therefore, to avoid these circumstances, an 
inclusive leadership style is more desirable, which creates a sense of psy-
chological safety in the environment, and employees consider themselves 
as an integral part of the organization. On the other hand, Zhu et  al. 
(2022) provide a fresh insight into the emerging role of ethical leadership 
in motivating employees to voice their concerns. However, this cannot be 
done without high-quality leader-member exchange (LMX) relationships 
and a strong sense of psychological safety in the work environment.

A large part of research in Pakistan has the focus centered on voice 
behavior. Given its importance, scholars have continued exploring several 
antecedents of voice behavior with emphasis on the kind of leadership 
style in the organization and quality of relationship between leader and 
member exchange based on LMX theory. There is a complete absence of 
studies that have purely focused on employee silence behavior. However, 
recently, Zaman et al. (2021) have captured the phenomenon of team 
members’ silence in the construction industry of Pakistan. It has been 
discussed how silence should be seen from the perspective of project 
management. Employees that make voice contributions provide value 
addition to the work process; however, those remaining silent find their 
interest to pursue certain tasks that only match their abilities. Citing the 
past research, authors provide a detailed account on employee silence 
behavior. They outline number of factors that appear to be the cause of 
employees’ silence behavior such as employees perceive less opportunities 
available to them sharing their ideas or any thoughts; employees find it 
more suitable to maintain their status of respect—otherwise, they would 
face embarrassment in that way; or some employees are rather not fully 
equipped to handle political situations. Under these circumstances, 
employees feel more comfortable with keeping constant silence.
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The empirical evidence has provided novel findings on the relationship 
between employees in project teams keeping silence and complex nature 
of success in the projects. Specifically, authors have found negative asso-
ciation between silence and project success. Alongside, the study has esti-
mated a meaningful meditating role of team member silence behavior 
between the leadership role in the complex projects and the mega-project 
success in the construction industry of Pakistan. In the same way, Bari 
et al. (2020) have drawn insight on employee silence from the software 
development industry of Pakistan. The evidence has supported the 
hypotheses that knowledge-hiding behavior might predict employee 
silence behavior. Authors have further elaborated on key dimensions of 
employee voice behavior such as “defensive, relational, and ineffectual 
silence.” Based on possible explanation from social exchange theory 
(SET) and conservation of resource theory (COR), the findings revealed 
that psychological contract breach with few exceptions explains the indi-
rect relationship of knowledge-hiding behavior toward the employee 
silence behavior. Notably, the authors anticipate reverse causation 
between the two constructs in future research. They find it suitable to 
include contextual variables to explain the given relationship such as one 
of these variables might be “task interdependence.”

In another study, Nazir et al. (2020) have found empirical support that 
voice goes to an increased level if leaders extend their favorable support. 
Using time-lagged study design, the authors have gathered the data from 
multiple industries of Pakistan including healthcare, pharmaceutical, 
information technology, manufacturing, and companies from the finan-
cial services. Interestingly, based on the explanation offered by social 
exchange theory (SET) and LMX theory, the findings indicate that 
benevolence and moral leadership turn out as essentially important lead-
ership styles (both referred as paternalistic leadership styles) that promote 
employees to provide with significant inputs, which in turn streamline 
ways for innovation at work. However, under certain circumstances, 
employee voice focused on benefiting the organization may provide a 
positive signal to the leadership role that organizational change is more 
desirable as a way forward. Unveiling opportunities for future research, 
authors urge to explore kinds of leadership roles and exploring ways it 
may impact voice as well as innovative work behavior. The other study by 
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Rani et al. (2021) has explored two important voice behaviors such as 
promotive voice and prohibitive voice behavior by taking fresh insights 
from affective event theory. Specifically, collecting the information from 
micro-finance banking corporations of Pakistan, authors have reached 
the conclusion that paranoid arousal (e.g., discrete emotions) has been 
found as the underlying mechanism between leadership style and 
employee voice behavior. Employees with minimum opportunities to 
speak might converge to destructive voice behavior as well. According to 
the authors, this becomes more evident in situations where leadership 
role does not consider the enormous benefits attached to the employee 
voice behavior. Indicating future research areas, authors invite the atten-
tion of scholars to explore whether voice could also emerge in other 
SMEs-based organizations. Another line of inquiry could also be the 
exploration of voice behavior using a different theoretical lens such as 
“emotional regulation theory” as proposed by Gross (1998).

Another research by Memon and Ghani (2020) digs out explanation 
on how psychological contract might influence employee voice behavior 
with the lens of social exchange theory unlike social identity theory used 
in the past. Importantly, the study findings confirm that the two dimen-
sions of psychological contract, that is, fulfillment and violation have 
predicted both the positive and negative sides of employee voice behav-
ior. In order to explain the given relationships, the study has also found 
support for job satisfaction mediating the relationships between psycho-
logical contract and voice behavior. Speaking about the future research 
implications, authors seek attention from scholars to concentrate on 
coworkers’ perception about different personality traits of employees 
assisting them in many situations. Making voices heard through new 
channels has also attracted immense attention of the scholars in Pakistan. 
While integrating past literature review on voice channels, Ghani and 
Malik (2022) have found social media (such as Twitter, Facebook, etc.) as 
an effective medium for employees to roll out voice initiatives within the 
organization. With that, the authors have also highlighted the fallouts of 
using digital channels in the process of employee voice. Intriguingly, 
Ellmer and Reichel (2021), though not taking instances from Pakistan, 
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have taken a different approach to looking at voice channels. The unique 
attributes of the digital channel, visibility of the employee, how the 
employee voice is perceived in the eyes of the beholder (the manager), 
and even more importantly, the voice climate embedded in the organiza-
tional context might affect the propensity of one to raise voice for good.

Thus, it can be inferred that research on voice is still at the infancy 
stage when it comes to the Asian work context, and Pakistan is not an 
exception. Considered as change-oriented behavior, there is less available 
evidence that might have identified different dimensions of voice behav-
ior. Take, for instance, constructive voice (Kim et  al., 2022). With an 
integrated review of the past research, we have observed that significant 
portion of evidence has largely come from quantitative studies embedded 
in various theoretical perspectives. Recognizing that employee voice is a 
dynamic phenomenon and when the present research also holds that in-
depth and fine-grained analysis may capture voice in organizational set-
ting, we could not find any cutting-edge qualitative research to serve this 
purpose. Authors have not responded yet to these emerging calls for 
future research when there exists ample opportunity to explore voice 
behavior, voice mechanisms, and its endorsement within South Asian 
context, especially Pakistan.

�Discussion and Managerial Implications 
of Voice in Pakistan

Taking the holistic understanding and analysis of the previous research 
evidence, we are all set to provide a detailed account of voice behavior, 
especially in the presence of contextual meaning attributed to Pakistan’s 
working climate. Past research has confirmed that voice is a risky behav-
ior to get involved in (Ng & Feldman, 2012). Employees often show 
courage and make conscious choice of voicing out in the form of open 
discussions and opinions using various conventional and emerging medi-
ums/channels. Otherwise, those envisaging voice only as “taken-for-
granted” might feel more comfortable keeping continuous silence (e.g., 
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Knoll et al., 2021). Even so, employees in Pakistan find fewer opportuni-
ties to make valuable contribution through voice proposals. This happens 
because Pakistan is a complex work context. However, the work climate 
varies from one organization to the other. Leading organizations in 
Pakistan have now started to bring about change in the work process by 
acknowledging employees’ voices. Rather paying attention to how fre-
quently someone is voicing out which seldom gets attraction from others, 
it will be more important if employees raise quality voice that can fully 
benefit the organization (see Brykman & Raver, 2021).

Since there are limited studies available on voice behavior in develop-
ing countries like Pakistan, the scholars should respond to various emerg-
ing calls for future research that can ease the conditions for employees to 
speak up. Take, for instance, Wilkinson et al. (2020) in which the authors 
have classified the notion of voice from different lenses used in the 
domains of organizational behavior (OB)/industrial relation (IR) consid-
ering the assumptions these domains hold. Keeping in view the differ-
ence in ways to see voice as a behavior, the authors stress upon the need 
to bring the fields together that will surely enable employees that they can 
give their valuable inputs. However, it will be worth considering to know 
that this cannot be made out in silos. We have also noted that employees 
often come across difficulties on their way to transmit their voice. 
Therefore, apart from the trickle-down effects on voice behavior (e.g., 
Zhang et al., 2019), it will be high time to assess how employees thrive in 
their work by identifying trickle-up and trickle-around (see, Wo 
et al., 2019).

In line of this argument, challenging the widely held assumptions 
related to voice and inertia can make it almost difficult for employees to 
embrace this behavior. The reason might be so that it might get their 
public image at stake (Lee et al., 2021). To avoid this situation, the deci-
sive role of leaders and managers can enable connecting various dots 
together. As the past research has also indicated, sometimes a safe voice 
culture can bring the difference. This will happen if employees perceive 
psychological safety in the work climate, which will then induce partici-
pative style of leadership at the workplace. A manager should acknowl-
edge the concerns of the employee (either through the indirect mechanism 
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of labor unions, e.g., Della Torre et al., 2021) in order to develop the 
organization in the current disruptive era. Similarly, there exists also 
another potential opportunity to reach this end. That, the supervisors 
should make every possible effort to guide the employees and provide 
enough and fair support to resolve their family issues, which will eventu-
ally help organizational functioning streamlined (Yin et  al., 2021). 
Keeping all that in consideration, employers should make actionable 
plans to safeguard major interests of the employees. That will certainly 
give a boost to the employees in dealing with the odd situations in their 
work setting. As a result, employees will feel at ease to bring new insights 
to their line managers with the intentions to improve work processes.

Apart from this, practitioners should continuously seek opportunities 
to provide ongoing and timely feedback for every single initiative pro-
posed by the employees. In the same way, Deng (2022) also calls for 
research to examine whether the link between communication visibility 
and employee voice can be developed considering various work contexts. 
As a matter of fact, it is the sole responsibility of the employer to protect 
the self-interest of the employees that may be sound more applicable and 
considered as a way forward. Following this, emphasis should be placed 
on the collective efforts of the stakeholders enabling a conducive work 
environment. This will allow employees to bring novel approaches 
through their voice contribution helping organization to achieve innova-
tive and competitive goals. Certainly, in other words, it will benefit orga-
nizations incurring no extra costs, which are usually spent while 
introducing new work systems. With this, a well-integrated focus on wel-
coming employee suggestions helps organization grow much faster. 
Knowing numerous benefits of employee voice within the organizations, 
it might be a point of concern for practitioners that voice should serve the 
intended benefits. This can only happen if employees stay relevant and 
present their ideas, suggestions, and thoughts in most effective and uni-
fied way. This is also visible through empirical evidence that managers are 
favorable to promotive voice in comparison to prohibitive voice behavior 
because of its futuristic approach. Even in the case of voice endorsement, 
it has been assessed that only those voices are recognized that are not only 
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aligned with manager foci but also avoid any kind of emotional induce-
ment. We may also go back to the idea presented by Brykman and Raver 
(2021) in their seminal work on voice quality.

In conducting multiple studies simultaneously, authors assert that 
employee voice should reflect concrete evidence having emphasis on 
unique organizational focus and novelty to make an idea workable for 
everyone in the organization. Although it can be illustrated from the 
research that voice behavior seems crucial for the organization, we should 
also stay ready to acknowledge the absence of voice behavior. Scholars 
realize that employee silence can be detrimental if efforts are not channel-
ized to curb it. Like voice behavior, employee silence can take many forms 
depending on the intentions. Empirical evidence suggests that silence can 
be eliminated if organization offers safe environment to the employees. 
Apart from the managerial support in this regard, the role of leadership 
becomes critically important creating an enabling climate for all to freely 
share their thoughts, attractive ideas, and valuable suggestions.

�Conclusion

Employee voice is a multidimensional construct, and a large body of 
research goes a long way to provide a fine-grained analysis of employee 
behavior based on this change-oriented behavior. However, less research 
has been available in the context of developing countries, and particularly 
in Pakistan, which presents a unique employment context for organiza-
tions. We have noticed not many studies that have changed people’s per-
ception about employee voice. This can be envisioned as an emerging line 
of inquiry in the Pakistani work context as well. By integrating the previ-
ous research from different theoretical perspectives, we hope that this 
research will help future researchers to examine key dimensions of 
employee voice behavior and investigate what could be the various ante-
cedents and consequences of employee voice. It will be interesting to see 
under what conditions voice as a strategy can benefit organizational 
efforts to achieve success.

  M. M. Aslam and M. Akhtar



201

References

Akhtar, M. N., Bal, M., & Long, L. (2016). Exit, voice, loyalty, and neglect 
reactions to frequency of change, and impact of change: A sensemaking per-
spective through the lens of psychological contract. Employee Relations, 
38(4), 536–562.

Bain, K., Kreps, T. A., Meikle, N. L., & Tenney, E. R. (2021). Amplifying voice 
in organizations. Academy of Management Journal, 64(4), 1288–1312.

Bari, M. W., Ghaffar, M., & Ahmad, B. (2020). Knowledge-hiding behaviors 
and employees’ silence: Mediating role of psychological contract breach. 
Journal of Knowledge Management, 24(9), 2171–2194.

Barry, M., & Wilkinson, A. (2016). Pro-social or pro-management? A critique 
of the conception of employee voice as a pro-social behaviour within organi-
zational behaviour. British Journal of Industrial Relations, 54(2), 261–284.

Barry, M., & Wilkinson, A. (2022). Employee voice, psychologisation and 
human resource management (HRM). Human Resource Management Journal, 
32(3), 631–646.

Bashshur, M. R., & Oc, B. (2015). When voice matters: A multilevel review of 
the impact of voice in organizations. Journal of Management, 41(5), 
1530–1554.

Brykman, K. M., & Raver, J. L. (2021). To speak up effectively or often? The 
effects of voice quality and voice frequency on peers’ and managers’ evalua-
tions. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 42(4), 504–526.

Burris, E. R. (2012). The risks and rewards of speaking up: Managerial responses 
to employee voice. Academy of Management Journal, 55(4), 851–875.

Burris, E. R., Martins, L. D., & Kimmons, Y. (2022). Mixed messages: Why 
managers (do not) endorse employee voice. Organizational Behavior and 
Human Decision Processes, 172, 104185.

Carnevale, J. B., Huang, L., Crede, M., Harms, P., & Uhl-Bien, M. (2017). 
Leading to stimulate employees’ ideas: A quantitative review of leader–mem-
ber exchange, employee voice, creativity, and innovative behaviour. Applied 
Psychology, 66(4), 517–552.

Chamberlin, M., Newton, D. W., & Lepine, J. A. (2017). A meta-analysis of 
voice and its promotive and prohibitive forms: Identification of key associa-
tions, distinctions, and future research directions. Personnel Psychology, 
70(1), 11–71.

Chaudhry, N. I., Roomi, M. A., Eugien, M., & Chaudhry, J. I. (2021). Treating 
top management team conflicts through employee voice for reducing 

8  Employee Voice: Insights from Pakistan 



202

intentions to quit: Moderating role of union instrumentality. International 
Journal of Conflict Management, 33(2), 203–222.

CIPD (2019). Taking about voice: employees’ experiences. Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development, CIPD.

de Azevedo, M. C., Schlosser, F., & McPhee, D. (2020). Building organizational 
innovation through HRM, employee voice and engagement. Personnel 
Review, 50(2), 751–769.

Della Torre, E., Gritti, A., & Salimi, M. (2021). Direct and indirect employee 
voice and firm innovation in small and medium firms. British Journal of 
Management, 32(3), 760–778.

Deng, M. (2022). Communication visibility and employee voice: Mediating 
role of feedback-seeking. Internet Research. Ahead-of-print.

Duan, J., Xia, Y., Xu, Y., & Wu, C. H. (2022). The curvilinear effect of per-
ceived overqualification on constructive voice: The moderating role of leader 
consultation and the mediating role of work engagement. Human Resource 
Management, 61, 489–510.

Elbaz, A. M., Salem, I. E., Onjewu, A. K., & Shaaban, M. N. (2022). Hearing 
employee voice and handling grievance: Views from frontline hotel and travel 
agency employees. International Journal of Hospitality Management, 
107, 103311.

Ellmer, M., & Reichel, A. (2021). Mind the channel! An affordance perspective 
on how digital voice channels encourage or discourage employee voice. 
Human Resource Management Journal, 31(1), 259–276.

Ghani, B., & Malik, M. A. R. (2022). Social media and employee voice: A com-
prehensive literature review. Behaviour & Information Technology, 1–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2022.2126329

Gross, J.  J. (1998). The emerging field of emotion regulation: An integrative 
review. Review of General Psychology, 2(3), 271–299.

Hasan, F., & Kashif, M. (2021). Psychological safety, meaningfulness, and 
empowerment as predictors of employee well-being: A mediating role of pro-
motive voice. Asia-Pacific Journal of Business Administration, 13(1), 40–59.

Hirschman, A. O. (1970). Exit, voice, and loyalty: Responses to decline in firms, 
organizations, and states (Vol. 25). Harvard University Press.

Holland, P., Cooper, B. K., & Hecker, R. (2016). Use of social media at work: 
A new form of employee voice? The International Journal of Human Resource 
Management, 27(21), 2621–2634.

Ilyas, S., Abid, G., Ashfaq, F., Ali, M., & Ali, W. (2021). Status quos are made 
to be broken: The roles of transformational leadership, job satisfaction, psy-
chological empowerment, and voice behavior. Sage Open, 11(2), 1–14.

  M. M. Aslam and M. Akhtar

https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2022.2126329


203

Joseph, S., & Shetty, N. (2022). An empirical study on the impact of employee 
voice and silence on destructive leadership and organizational culture. Asian 
Journal of Business Ethics, 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13520-022-00155-0

Kao, K. Y., Hsu, H. H., Thomas, C. L., Cheng, Y. C., Lin, M. T., & Li, H. F. (2021). 
Motivating employees to speak up: Linking job autonomy, PO fit, and 
employee voice behaviors through work engagement. Current Psychology, 1–15.

Kaufman, B. E. (2020). Employee voice before Hirschman: Its early history, 
conceptualization, and practice. In Handbook of research on employee voice. 
Edward Elgar Publishing.

Kim, Y.  J., Fu Lam, C., Oh, J., & Sohn, W. (2022). Employee constructive 
voice: An integrative review and a dyadic approach. Journal of Management, 
49(1), 430–473.

Knoll, M., Neves, P., Schyns, B., & Meyer, B. (2021). A multi-level approach to 
direct and indirect relationships between organizational voice climate, team 
manager openness, implicit voice theories, and silence. Applied Psychology, 
70(2), 606–642.

Lee, J., Loretta Kim, S., & Yun, S. (2021). Encouraging employee voice: 
Coworker knowledge sharing, psychological safety, and promotion focus. The 
International Journal of Human Resource Management, 1–26. https://doi.
org/10.1080/09585192.2021.2018014

Liao, C., Liden, R. C., Liu, Y., & Wu, J. (2021). Blessing or curse: The moderat-
ing role of political skill in the relationship between servant leadership, voice, 
and voice endorsement. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 42(8), 987–1004.

Liu, X., Zheng, X., Ni, D., & Harms, P.  D. (2022). Employee voice and 
coworker support: The roles of employee job demands and coworker voice 
expectation. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 43 (7), 1271–1286.

McKearney, A., Prouska, R., Tungtakanpoung, M., & Opute, J. (2022). The 
influence of national culture on employee voice in small and medium enter-
prises: A cross-cultural perspective. Employee Relations: The International 
Journal (ahead-of-print). https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-04-2022-0187.

Memon, K. R., & Ghani, B. (2020). The relationship between psychological 
contract and voice behavior—a social exchange perspective. Asian Journal of 
Business Ethics, 9(2), 257–274.

Morrison, E.  W. (2014). Employee voice and silence. Annual Review of 
Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior, 1(1), 173–197.

Morrison, E. W., Wheeler-Smith, S. L., & Kamdar, D. (2011). Speaking up in 
groups: A cross-level study of group voice climate and voice. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 96(1), 183.

8  Employee Voice: Insights from Pakistan 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13520-022-00155-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2021.2018014
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2021.2018014
https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-04-2022-0187


204

Mowbray, P. K., Wilkinson, A., & Tse, H. (2019). Evolution, separation and 
convergence of employee voice concept. In Employee voice at work 
(pp. 3–21). Springer.

Nazir, S., Shafi, A., Asadullah, M. A., Qun, W., & Khadim, S. (2020). Linking 
paternalistic leadership to follower’s innovative work behavior: The influence 
of leader–member exchange and employee voice. European Journal of 
Innovation Management, 24(4), 1354–1378.

Nechanska, E., Hughes, E., & Dundon, T. (2020). Towards an integration of 
employee voice and silence. Human Resource Management Review, 30(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2018.11.002

Ng, T. W., & Feldman, D. C. (2012). Employee voice behavior: A meta-analytic 
test of the conservation of resources framework. Journal of Organizational 
Behavior, 33(2), 216–234.

Ng, T. W., Hsu, D. Y., & Parker, S. K. (2021). Received respect and constructive 
voice: The roles of proactive motivation and perspective taking. Journal of 
Management, 47(2), 399–429.

Park, J. Y., & Nawakitphaitoon, K. (2018). The cross-cultural study of LMX 
and individual employee voice: The moderating role of conflict avoidance. 
Human Resource Management Journal, 28(1), 14–30.

Prouska, R., Nyfoudi, M., Psychogios, A., Szamosi, L.  T., & Wilkinson, 
A. (2022). Solidarity in action at a time of crisis: The role of employee voice 
in relation to communication and horizontal solidarity behaviour. British 
Journal of Management, 00, 1–20.

Rani, H., Shah, S.  M. M., Umrani, W.  A., Syed, J., & Afshan, G. (2021). 
Employee state paranoia: Linking abusive supervision with employee voice 
behavior. Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 42(7), 1053–1070.

Rasheed, M. A., Shahzad, K., & Nadeem, S. (2021). Transformational leader-
ship and employee voice for product and process innovation in SMEs. 
Innovation & Management Review, 18(1), 69–89. https://doi.org/10.1108/
INMR-01-2020-0007

Rubbab, U.  E., Naqvi, S.  M. M.  R., Irshad, M., & Zakariya, R. (2022). 
Impact of supervisory delegation on employee voice behavior: Role of felt 
obligation for constructive change and voice climate. European Journal of 
Training and Development, (ahead-of-print). https://doi.org/10.1108/
EJTD-01-2022-0006

Sax, J., & Torp, S. S. (2015). Speak up! Enhancing risk performance with enter-
prise risk management, leadership style and employee voice. Management 
Decision, 53(7), 1452–1468.

  M. M. Aslam and M. Akhtar

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2018.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1108/INMR-01-2020-0007
https://doi.org/10.1108/INMR-01-2020-0007
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-01-2022-0006
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-01-2022-0006


205

Shah, H. J., Ou, J. P., Attiq, S., Umer, M., & Wong, W. K. (2022). Does inclu-
sive leadership improve the sustainability of employee relations? Test of jus-
tice theory and employee perceived insider status. Sustainability, 
14(21), 14257.

Sherf, E. N., Parke, M. R., & Isaakyan, S. (2021). Distinguishing voice and 
silence at work: Unique relationships with perceived impact, psychological 
safety, and burnout. Academy of Management Journal, 64(1), 1–70.

Shin, D., Woodwark, M.  J., Konrad, A.  M., & Jung, Y. (2022). Innovation 
strategy, voice practices, employee voice participation, and organizational 
innovation. Journal of Business Research, 147, 392–402.

Soltani, E., Liao, Y. Y., Gholami, A. K., & Iqbal, A. (2018). Saying it without 
words: A qualitative study of employee voice in the Iranian building sector. 
The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 29(5), 1015–1055.

Song, Y., Tian, Q. T., & Kwan, H. K. (2021). Servant leadership and employee 
voice: A moderated mediation. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 37(1), 1–14.

Townsend, K., Wilkinson, A., Dundon, T., & Mowbray, P. K. (2022). Tracking 
employee voice: Developing the concept of voice pathways. Asia Pacific 
Journal of Human Resources, 60(2), 283–304.

Van Dyne, L., & LePine, J. A. (1998). Helping and voice extra-role behaviors: 
Evidence of construct and predictive validity. Academy of Management 
Journal, 41(1), 108–119.

Whiting, S. W., Maynes, T. D., Podsakoff, N. P., & Podsakoff, P. M. (2012). 
Effects of message, source, and context on evaluations of employee voice 
behavior. Journal of Applied Psychology, 97(1), 159–182.

Wilkinson, A., Barry, M., & Morrison, E. (2020). Toward an integration of 
research on employee voice. Human Resource Management Review, 
30(1), 100677.

Wilkinson, A., & Fay, C. (2011). New times for employee voice? Human 
Resource Management, 50(1), 65–74.

Wo, D. X., Schminke, M., & Ambrose, M. L. (2019). Trickle-down, trickle-out, 
trickle-up, trickle-in, and trickle-around effects: An integrative perspective 
on indirect social influence phenomena. Journal of Management, 45(6), 
2263–2292.

Yin, W., Liao, S., Ouyang, X., Akhtar, M. N., & Zhou, X. (2021). I speak when 
boss Back up my family: Testing the moderated mediation model of family 
supportive supervisor behavior and employee voice. Current Psychology, 1–11. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02215-3

Zaman, U., Florez-Perez, L., Khwaja, M.  G., Abbasi, S., & Qureshi, 
M. G. (2021). Exploring the critical nexus between authoritarian leadership, 

8  Employee Voice: Insights from Pakistan 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02215-3


206

project team member’s silence and multi-dimensional success in a state-
owned mega construction project. International Journal of Project Management, 
39(8), 873–886.

Zhang, J., Akhtar, M. N., Zhang, Y., & Rofcanin, Y. (2019). High-commitment 
work systems and employee voice: A multilevel and serial mediation approach 
inside the black box. Employee Relations: The International Journal, 
41(4), 811–827.

Zhu, H., Khan, M. K., Nazeer, S., Li, L., Fu, Q., Badulescu, D., & Badulescu, 
A. (2022). Employee voice: A mechanism to harness employees’ potential for 
sustainable success. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 
Health, 19(2), 921.

  M. M. Aslam and M. Akhtar



207© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023
T. Ajibade Adisa et al. (eds.), Employee Voice in the Global South, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-31127-7_9

9
Employee Voice in the United 

Arab Emirates

Osama Khassawneh

�Introduction

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a rapidly developing country with a 
diverse and rapidly expanding workforce. As such, the importance of 
employee voice in the UAE cannot be overstated. Employee voice refers 
to the ability of employees to express their opinions, concerns, and ideas 
in the workplace. This chapter will explore the significance of employee 
voice in the UAE and the ways in which it can benefit both employees 
and employers (Soomro et al., 2020). One of the key benefits of employee 
voice in the UAE is that it allows for improved communication between 
management and employees (Duthler & Dhanesh, 2018). When employ-
ees feel that their voices are heard, they are more likely to be engaged, 
committed, and motivated. This can lead to improved working condi-
tions and increased productivity. In the UAE, where the workforce is 
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diverse and rapidly expanding, effective communication is essential for 
ensuring a positive and productive work environment (O’Neill 
et al., 2015).

Another significant benefit of employee voice in the UAE is that it can 
lead to increased innovation and problem-solving. When employees feel 
empowered to share their ideas and suggestions, they are more likely to 
come up with creative solutions to challenges and problems. This can 
lead to increased efficiency and effectiveness in the workplace, which is 
essential for the continued growth and development of the UAE (Jamil 
& Kumar, 2021). In addition to these benefits, employee voice can also 
lead to increased job satisfaction. When employees feel that their voices 
are heard, they feel more valued and respected. This can lead to a more 
positive and engaged workforce, which is essential for the long-term suc-
cess of any organization in the UAE. However, it is not always easy for 
employees to voice their opinions and concerns in the UAE, where cul-
tural and language barriers can often make communication difficult. 
Employers in the UAE must therefore make a concerted effort to create 
an environment in which employees feel comfortable and safe speaking 
up (Zeffane & Melhem, 2017). This can include providing translation 
services for non-native speakers, providing training on effective commu-
nication, and encouraging open and honest dialogue between manage-
ment and employees (Ababneh, 2020).

�About the United Arab Emirates

The UAE is a federation of seven emirates located in the southeast of the 
Arabian Peninsula. It is bordered by Saudi Arabia to the west and Oman 
to the east. The UAE has a diverse and rapidly growing population, with 
a significant expat community from all over the world. The UAE has a 
mixed economy, with a strong emphasis on oil and gas exports, as well as 
tourism and financial services (Matsumoto, 2019). The country is also 
investing heavily in renewable energy and technology. The UAE is one of 
the most business-friendly countries in the Middle East and has a rela-
tively low corporate tax rate. The UAE has a federal government, with 
each emirate having its own government as well (Cherian et al., 2021). 
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The president of the UAE is the head of state and government, and the 
country has a constitutional monarchy system of government. The legal 
system is based on Islamic law, and the country has a relatively high level 
of political stability (Ayber & Hojeij, 2021). The UAE is known for its 
luxury shopping, modern architecture, and vibrant nightlife. It is home 
to some of the world’s most famous landmarks such as Burj Khalifa and 
Burj Al Arab and known for its entertainment and cultural events like 
Abu Dhabi Formula 1 and Dubai Shopping Festival. The country has a 
diverse population and culture, with a mix of Arabic, Asian, and Western 
influences. The official language is Arabic, but English is widely spoken. 
The UAE has a strong emphasis on traditional values such as respect for 
elders and family, but also promotes a progressive and modern way of 
living (Alhashmi & Moussa-Inaty, 2021).

�The Importance of Employee Voice

“Employee voice” refers to the right of employees to express their opin-
ions on matters that are important to them at work. Having a system in 
place that encourages and facilitates employee input on organizational 
strategy and operational improvements is crucial for building a happy 
and productive workplace (Sifatu et al., 2020). One of the key benefits of 
employee voice is that it gives workers a say in matters that directly impact 
their jobs. When workers have a voice in decision-making, they are more 
likely to feel invested in the company’s success and be more engaged and 
motivated (Wilkinson et al., 2020). Moreover, when workers believe that 
their ideas are being heard and considered, they are more likely to be 
enthusiastic about the company and their jobs. Employee voice also ben-
efits businesses by providing honest input from workers. Employees’ 
opinions can highlight the organization’s strengths and weaknesses and 
help identify areas for improvement (Kim & Lim, 2020). This is particu-
larly useful for businesses undergoing transitions or change, as input 
from staff can increase the chances that changes will be accepted and 
implemented effectively (Barry & Wilkinson, 2022). One of the most 
effective ways to promote an environment of candor and trust in the 
workplace is to listen to employees. When workers feel safe to voice their 
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thoughts and concerns without fear of repercussions, they are more likely 
to speak up when issues arise. Facilitating early detection and resolution 
of problems is essential for building a culture of trust and mutual respect 
(Jolly & Lee, 2021). Providing a forum for employees to share their per-
spectives also promotes more participation and engagement in the work-
place. When workers are emotionally invested in the success of the 
business, they are more likely to work toward common goals and to 
remain with the company for a longer period of time (Ellmer & Reichel, 
2021). On the other hand, “employee involvement” refers to the level of 
active participation of workers in the organization’s decision-making and 
problem-solving processes. Giving employees opportunities to shape the 
direction of the company increases their investment and engagement in 
its success (Jha et al., 2019). A productive and happy work environment 
cannot be created without the input of employees (Afsar et al., 2019). 
Giving workers a voice in the decisions that affect them, and their jobs 
promotes honesty and openness in the workplace. Additionally, it encour-
ages enthusiastic and active participation from staff, which is essential for 
the long-term success of a company (Gao & Jiang, 2019). Employers 
should encourage employee participation and create an atmosphere that 
allows for open and honest communication between management and 
staff (Townsend et al., 2022).

�The Role of the UAE Government 
in Supporting the Practice of Employee Voice

The UAE government endorses the concept of employee voice in the 
workplace. The UAE Labor Law protects the right of employees to express 
their concerns and views without fear of reprisal and prohibits discrimi-
nation against employees who file grievances or complaints. The govern-
ment has also launched several programs to encourage employee 
involvement and participation in the workplace (Mohamed & Rosman, 
2021). The Ministry of Human Resources and Emiratization, for exam-
ple, has introduced the “Employee Happiness Survey” to measure 
employee satisfaction and identify areas for improvement. Additionally, 
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the government has developed the “UAE National Discussion” project, 
which aims to promote open and honest dialogue between government 
officials and citizens through frequent public meetings and online forums 
(Duthler & Dhanesh, 2018). However, it should be noted that while the 
government generally supports the concept of employee input, its imple-
mentation can vary among different enterprises and industries (Karim, 
2020). Cultural and linguistic barriers can make it difficult for employees 
to voice their ideas and concerns, and there may be limited opportunities 
for employees to participate in decision-making processes, particularly in 
the private sector (Benuyenah & Pandya, 2020) Overall, the UAE gov-
ernment encourages employee voice and has implemented programs to 
increase employee involvement and participation in the workplace, but 
the extent to which it is practiced may differ among industries and orga-
nizations (Cherian et al., 2021).

�The Impact of Culture on Employee  
Voice in the UAE

The culture of the UAE can have a significant bearing on the degree to 
which employees participate in workplace activities. Because traditional 
cultures place a significant amount of emphasis on deferring to those in 
positions of power and maintaining hierarchies, it can be difficult for 
employees to express their thoughts and concerns to management 
(Cerimagic, 2010). Complaining or airing grievances is not something 
that is encouraged in traditional Arab culture since it is seen as a show of 
disrespect to one’s superiors and there is a great emphasis placed on dedi-
cation and obedience to authority figures (AlShamsi et al., 2022). This 
might contribute to an atmosphere where employees feel uncomfortable 
expressing their concerns, even if those worries are warranted. In addi-
tion, employees may have difficulty articulating their opinions and con-
cerns due to language barriers (Parakandi & Behery, 2016). Arabic, which 
is the country’s official language, is likely to be challenging for many 
foreigners to learn. Because of this, it may be challenging for them to 
connect productively with their coworkers and bosses, and it may also 

9  Employee Voice in the United Arab Emirates 



212

discourage them from speaking their minds (AlMazrouei & Pech, 2015). 
Nevertheless, it should be underlined that the UAE is a country that is 
rapidly developing and that a greater awareness of the significance of 
employee voice in the workplace is gaining ground. There is a growing 
realization that there must be honest and open communication between 
management and employees, and the government has implemented a 
number of programs to encourage employee engagement and participa-
tion in the workplace. In addition, there is a growing awareness of the 
necessity of such communication (Jabeen & Isakovic, 2018).

�Examples of Leaders and Organizations that 
Support the Practice of Employee Voice 
in the UAE

In the UAE, there are several examples of leaders and organizations that 
support the practice of employee voice in the workplace. Some of these 
include:

•	 Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the Vice President and 
Prime Minister of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai, has been a strong 
advocate for employee voice and engagement. He is known for his 
commitment to open and transparent communication and encourages 
government officials to engage with citizens and listen to their con-
cerns (Anadol & Behery, 2020).

•	 Emirates Group: The Emirates Group, one of the largest employers in 
the UAE, has a strong emphasis on employee engagement and partici-
pation. The company regularly conducts employee surveys to gather 
feedback and identify areas for improvement. Furthermore, the 
company has an employee engagement program that encourages 
employees to share their ideas and suggestions and rewards them for 
doing so (Suliman & Hayat, 2011).

•	 Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC): ADNOC is the state-
owned oil company of the UAE. The company has a strong culture of 
employee engagement and participation and encourages employees to 
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share their ideas and suggestions for improving operations. ADNOC 
has implemented many initiatives to gather employee feedback and 
improve working conditions, such as employee satisfaction surveys 
and employee focus groups (Ameen et al., 2018).

•	 Abu Dhabi Media: Abu Dhabi Media is a media company owned by 
the government of Abu Dhabi, and it has a strong commitment to 
employee voice and engagement. The company has many initiatives in 
place to encourage employee participation, such as regular employee 
surveys and town hall meetings where employees can voice their opin-
ions and concerns (Slak Valek, 2018).

•	 Dubai Electricity and Water Authority (DEWA): DEWA is the state-
owned utility company of Dubai. The company places a strong empha-
sis on employee engagement and participation and has implemented 
many initiatives to gather employee feedback and improve working 
conditions. The company conducts regular employee satisfaction sur-
veys and has an employee suggestion program that encourages employ-
ees to share their ideas for improving operations (Al Nuseirat 
et al., 2019).

These are just a few examples of leaders and organizations in the UAE 
that support the practice of employee voice in the workplace. There are 
many more organizations that value employee voice in the UAE and sup-
port the practice of employee engagement and participation in their 
workplace.

�Hofstede’s Study and Employee Voice 
in the UAE

Hofstede’s study of cultural dimensions is a widely recognized framework 
that can be used to understand the cultural influences on employee voice 
in the UAE.  According to Hofstede’s study, the UAE scores relatively 
high on the dimension of power distance, which refers to the extent to 
which people in a society accept that power is distributed unequally 
(Botero & Van Dyne, 2009). This dimension can have a significant 
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impact on employee voice in the UAE, as employees may be less likely to 
speak up or challenge authority figures, due to a traditional expectation 
of respect for hierarchy and authority (Park & Nawakitphaitoon, 2018)

In high power distance societies, there is a strong tradition of obedi-
ence and loyalty to superiors, and people are not encouraged to question 
or challenge those in power. This can create a culture where employees 
may be hesitant to express their opinions, even when they have legitimate 
concerns, as they may fear retaliation or be seen as disrespectful (Rubbab 
et al., 2022). Moreover, the UAE scores relatively high on the dimension 
of collectivism, which refers to the extent to which people in a society 
prioritize the needs and goals of their group over their own individual 
needs (Zhu et al., 2022). This dimension can also impact employee voice 
in the UAE, as employees may be less likely to speak up or share their 
opinions if they feel that it may conflict with the goals or interests of their 
group. In collectivist cultures, the emphasis is on maintaining harmony 
and preserving the reputation of the group, and people may avoid raising 
controversial issues or expressing dissenting opinions (Al Hosani et al., 
2021). The UAE also scores relatively low on the dimension of masculin-
ity, which refers to the extent to which people in a society emphasize 
assertiveness and competition (Tlaiss, 2014). This dimension can make it 
difficult for employees to speak up and share their opinions, as they may 
be less likely to want to be seen as confrontational or competitive. In 
masculine cultures, there is a strong emphasis on winning and achieving 
success, which can make it challenging for employees to express their 
opinions in a constructive way, without being seen as a threat. Despite 
these cultural influences, it is important to note that the UAE is a rapidly 
developing country, and there is a growing recognition of the importance 
of employee voice in the workplace (Bose & Emirates, 2018). The gov-
ernment has implemented various initiatives to promote employee 
engagement and participation in the workplace, and there is a growing 
awareness of the need for open and honest dialogue between manage-
ment and employees. In order to support employee voice in the UAE, 
employers should strive to create an environment that encourages open 
and honest dialogue and actively support employee participation. This 
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can include providing translation services for non-native speakers, pro-
viding training on effective communication, and encouraging open and 
honest dialogue between management and employees (Maqbool et al., 
2023). Also, implementing an employee suggestion program and con-
ducting regular employee satisfaction surveys can help gather employee 
feedback and identify areas for improvement (Rao et al., 2021). Overall, 
Hofstede’s study of cultural dimensions provides valuable insights into 
the cultural influences on employee voice in the UAE. The country’s high 
scores on power distance, collectivism, and low score on masculinity can 
make it challenging for employees to speak up and share their opinions. 
However, employers in the UAE must strive to create an environment 
that encourages open and honest dialogue and actively support employee 
participation, regardless of the cultural influences (Bani-Melhem 
et al., 2023).

�The Relationship Between Institutionalism 
and Employee Voice in the UAE

Institutionalism is a term that describes the degree to which the rules and 
procedures of an organization are in accordance with the norms and val-
ues of the society in which the organization functions (Schotter et al., 
2021). Institutionalism in the UAE can have a considerable influence on 
the amount of employee input that is heard in the workplace (Khassawneh 
& Mohammad, 2022). The influence of traditional cultural values on 
organizational policies and procedures is one of the primary ways that 
institutionalism can affect employee voice in the UAE (Khassawneh 
et al., 2023). This is one of the fundamental ways that institutionalism 
can affect employee voice in the UAE (Mohamed et al., 2019). As was 
mentioned earlier, the United Arab Emirates has a traditional culture that 
places a strong emphasis on respect for authority and hierarchy 
(Almarashda et al., 2021). As a result, it can be difficult for employees to 
express their opinions and concerns to management due to the strong 
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emphasis placed on respecting authority (Bani-Melhem et  al., 2020b). 
This can be represented in organizational policies and processes that dis-
courage or even ban employees from speaking up or opposing authority 
people (Al Amiri & Abu Shawali, 2021). These policies and procedures 
might be seen as a reflection of this phenomenon. Additionally, the influ-
ence of legal and regulatory frameworks on organizational policies and 
procedures can affect employee voice in the UAE (Mohammad et  al., 
2021). This is another way in which institutionalism can have an impact 
on employee voice in the UAE (Jabeen & Al Dari, 2020) The United 
Arab Emirates Labor Law contains provisions that protect the rights of 
employees to express their opinions and concerns without fear of retalia-
tion; however, the degree to which these laws are actually enforced can 
vary widely depending on the type of organization and the sector in 
which it operates (Qasim, 2020). It is possible that employers don’t 
always comply with the laws and regulations, which can make it chal-
lenging for employees to voice issues or complaints about their working 
conditions (Khassawneh & Abaker, 2022). Furthermore, institutional-
ism can affect employee voice by the way that organizational culture 
influences the policies and procedures that are implemented (Quratulain 
& Bani-Melhem, 2020). It is possible that certain companies have a cul-
ture that places a strong emphasis on obedience and allegiance to superi-
ors, and as a result, employees are discouraged from speaking up or 
sharing their ideas. Because of this, it may be difficult for employees to 
voice their ideas and concerns, even when they have valid complaints 
(Benuyenah & Pandya, 2020). On the other hand, it is essential to keep 
in mind that institutionalism is not a fixed concept but rather one that 
can develop with time. There is a rising understanding of the necessity for 
open and honest interaction between management and employees in the 
UAE, and the government of the UAE has developed a variety of pro-
grams and policies to encourage the involvement and participation of 
workers in the workplace (Alansaari et al., 2019). These initiatives have 
the potential to encourage employee voice and assist align company poli-
cies and procedures with the norms and values of the society in which 
they operate (Khoja & Thomas, 2021).
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�The Influence of Leadership Style on Employee 
Voice in the UAE

The leadership style of a manager or a supervisor can have a significant 
impact on employee voice in the UAE. Good leaders can create an envi-
ronment that encourages open and honest communication between 
management and employees, while bad leaders can create an environ-
ment that discourages employee voice (Al Khayyal et al., 2020). Good 
leaders are those who actively listen to employee’s opinions and concerns 
and take them into account when making decisions. They provide clear 
channels for employees to raise complaints and grievances and take 
appropriate action to address them (ElKaleh, 2019). Good leaders also 
promote employee engagement and participation in the workplace, 
encouraging employees to share their ideas and suggestions and reward-
ing them for doing so. They foster an open-door policy and actively 
encourage employees to share their opinions, ideas, and concerns 
(Bodolica et  al., 2020; Bani-Melhem et  al., 2021) They also actively 
encourage and support employee participation in decision-making pro-
cesses (Khassawneh et al., 2022). They create a culture of trust and mutual 
respect, where employees feel safe and comfortable sharing their opinions 
and concerns (Al-Obthani & Ameen, 2019). Good leaders in the UAE 
also recognize the importance of cultural influences on employee voice. 
They are aware of the traditional cultural values that place a strong 
emphasis on respect for authority and hierarchy, and work to create an 
environment that encourages open and honest communication, regard-
less of the cultural influences (Cherian et  al., 2020). They understand 
that employees may be hesitant to speak up or share their opinions, and 
they take steps to overcome these cultural barriers. For example, they may 
provide translation services for non-native speakers, or provide training 
on effective communication (Sandybayev, 2019).

On the other hand, bad leaders can create an environment that dis-
courages employee voice. They may not listen to employee opinions and 
concerns or may not take them seriously. They may also have a lack of 
transparency in decision-making process and may not provide clear chan-
nels for employees to raise complaints or grievances (Alkheyi et al., 2020). 
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Moreover, bad leaders may not promote employee engagement and par-
ticipation in the workplace and may discourage employees from sharing 
their ideas and suggestions. They may not foster an open-door policy and 
actively discourage employees from sharing their opinions, ideas, and 
concerns (Khassawneh & Elrehail, 2022). They may also discourage 
employee participation in decision-making processes and create a culture 
of fear and mistrust. In the UAE, the leadership style of a manager can 
also be influenced by legal and regulatory frameworks (Alshehhi et al., 
2019). The UAE Labor Law includes provisions that protect the rights of 
employees to express their opinions and concerns without fear of retalia-
tion, but enforcement of these laws can vary among organizations and 
industries. Good leaders in the UAE will ensure that their organizations 
are compliant with the laws and regulations and actively support employee 
voice and engagement (Jawabri, 2020). On the other hand, bad leaders 
may not comply with the laws and regulations and may actively discour-
age employee voice and engagement. In conclusion, good leaders can 
create an environment that encourages employee voice in the UAE, by 
actively listening to employee opinions and concerns, promoting 
employee engagement and participation, fostering an open-door policy, 
and understanding the cultural influences on employee voice (Alnuaimi 
& Yaakub, 2020). On the other hand, bad leaders can create an environ-
ment that discourages employee voice, by not listening to employee opin-
ions and concerns, not promoting employee engagement and 
participation, not fostering an open communication (Al Samkari & 
David, 2019).

�Strategies for Promoting Employee Voice 
in the UAE

Promoting employee voice in the UAE involves creating an environment 
in which employees feel comfortable and empowered to share their ideas, 
opinions, and concerns with management. This can be achieved through 
a variety of strategies, including:
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	 1.	 Encouraging open communication: Employers should create an 
open and transparent communication channel for employees to 
share their thoughts and ideas. This can be achieved through regular 
meetings, employee surveys, and suggestion boxes (Ibrahim & Al 
Falasi, 2014).

	 2.	 Creating a culture of trust: Employers should foster a culture of trust 
and mutual respect between management and employees. This can 
be achieved by being open and transparent with employees, treating 
them with respect, and valuing their contributions (Malaeb 
et al., 2022).

	 3.	 Providing opportunities for employee involvement: Employers 
should provide opportunities for employees to get involved in 
decision-making processes, such as through employee committees or 
focus groups. This can help to create a sense of ownership and 
engagement among employees (Al Mehrzi & Singh, 2016).

	 4.	 Recognizing and rewarding employee contributions: Employers 
should recognize and reward employees for their contributions to the 
organization. This can be done through performance-based incen-
tives, such as bonuses or promotions, or through more informal 
means, such as public recognition (Nuaimi, 2020; Al-Hawari 
et al., 2021).

	 5.	 Providing training and development opportunities: Employers 
should provide employees with training and development opportu-
nities to help them acquire the skills and knowledge they need to be 
successful in their roles. This can help to create a more engaged and 
motivated workforce (Askary et al., 2014).

	 6.	 Providing support and resources: Employers should provide employ-
ees with the support and resources they need to do their jobs effec-
tively. This can include things like access to technology, office 
supplies, or other tools and equipment (Firdous, 2020).

	 7.	 Encouraging employee feedback: Employers should actively seek out 
and encourage employee feedback. This can be done through regular 
employee surveys or performance evaluations (Razack & 
Upadhyay, 2017).

	 8.	 Encourage employees to share their ideas and opinions: Employers 
should create an environment that encourages employees to share 
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their ideas and opinions. This can be achieved through open com-
munication and through creating opportunities for employee 
involvement in decision-making processes (Abraham, 2012; Bani-
Melhem et al., 2020b).

	 9.	 Encourage a positive work-life balance: Employers should encourage 
employees to maintain a positive work-life balance. This can be 
achieved through flexible working hours, remote working options, 
and other benefits that help to support employee well-being (Singh 
& Sharma, 2015; Bani-Melhem et al., 2020a).

	10.	 Encourage employee engagement: Employers should encourage 
employee engagement by creating opportunities for employees to get 
involved in the organization, such as through employee committees 
or focus groups. This can help to create a sense of ownership and 
engagement among employees (Zainal & Salloum, 2021).

Promoting employee voice in the UAE requires creating an environ-
ment that encourages open communication, trust, and mutual respect 
between management and employees. Employers should provide oppor-
tunities for employee involvement, recognition and rewards for contribu-
tions, training and development opportunities, support and resources, 
and opportunities for employee feedback. Furthermore, employers 
should encourage positive work-life balance and employee engagement. 
By implementing these strategies, employers can create a more engaged 
and motivated workforce, which can ultimately lead to improved organi-
zational performance (Khassawneh et al., 2022).

�Practical Implications

The practical implications of employee voice have the potential to have a 
substantial effect on the achievement of a company’s goals. In the UAE, 
one of the most important and major practical implications of employee 
voice is an improvement in communication between employees and 
management. It is much more probable that an employee will feel heard 
and respected by their employer when the employee believes that they are 
able to speak their mind and share their ideas and opinions (Alebri, 
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2022). This can result in higher levels of trust and respect between 
employees and management, which can contribute to the development 
of a more positive culture within the workplace (Al Mehrzi, 2017). In 
addition, when workers believe that their opinions are being taken into 
consideration, they are more likely to feel as though they have a personal 
stake in the success of the company (Zahmi & Khalfan, 2018). This, in 
turn, can lead to improved levels of engagement and productivity. In the 
UAE, increasing employee satisfaction is another practical effect of 
employee voice. It is more probable that employees will feel content with 
their work and motivated to remain with the company if they believe that 
they have some level of influence over the overall direction and decisions 
of the organization (Al-Qaiwani, 2017). This may result in lower expenses 
associated with employee turnover and recruitment for the firm. In addi-
tion, when workers believe that their thoughts and suggestions are being 
considered by their employer, they are more likely to feel appreciated and 
respected by their employer, which can contribute to an increase in job 
satisfaction (Mehrajunnisa & Jabeen, 2020). The input of staff members 
can also result in higher rates of innovation and productivity. It is much 
more probable that employees would come up with original and creative 
solutions to issues if they are encouraged to share their thoughts and 
ideas. When employees have the impression that their suggestions are 
being considered, they are more likely to be driven to work harder and be 
more productive (Patterson et al., 2020). The voice of the employee can 
also contribute to the improvement of decision-making processes inside 
the firm. It is more probable that employees will bring a wide variety of 
perspectives to the table if they are encouraged to contribute their 
thoughts and ideas and given the opportunity to do so. This may result in 
improved decision-making and decisions that are more informed, as well 
as higher buy-in and support from employees (Soomro et  al., 2020). 
However, it is important to keep in mind that the labor laws of the UAE 
and the culture of the country limit the extent to which employees can 
have their voices heard (Ababneh, 2020). As a result, it is essential for 
businesses to strike a balance between the benefits of encouraging employ-
ees to have their voices heard and the obligations imposed by the law 
(Cherian et al., 2021). For instance, the UAE has a strong culture and 
heritage of hierarchical organization, in which employees are expected to 
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follow the commands and directions of their superiors without question-
ing them. In addition, the laws governing labor in the UAE do not pro-
vide workers with the freedom to organize trade unions or go on strike at 
any time (Sifatu et al., 2020). Therefore, it is important for businesses to 
find alternative ways to encourage employee voice. Some examples of 
these alternative methods include employee surveys, suggestion boxes, 
and employee focus groups. These methods can provide a platform for 
employees to share their thoughts and ideas while still respecting the lim-
itations that are imposed by legal and cultural norms (Jha et al., 2019).

�Directions for Future Research

One direction for future studies on employee voice in the UAE would be 
to examine the various forms that employee voice can take. These forms 
can be classified into two main categories, formal and informal. Formal 
mechanisms for providing feedback include employee surveys, suggestion 
boxes, and employee representatives, while informal channels for com-
munication include water cooler conversations, social media groups, and 
informal meetings with managers (Gao & Jiang, 2019). Formal mecha-
nisms for employee voice are often structured and designed to gather 
specific information from employees but may not always provide a plat-
form for open-ended discussions or for employees to express their opin-
ions freely (Mohamed & Rosman, 2021). While informal channels for 
employee voice tend to be more spontaneous, less structured and provide 
opportunities for employees to express their opinions and concerns in a 
more natural and authentic way. Another important direction for future 
research would be to investigate the factors that influence the use of 
employee voice in the UAE (Duthler & Dhanesh, 2018). Cultural norms 
and values play a significant role in shaping employee voice in the 
UAE.  The collectivistic culture of the UAE, characterized by strong 
emphasis on group identity, harmony, and loyalty, may lead to employees 
being more reluctant to voice dissenting opinions or concerns, especially 
when they may be perceived as challenging or critical of the group or 
organization. On the other hand, the hierarchical culture of the UAE 
may lead to employees being more likely to rely on formal channels for 
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employee voice, such as surveys or suggestion boxes, rather than taking 
the initiative to express their opinions in an informal way (Benuyenah & 
Pandya, 2020). Organizational policies and practices also play a signifi-
cant role in shaping employee voice in the UAE.  Organizations that 
encourage open communication and provide opportunities for employee 
participation and feedback tend to have more engaged and productive 
employees. However, organizations that have rigid hierarchies and lack 
transparency may discourage employees from expressing their opinions 
or concerns (Bose & Emirates, 2018). Therefore, future studies could 
investigate how organizations in the UAE can create a culture of open 
communication and participation, and how they can provide opportuni-
ties for employees to express their opinions and concerns in a construc-
tive and meaningful way (Almarashda et al., 2021). Another direction for 
future research could be to investigate the relationship between employee 
voice and employee well-being in UAE. Studies have shown that employ-
ees who can voice their opinions and concerns at work experience lower 
levels of stress and burnout (Jabeen & Al Dari, 2020). Furthermore, 
employees who feel that their opinions and concerns are valued and con-
sidered by their employer tend to be more engaged and committed to 
their work. Therefore, future research could investigate how organiza-
tions in the UAE can create a culture of open communication and par-
ticipation that leads to improved employee well-being and engagement 
(Benuyenah & Pandya, 2020). In addition, the use of technology and 
social media platforms have changed the way employees voice their opin-
ions, and it is important to investigate how these changes affect employee 
voice in the UAE. Social media platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook, 
provide employees with a platform to express their opinions and con-
cerns, and they can be a powerful tool for employees to voice their opin-
ions and concerns in a public and visible way. Studies could investigate 
the impact of social media on employee voice in the UAE, and how orga-
nizations can use social media to improve employee engagement and par-
ticipation (ElKaleh, 2019). Finally, future studies could investigate the 
impact of employee voice on organizational performance in the 
UAE. Studies have shown that organizations that have engaged and satis-
fied employees tend to perform better in terms of productivity, innova-
tion, and customer satisfaction. Therefore, future research could 
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investigate how organizations in the UAE can create a culture of open 
communication and participation that leads to improved organizational 
performance (Al-Obthani & Ameen, 2019).

�Conclusion

In the UAE, employee voice refers to the ability of workers to express 
their opinions, concerns, and ideas to management and to have those 
views taken into consideration when decisions are made. While the con-
cept of employee voice is not explicitly recognized in UAE labor laws, it 
is becoming increasingly important as the country moves toward a more 
knowledge-based economy and as the workforce becomes more diverse 
and better educated. In practice, many companies in the UAE have 
implemented employee engagement programs to encourage and facilitate 
the expression of employee voice, and there is a growing awareness among 
managers of the benefits of listening to and acting on employee input. 
Overall, while the legal framework for employee voice in the UAE may 
not be as developed as in other countries, the culture and business envi-
ronment are becoming more conducive to the active participation of 
employees in decision-making.
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10
The Mediating Role of Culture 

on Employee Voice: Insights from Saudi 
Arabia

Tamara Mohammad, Rabeb Ben-Abdallah, 
and Robert P. Karaszewski

�Introduction

Employee voice has piqued the interest of researchers because it has been 
demonstrated to lead to positive employee reactions at work, such as 
improved perceptions of procedural justice, job tenure, and employee 
productivity (Arain et al., 2021). According to labour relations studies, 
unionised employee voice reduces employee quit rates, increases employee 
job tenure, and improves employer investment in human capital and 
employee productivity (Hameed et al., 2020). According to these studies, 
employee voice has an impact on both individual and organisational out-
comes. However, Park and Kim (2016) suggest that researchers broaden 
employee voice studies to examine voice through a variety of lenses other 
than trade union activity. Researchers have examined a variety of employee 
behavioural and attitudinal factors that may encourage or discourage 
their voice. Promotive voice refers to making suggestions for improve-
ment, whereas prohibitive voice is concerned about unethical or negative 
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practices (Chetty, 2021). Alshahrani (2021) suggests that individual 
behaviour may be important predictors of both prohibitive and promo-
tive forms of employee voice. Given that individuals’ dispositions are 
shaped in part by their work-related religious beliefs (Altheeb, 2020), we 
tend to investigate how and when (Muslim) employees’ Islamic work 
ethic (Mohammad et al., 2018) leads to them exhibiting promotive and 
prohibitive voice behaviours in organisations.

This chapter reviews the conceptual and empirical literature in order to 
explain the role of culture on employee voice in Saudi Arabia. In general, 
Saudi Arabia is a safe country with low crime rates, particularly against 
foreigners. According to Fallatah and Syed (2017), there is a scarcity of 
literature on the relationship between societal culture and employee 
voice, particularly in Saudi Arabia and the wider Middle East region. 
However, encouraging employees to speak up is not guaranteed unless 
the organisation sends a clear message that doing so is both safe and effec-
tive. By reviewing the previous studies, we identify key variables that 
contribute to the formation of voice norms in organisations across 
national cultures in this chapter. By developing a multilevel conceptual 
framework of employee voice, we investigate how organisational norms 
related to different voice channels provide signals to employees about 
voice consequences, namely voice safety and effectiveness. Given that 
organisations do not operate in a vacuum, we also employ a macrolevel 
analysis of national culture values that influence organisational voice 
norms in order to influence safety and effectiveness signals. A conceptual 
framework is presented, as well as future research proposals.

�Saudi Arabia’s Social, Economic, Political, 
and Religious Context

King Abdulaziz Bin Saud established the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, also 
known as Saudi Arabia, in 1932. With a land area of 2,149,790 million 
square kilometres, or 830,039  square miles, the country is located in 
southwestern Asia and occupies a large portion of the Arabian Peninsula 
(Al-Rasheed, 2010). According to the Central Department of Statistics 
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and Information (2022), the country’s population in 2021 was estimated 
to be 34,110.821 people (including 9,723,214 foreign expatriates from 
different nations of the world). The population is growing at a 1.2% 
annual rate, making it one of the countries with the fastest growth rates 
in the world (1.03%). The citizens are ethnically diverse; the majority 
(90%) is Arab, with the remaining (10%) Asian and African origins 
(Algaissi et  al., 2020). The kingdom is divided into 13 administrative 
provinces, with over 5000 cities and villages. Riyadh, the country’s capi-
tal, is located in the centre of the country, as are Jeddah, the main port on 
the Red Sea, and Dammam, the main port on the Arabian Gulf. Saudi 
Arabia is the wealthiest country in the Middle East, as evidenced by its 
$1.045 billion budget for 2021 (Al Naimi, 2022). Furthermore, the 
economy has been among the fastest growing in the Middle East and 
North Africa over the last decade. However, the economy is heavily reli-
ant on oil as the primary source of wealth, accounting for more than 80% 
of the country’s income. Saudi Arabia currently has the world’s largest 
proven petroleum reserves (about 25% of global reserves). Because of the 
massive revenue generated by oil, the country has rapidly developed and 
has become one of the region’s leading economic and political powers 
(Abid et al., 2022).

Although oil was discovered in the country in the late 1930s, the oil 
industry and prices did not begin to thrive and boom until the 1970s 
(Maspul et  al., 2022). Since then, the country has amassed enormous 
wealth, and the government has committed to massive spending on infra-
structure (e.g., transportation, housing), education, and healthcare (Islam 
et  al. 2022). Due to a shortage of citizen labour, the government and 
employers have turned to foreign expatriates from various countries. 
Since the 1970s, a large influx of foreign workers has entered the country; 
they now account for 32% of the population, with the majority coming 
from Asian (e.g., India, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Indonesia) and 
Middle Eastern countries (e.g., Jordan, Syria, Egypt, Lebanon, and 
Yemen). Furthermore, Saudi Arabia was one of the top five migrant des-
tinations in the world and the second largest migrant-remittance-sending 
country (Alharbi, 2022). Remittance outflows from expatriates are a sig-
nificant source of income for their home countries (Maspul et al., 2022).
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In terms of government, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a hereditary 
monarchy, with the King serving as both head of state and prime minis-
ter. The King appoints a Crown Prince, who is second in line to the 
throne, to assist him in some of his responsibilities. The Council of 
Ministers, also known as the King’s Cabinet, assists the King in ruling the 
country (Osmanovic et al., 2022). The Cabinet consists of 22 govern-
ment ministers, each of whom oversees a different aspect of government, 
such as education, health, or finance. The Cabinet meets once a week and 
is chaired by the monarch (the Prime Minister) or his delegate (the Crown 
Prince). In addition to overseeing the country’s general affairs, the Council 
of Ministers drafts and oversees the implementation of defence, external, 
internal, financial, economic, and education policies (Al Naimi, 2022). 
Furthermore, the Cabinet is the state’s final authority in executive, 
administrative, and financial matters. The Consultative Council (Majles 
Alshura), on the other hand, advises the King and his Cabinet on matters 
such as education, the economy, and Islamic affairs. The Monarch 
appoints 150 members to the Consultative Council based on their repu-
tation and experience (Yusuf & Rajeh, 2022). The Consultative Council 
also reviews the country’s internal and external policies and has the 
authority to refer any governmental action to the Monarch if it is not 
approved by the Council. As a result, the Monarch is the final arbiter for 
the affairs of the country (Saiz-Alvarez et al., 2022).

The majority of Saudi citizens are Muslims, and the official religion is 
Islam, with Arabic as the official language. More importantly, the country 
is the birthplace of Islam and the location of the two holiest sites for 
Muslims: AlmasjedAlharam in Mecca and AlmasjidAlnabawi in Medina 
(Almathami et  al., 2022). As a result, Islam is central to all aspects of 
Saudi life and dominates their culture, beliefs, and customs. Furthermore, 
the government is founded on Islamic principles, which guide its func-
tions and policies. As a result, the country’s constitution and legal frame-
work are based on Shari’ah principles (Islamic law). Furthermore, Islam 
remains at the heart of the educational system. For example, Islamic sub-
jects make up a large portion of all levels of students’ curriculum (Tlaiss 
& Al Waqfi, 2022).
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�Culture in Society

Culture is important in the development and enhancement of an organ-
isation because it highlights individual behaviour and attitudes at work. 
It consists of a set of societal moral values manifested through individual 
behaviour (Saad & Abbas, 2018) or the entire set of human behaviour 
patterns. The broad concept of culture necessitated the development of a 
specific definition for societal culture. The importance of restricting the 
scope of research based on societal culture is to provide a precise and 
focused investigation throughout the investigation. Thus, Alofan et  al. 
(2020) defined societal culture as a set of values and principles shared by 
a specific group of people in a specific country or region. The majority of 
studies in the literature took this perspective on societal culture 
(Alshammari et al., 2019). Furthermore, Mohammad et al. (2021) stated 
that societal culture could be defined as the collectively acquired tradi-
tions, customs, values, and norms of a group of people. Furthermore, the 
National Centre of Cultural Competence (NCCC) defined “culture” as 
an incorporated set of human behaviours of a social, religious, or ethnic 
group that can transmit this set of human behaviours to future genera-
tions. The link between societal culture and organisational success has 
become increasingly clear over the last decade (Basaffar et al., 2018).

According to Alofan et al. (2020), recognising the cultural element has 
proven to be critical in the mix of any successful organisation. To achieve 
its goals and objectives, any organisation must incorporate local culture 
into its strategies. Furthermore, a thorough understanding of societal cul-
ture can represent one organisation’s competitive advantage over another. 
According to Arain et al. (2021), organisations achieve varying degrees of 
success, with those that have a better understanding of culture achieving 
a higher level of success. Furthermore, understanding the significance of 
national culture in organisational strategies and practices is critical (Saad 
& Abbas, 2018). Thus, in an environment where success is highly com-
petitive, taking the cultural aspect into account can prove to be the deter-
mining factor for an organisation’s success by establishing effective HRM 
practices and policies based on a thorough understanding of the cultural 
aspect (Varshney, 2019).
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Due to the mix of local Saudis and a significant expatriate workforce 
that accounts for one-third of the total KSA working population, work 
relationships among employees in Saudi organisations are extremely 
complicated (Baabdullah et  al., 2019). Importantly, research indicates 
that this expatriate workforce is significantly less privileged than their 
Saudi counterparts, with expatriates frequently having significantly lower 
wages (for the same work), bargaining power, job autonomy, job security, 
and the right to speak up against any supervisory abuse than their Saudi 
counterparts (Adeinat & Abdulfatah, 2019). As a result, we believe that 
this labour-market context (locals vs. expatriates) will act as a boundary 
condition for the mediating effects of supervisor-based self-esteem in the 
relationship between leader-member exchange social comparison and 
employee constructive—promotive and prohibitive—voice.

The organisational environment and culture in Saudi Arabia can be 
easily classified into two distinct segments. First, Saudi nationals with 
high-paying administrative jobs in government organisations with guar-
anteed employment and all fringe benefits such as health care, educa-
tional scholarships, and other financial benefits (Alofan et  al., 2020). 
Second, the vast majority of non-Saudis work for private-sector organisa-
tions. These employees are in Saudi Arabia on short-term work visas. 
Islamic values and Arab cultural norms are strictly adhered to due to 
strict Sharia laws (Arafa et al., 2021). Furthermore, according to Hofstede 
(1980), power distance, uncertainty prevention, and collectivism can be 
easily identified as dimensions of organisational culture in Saudi culture. 
The power distance dimension addresses the fact that not all individuals 
in societies are equal; it expresses culture’s attitude towards these inequali-
ties among us. Power distance is defined as the level to which less power-
ful members of a country’s institutions expect and accept unequal power 
distribution (Khassawneh & Elrehail, 2022). Saudi Arabia has a high 
score on this dimension (72), indicating that people accept a hierarchical 
order in which everyone has a place, and no further justification is 
required. Organisational hierarchy is viewed as reflecting inherent 
inequalities, centralisation is popular, subordinates expect to be told what 
to do, and the ideal boss is a benevolent autocrat (Arain et al., 2021). 
Uncertainty Avoidance refers to how a society deals with the fact that the 
future can never be known: Should we try to control it or just let it 
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happen? This ambiguity causes anxiety, and different cultures have learned 
to deal with it in different ways. The score on Uncertainty Avoidance 
reflects the extent to which members of a culture feel threatened by 
ambiguous or unknown situations and have created beliefs and institu-
tions to avoid them (Auf et al., 2018). Saudi Arabia has a score of 64 on 
this dimension, indicating a preference for avoiding uncertainty. 
Countries with a high Uncertainty Avoidance maintain rigid belief and 
behaviour codes and are intolerant of unconventional behaviour and 
ideas. There is an emotional need for rules in these cultures (even if the 
rules never seem to work), time is money, people have an inner urge to be 
busy and work hard, precision and punctuality are the norm, innovation 
may be resisted, and security is an important component in individual 
motivation (Rampersad & Althiyabi, 2020). Collectivism focuses on the 
degree of dependency that people in a society have on one another. 
Whether “I” or “We” serves as the foundation for one’s sense of identity 
is at stake. People in individualistic society are responsible exclusively for 
themselves and their immediate families. People in Collectivist societies 
are part of “in groups” that provide for them in exchange for their alle-
giance (Baabdullah et al., 2019). According to the index, Saudi Arabia is 
a moderately collectivistic society with a score of 48. This is shown in a 
strong sense of loyalty to one’s “group,” whether that be a nuclear family, 
a larger family network, or a group of friends. When it comes to social 
norms, loyalty takes precedence in a collectivist society (Basaffar et al., 
2018). The society encourages its members to form close bonds in which 
they look out for one another. Management in collectivist civilisations is 
the management of groups, where offense results in humiliation and loss 
of face, where the employer–employee connection is seen in moral terms 
(like a family bond), where hiring and promotion decisions consider the 
employee’s in-group (Alharbi et al., 2020).

According to Budhwar and Mellahi (2018), organisational culture 
must be addressed due to the ad hoc culture in Arab organisations. 
Currently, Arab organisations are resistant to emphasising employees’ 
personal and work-related attitudes as a key determinant of organisa-
tional performance. The Arab culture has been observed to be highly 
resistant to change, as they dislike anything that forces them to change 
their way of life. A review of the existing literature reveals that the impact 
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of personality traits has not been extensively studied in the context of 
Arab nations, particularly Saudi Arabia. The majority of research on job 
performance and satisfaction has been conducted in the United States 
and the United Kingdom. Satisfaction is found to be the most important 
factor influencing employee work attitudes, and it is strongly related to 
perceived discrimination (Mohammad & Darwish, 2022). Some human 
resource management experts have also investigated the relationship 
between job satisfaction and personality traits, whereas few researchers 
investigated the interconnection between satisfaction and reward; how-
ever, very few efforts have been made to investigate the relationships 
between cultures, work-related attitudes, and job performance (Saad & 
Abbas, 2018).

�Employees Who Use Their 
Voices Constructively

Any attempt at all to change rather than escape from an objectionable 
situation is defined as “voice” (Cherif, 2020). As a result, they emphasised 
the source of the voice as “personal” dissatisfaction. Employees who are 
unhappy with their current situation may choose to speak up or remain 
silent, depending on their level of loyalty to their company. Furthermore, 
Tlaiss and Al Waqfi (2022) investigated the role of voice in union repre-
sentation and the expression of concerns on behalf of “collective action.” 
In order to make good decisions in a timely manner that can adequately 
meet current and future challenges, modern organisations rely heavily on 
communication from their lower levels upwards (Mira et  al., 2019). 
Allowing employees to make voluntary voice suggestions, provide ideas 
for improvement, and raise concerns about work-related problems to 
management is one way to encourage employees’ upward communica-
tion with the goal of improving the overall functioning of the organisa-
tion (Alhejji et  al., 2018). While early research defined voice as an 
employee’s “self-oriented” reaction to dissatisfying organisational treat-
ment, this definition has since been modified. Later research focuses on 
an employee’s “other-oriented” discretionary prosocial voice behaviour, 
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which aims to improve team and organisational effectiveness (Cherif, 
2020). As a result, Ruparel et  al. (2020) define voice as an employee’s 
initiative for making creative suggestions for change and recommending 
changes to standard process even when others disagree.

According to this definition, Galloway (2020) divide constructive 
voice behaviour into two types: promotional and prohibitive. Using one’s 
“promotive voice” means offering ideas for enhancing the effectiveness of 
one’s organisation or department. In contrast, prohibitive voice involves 
speaking up about a procedure, practice, or employee behaviour that 
could be harmful to the company (Um-Al-Zain, 2022). Promotive and 
prohibitive voice are both prosocial activities, but they are different from 
other organisational citizenship behaviours (OCBs) that are much less 
dangerous than these voice actions, such aiding others (Sienko OBE, 
2022). According to reports, using a prohibitive voice in particular poses 
a particularly high-risk prosocial behaviour because it exposes an employee 
to criticism, mockery, and accusations of disloyalty because it may chal-
lenge the attitudes, practices, and behaviours of coworkers, managers, or 
other members of the organisation (Mira et  al., 2019). Recent studies 
have found that prosocial constructive voice behaviours are specifically 
linked to a range of advantageous work outcomes. These studies used 
prohibitive and promotional forms of constructive voice (Hitka et  al., 
2019). The promotive voice was more concerned with team productivity 
than the prohibitive voice, which was more concerned with team safety 
(Alhashedi et al., 2021). More recent studies have started to look into the 
possible causes of the promotive and prohibitive voice, such as psycho-
logical safety, feelings of responsibility for positive change, approach-
avoidance orientations, transformational leadership, ethical leadership 
(Altheeb, 2020), organisational identification (Alghamdi, 2021), and 
peer support (Naushad, 2021). However, no research has been conducted 
to investigate how religiously based work-related beliefs, such as Islamic 
work ethics (IWE), influence employees’ promotive and prohibitive 
forms of constructive voice behaviour. Given that recent research con-
firms employees’ IWE as a potential intrinsic motivator of prosocial work 
behaviours like OCBs, helping, and knowledge sharing (Helmi & 
Abunar, 2021), we extend this work by investigating the relationship 
between employees’ IWE and their promotive and prohibitive forms of 
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constructive voice behaviours. As stated in the previous chapter, societal 
culture is defined as a set of values and principles shared by a specific 
group of people in a specific country or region (Ali et al., 2020). As a 
result, this section examines one of the most important aspects of Saudi 
societal culture: the influence of Islamic values on work ethics. The inves-
tigation of this specific aspect is thought to aid in the process of under-
standing why Saudi employees behave in a certain way at work. Also, why 
would Saudi employees prefer certain HRM practices and policies over 
others? HRM practices have previously been defined as any aspect of 
managing people within an organisation (Saad & Abbas, 2018).

�Work Ethics in Islam

Islamic attitudes about work are based on knowledge from the Quran 
and Hadith. In the Muslim culture, daily business decisions are com-
monly influenced by faith to distinguish between moral and immoral 
behaviour, claim Ahmad and Owoyemi (2012). In more than 50 passages 
(Hayati & Caniago, 2012), the Quran uses the word “labour” in connec-
tion with the word “faith,” highlighting the need to strike a balance 
between performing the obligatory ceremonial duties and serving as 
God’s vicegerent on earth through useful employment (Mohammad 
et al., 2018). According to Beekun and Badawi (2005), the Islamic view 
of man as God’s vicegerent on earth can be a powerful intrinsic motivator 
for Muslims at work to care for God’s creation by not only modelling 
positive work behaviours and abstaining from those that are harmful but 
also by “commanding right” and “forbidding wrong” to others in the 
workplace (Ahmed et al., 2019). Although a high percentage of people 
believe that religion is an important factor in dictating how they approach 
their daily requirements and obligations, most management research 
appears to overlook religion as an influencing factor in management 
(Gheitani et al., 2018). According to Javed et al. (2019), the reason for 
the lack of religion in research is that most researchers assume that organ-
isations have a neutral view on religious beliefs and that employees leave 
those beliefs at home before going to work. This assumption, however, 
has been proven to be incorrect, particularly by literature associated with 
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Middle Eastern countries. The inaccuracy of that assumption stems from 
the fact that employees who follow the religion of Islam are required to 
act in accordance with the teachings of the Islamic faith regarding their 
behaviour and manners in the workplace (Tufail et  al., 2017), who 
claimed that religious values and beliefs affect workplace behaviours 
directly and indirectly. Raja et al. (2020) backed up this claim by stating 
that religion interacts with all levels of human resources through its code 
of ethics and teachings regarding compensation, penalties, acceptable 
behaviours, prohibited behaviours, and employee relations. Furthermore, 
management researchers began incorporating employees’ religious beliefs 
as a significant part of management research, as shown in the following 
paragraph. Due to its undeniable influence on workplace manners and 
behaviours such as ethics and moral codes (Salin et al., 2017), manage-
ment styles and their level of success, staff practices (Mohammad & 
Darwish, 2022), employees’ degree of job satisfaction (King & 
Williamson, 2005), and workplace religious diversity, religion began to 
gain the deserved recognition (Gheitani et al., 2018).

Taking this as a foundation, Islamic work ideology (IWE) has been 
described as a set of work-related Islamic principles and values (such as 
dedication, hard work, commitment, frugality, desire to improve the 
community, and societal welfare) that help a believer distinguish between 
good and bad work attitudes and behaviours (Mahmood & Iqbal, 2018). 
IWE is described as four categories of work-related values by Harbi et al. 
(2017): effort, competition, transparency, and morally upright conduct. 
These four categories underline that in order to create a successful econ-
omy, a person must strive to serve both himself and their community, 
compete fairly with others, make their actions or activities transparent, 
and engage in commercial operations in an ethical and moral manner. 
Although the protestant work ethic and other religion-based work ethics 
share some of these characteristics, the IWE stands out from them in two 
ways: it emphasises “intentions” rather than results and places a strong 
emphasis on group accomplishments (Dirani et al., 2017).

Although the first empirical study on IWE was published more than 
20 years ago, there is little research on the effects of IWE on attitudes and 
actions at work (Raja et  al., 2020). Asutay et  al. (2022) identify two 
important research gaps in the existing IWE literature after reviewing 28 
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studies on IWE published over the past two decades. First, prior IWE 
research has concentrated on the impact of IWE on work attitudes rather 
than its impact on work behaviours. Early studies, for example, primarily 
investigate the positive relationships between IWE and a variety of posi-
tive work attitudes such as organisational commitment (Abou-Moghli & 
Al-Abdallah, 2019), job satisfaction and job involvement (Varshney, 
2019), innovation, and attitude towards organisational change (Harbi 
et al., 2017). Research on IWE as an intrinsic driver of prosocial behav-
iours, such as helping behaviour, OCBs, and knowledge-sharing behav-
iour, as well as an inhibitor of antisocial behaviours, such as deviant work 
behaviours, has only recently started (Azim & Islam, 2018). Second, ear-
lier IWE research has mostly been unsuccessful in examining the under-
lying mediating mechanisms or widely acknowledged theory(ies) from 
the psychology and organisational behaviour literature to account for 
how IWE affects work attitudes and behaviours (Dirani et al., 2017).

Mahmood and Iqbal (2018) make the case for IWE as a crucial per-
sonal resource that may encourage helping behaviour, especially in work 
contexts characterised by the resource-depleting leadership style of des-
potic leadership, but they do not explain the underlying mediating mech-
anism by which IWE influences helping behaviour. We therefore merge 
the theoretical frameworks of social identity theory and self-consistency 
theory, and we suggest a mediating model in which IWE first leads to a 
mediator, such as moral identity, which then leads to promotive and pro-
hibitive types of constructive voice actions (Khassawneh & Abaker, 2022).

�Employee Moral Identity and Islamic 
Work Ethic

Identity refers to a person’s deeply established conception of himself or 
herself (Saad & Abbas, 2018). Based on the social identity theory, 
Mohammad et al. (2018) argue that while moral identity has its roots in 
a trait-based conceptualisation, it is also vulnerable to social referents like 
God or religious faith, like other identities. Applying this justification to 
the setting of IWE, we contend that employees’ IWE has a favourable 
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impact on their “moral identity strength,” or the extent to which moral 
values are absorbed in one’s self-identity (Ahmed et al., 2019). IWE, in 
particular, instructs Muslims to discern between good and harmful work 
attitudes, behaviours, and practices. For many Muslims, Islam provides a 
full rule of life that governs how they spend their lives ethically (Gheitani 
et al., 2018), Therefore, adhering to IWE consistently is extremely likely 
to increase one’s perception of oneself as a moral person in regard to the 
IWE they practice at work. In reality, the bulk of IWE views are strongly 
tied to the nine moral identity features that Raja et al. (2020) discovered. 
In contrast, the IWE tenet of competition asks for fair competition and 
the avoidance of underhanded behaviour, making it closely related to the 
characteristic of fairness. For instance, the IWE tenet of effort, which is 
the most essential, is directly associated to the attribute of industrious. 
According to Salin et al. (2017), these two tenets must not purposefully 
bring harm to anyone. The third transparency tenet follows, which 
demands and enforces honesty. While the sixth and last component of 
morally righteous conduct, friendliness, kindness, caring, compassion, 
generosity, and helpfulness can be argued to comprise all six of the other 
attributes (Mohammad & Khassawneh, 2022).

�Employee Constructive Voice 
and Moral Identity

Identity refers to a person’s deeply established conception of himself or 
herself (Alshahrani, 2021). Based on the social identity theory, 
Mohammad et al. (2018) argue that while moral identity has its roots in 
a trait-based conceptualisation, it is also vulnerable to social referents like 
God or religious faith, like other identities. Applying this justification to 
the setting of IWE, we contend that employees’ IWE has a favourable 
impact on their “moral identity strength,” or the extent to which moral 
values are absorbed in one’s self-identity (Fallatah & Syed, 2017). IWE, 
in particular, instructs Muslims to discern between good and harmful 
work attitudes, behaviours, and practices. For many Muslims, Islam pro-
vides a full rule of life that governs how they spend their lives ethically. 
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Therefore, adhering to IWE consistently is extremely likely to increase 
one’s perception of oneself as a moral person in regard to the IWE they 
practice at work. In reality, the bulk of IWE views are strongly tied to the 
nine moral identity features that Gheitani et  al. (2018) discovered. In 
contrast, the IWE tenet of competition asks for fair competition and the 
avoidance of underhanded behaviour, making it closely related to the 
characteristic of fairness. For instance, the IWE tenet of effort, which is 
the most essential, is directly associated to the attribute of industrious. 
According to Tufail et al. (2017), these two tenets must not purposefully 
bring harm to anyone. The third transparency tenet follows, which 
demands and enforces honesty. While the sixth and last component of 
morally righteous conduct, friendliness, kindness, caring, compassion, 
generosity, and helpfulness can be argued to comprise all six of the other 
attributes (Mohammad & Khassawneh, 2022). The work environment 
in the KSA is distinguished not only by demographic and cultural diver-
sity but also by diversity in human resource management (HRM) policies 
and practices that favour locals (i.e. Saudis) over expatriates (Asutay et al., 
2022). Given the complexities of employee relations in the Saudi work-
place, it is not surprising that employees in Saudi companies have differ-
ing perceptions of the freedom to speak up, that is, the perceived voice 
opportunity, regarding organisational issues to top management (Abou-
Moghli & Al-Abdallah, 2019). Thus, regardless of the strength of the 
moral identity fostered by IWE, employees’ willingness to engage in pro-
motional and prohibitive voice behaviours would be determined by the 
amount of voice opportunity they perceived in their workplace 
(Mohammad, 2019).

�Conclusion

Employees’ relationship with their line managers is just as important as 
that with their supervisors. Managers may be made aware of this through 
company handbooks, memos, or formal training and development pro-
grammes. Organisations can adopt and diffuse communication technolo-
gies such as social media to ensure effective communication between 
managers and employees. What is less well grasped in the commercial 
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and labour relations research is how employee voice behaviour differs 
across cultures, particularly in international business settings. People’s 
behaviours in society are influenced by the values and cultural norms that 
govern their workplace: Employees, management, and workplaces are all 
influenced by the cultural values of the societies in which they operate. 
This chapter sought to investigate an understanding of employee voice 
behaviours across cultures. When employees face something unfair or 
unsatisfactory at work, they have several options: They can leave the 
organisation (exit), express their opinion or idea to improve the situation 
(voice), continue to support the organisation (loyalty), or do nothing 
(neglect). These behaviours may be influenced by a variety of personal, 
societal, institutional, and organisational factors. Individual employees 
may hesitate to express their opinions in an authoritarian organisational 
or national culture, for example, and may choose to ignore a workplace 
issue. Employees’ reactions to these situations, on the other hand, are 
complex and multidimensional, and understanding how employees exer-
cise their voice has been an important area of study in organisational 
behaviour and labour relations. In conclusion, we have presented a mul-
tilevel conceptual framework of employee voice based on a review and 
extension of existing literature by identifying organisational norms for 
voice channels that are aligned with national culture values, signalling to 
employees the safety and effectiveness of the different voice channels. We 
have argued that employees may be encouraged to speak up when organ-
isational norms indicate that there will be no retaliation and that their 
concern or idea will be addressed effectively.
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11
The Role of Employee Voice 

in Promoting Social and Organisational 
Justice: Insights from Argentina

Gisela Delfino and José Delfino

�Introduction

Since the beginning of history, people, workers, and civilisations have 
always sought equity, justice, and peace as the goal of their aspirations 
and projects. They have not always succeeded, but there is no doubt that 
much progress has been made towards building a more just society 
(Pinker, 2011). Social justice is a concept that has become very relevant 
in the last 100 to 150 years. In the nineteenth century, the conflict cre-
ated by the growing number of workers’ demands was called the “social 
question” and was growing worldwide (Jaccard, 1977). The expression 
social justice was coined by the Italian Jesuit priest Luigi Taparelli. His 
book “Theoretical Essay on Natural Law Supported by Facts”, published 
in 1843 in Livorno, Italy, affirms that social justice must equalise all men 
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regarding humanity’s rights. He is therefore considered one of the found-
ers of the Social Doctrine of the Church. Social Democracy adopted this 
concept. In Argentina, the Socialist Party incorporated it through Alfredo 
Palacios, elected as a Member of Parliament in 1904 (Palacios, 1954). In 
the first decades of the twentieth century, the Welfare State and Labour 
Law ideas emerged. These issues were quickly linked to social justice 
views. In 1931, the notion of social justice was fully incorporated into the 
Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church when Pope Pius XII used it in the 
Encyclical “Quadragesimo Anno” (Velasco, 2021).

Since the Ancient Ages, workers have united in guilds to defend their 
rights and achieve some social representation. In Argentina, workers have 
been associated with guilds or trade unions since 1857. There are two 
primary forms of trade union organisation: The “unions” have direct 
jurisdiction over the whole territory in which they operate, and the “fed-
erations” can be either national or provincial (Cattaruzza, 2014). Trade 
unions represent the workers of this country vis-à-vis employers, the 
management, or the state. According to Article 14 bis of the Argentinean 
Constitution, workers are guaranteed the “free and democratic trade 
union organisation recognised by simple registration in a special regis-
ter”. This constitutional norm is protected by Law 23551 on Trade Union 
Associations and regulated by Decree 467/1988. In this paper, we high-
light the actions taken by workers and their representative organisations 
to make their voices heard to achieve social justice and project their future 
development. The chapter presents a detailed revision of literature 
enriched by leaders’ opinions, trade union magazines, and specialised 
journalists. We make a historical review of the union’s origins, its ideo-
logical evolution, and trade union violence. Trade union organisations 
and labour laws are analysed. We consider the union’s social actions 
related to health, tourism, and education. Finally, the current state of the 
activity and its possible future development is presented.

This chapter is divided into six sections that account for the evolution 
of workers’ voices over time. “The first voices” ranges from the 16th to the 
end of the nineteenth century when graphic workers made the first sig-
nificant strike in Argentina. From the early 1900s to the late 1930s, “the 
organised voices” shows the development of the first trade union organ-
isations of diverse ideological orientations and their demands in the 
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different economic activities and country regions. “The voices heard” 
covers the period from 1940 to 1955 and shows the consolidation of 
trade union organisations under the protection of the Peronist govern-
ment, marking important advances in social and distributive justice. 
“The voices of violence”, 1955–1983, presents the bloodiest period in 
Argentina’s history. It analyses the struggles of right-wing and left-wing 
ideologies in the quest to seize power. In this period, workers’ organisa-
tions display ideological differences and resolve them violently, with vis-
ible political, economic, and social repercussions at the national level. 
“The voices of democracy”, 1983–1999, tells the story of the trade union 
organisations restructuring along democratic lines and the government’s 
attempts to revive the economy and achieve social improvements. “The 
voices of today, the Third Millennium”, 2000–present, describes the 
political crises resulting from economic blunders and workers’ struggles 
to keep their jobs and sustain their social gains. We present four boxes 
that comment on aspects of the workers’ voice of that historical moment.

�The First Voices

From the sixteenth century until the end of the eighteenth century, the 
territories that today make up the Argentine Republic had a “subsistence 
economy”, characterised by the existence of several economic-social com-
plexes in different regions of the country, which produced for internal 
consumption with deficient levels of productivity (Ferrer, 1968). Having 
no precious metals to export nor other goods that might be required in 
Europe, the importance of the Rio de Plata was geographic or strategic, 
not economic. In such a way that there were no intensive jobs or indus-
tries, the motivations for creating guilds were scarce. However, there were 
some attempts, such as the silversmiths, shoemakers, stockbreeders, gro-
cers, bakers, and Blacks. None of the guilds established in the Rio de la 
Plata managed to get the Kings of Spain to approve their statutes; conse-
quently, they lacked legal existence (Cortese, 1962).

From 1860 onwards, the so-called primary export economy began. 
Argentina started vigorously joining the expanding international that 
ended with the world crisis of 1930. During this period, the expansion of 

11  The Role of Employee Voice in Promoting Social… 



258

agricultural exports, the arrival of large numbers of immigrants and the 
settlement of foreign capital transformed the economic and social struc-
ture of the country in just a few decades. Between 1853 and 1890, almost 
1,500,000 immigrants arrived, primarily Europeans who brought their 
ideology and demands for better work and life. The 1914 national census 
shows that nearly 30% of the population was foreign (Ferrer, 1968). The 
different groups of immigrants, grouped by nationality, created their 
healthcare centres. The first was the French Hospital, which dates to 
1832. It was followed by the British Hospital (1844), the Spanish Charity 
Society (Spanish Hospital, 1852), the Italian Charity Society (Italian 
Hospital, 1853), the German Hospital (non-profit Civil Association, 
1867), and the Galician Centre of Buenos Aires (1907). The first trade 
union organisation dates to 1857, San Crispín Shoemakers’ Society 
(Fernández, 1937). The first organised workers’ demonstrations were car-
ried out for mutual aid purposes. On 25 May 1857, the Buenos Aires 
Typographical Society was founded. In 1887, railway drivers and stokers 
founded “The Fraternity” for mutual aid purposes, which later took on 
the defence of workers’ rights. Gradually, organisations appeared or 
turned towards trade union struggles, such as the Marble Workers’ 
Resistance Society (1883), the Society of Bakery Workers (1885) and, in 
1877, the Typographical Union (derived from the Typographical Society). 
In 1878, the latter carried out the first significant strike in the country 
(Matsushita, 1986).

�The Organised Voices

In the 1917–1922 quinquennium, workers’ conflicts (strikes and other 
violent acts) increased considerably, finding their origin in the preaching 
of anarchist and communist leaders framed in the proposals of the 
Russian Revolution. From 1900 until 1947, trade union organisations in 
the agricultural sector developed in the core zone of the Pampean region 
and the southeast of Buenos Aires province. In the Patagonian region, 
trade union experiences were temporary, and in the other areas, they 
emerged late and dispersed, as was the case in the territory of Chaco. 
Specific organisations for the sugar, wine, and fruit industries were 
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formed in the provinces with predominantly agro-industrial production, 
such as Tucumán, Mendoza, and San Juan (Ascolani, 2021). The demands 
of the rural labourers were mainly concerned with achieving better work-
ing conditions, higher wages, and recognition of their trade union organ-
isations (Trpin, 2021).

As trade union organisations grew, attempts were made to form work-
ers’ centres. These initial organisations and actions were carried out by 
foreign workers who brought their ideologies. Thus, anarchism arrived 
around 1870. In 1896, the Argentinean Juan B.  Justo founded the 
Argentine Socialist Workers’ Party. The third ideological current was syn-
dicalism, introduced around 1903 by socialist dissidents; their thinking 
can be summarised as “trade unions and non-political parties are the 
main weapons of the proletarian struggle”. Later, the communists 
appeared. The trade unionists achieved hegemony in the General Workers’ 
Union (UGT), maintained it in the 1909 Workers’ Confederation of the 
Argentine Republic (CORA), where anarchists and socialists also partici-
pated, and then in 1914 Workers’ Federation of the Argentine Republic 
(FORA). By 1930 the workers tried to unify the labour movement despite 
internal differences. On 27 September 1930, the Argentine Workers’ 
Confederation (COA) of socialist orientation and the Argentine Trade 
Union (USA) of syndicalist orientation were unified, taking the name of 
General Labour Confederation of the Argentine Republic (CGT) 
(Matsushita, 1986).

Electoral fraud was commonplace in the early twentieth century, and 
this method did not listen to the voices of a large population sector. In 
1912, at the behest of then President Luis Saenz Peña, on 10 February 
1912, Law 8871 was passed. The Saenz Peña Law provided secret and 
compulsory voting for all Argentine citizens over 21 recorded in the mili-
tary service register, excluding women from voting. The first elections 
using this method were held in 1916. Hipólito Yrigoyen won as the 
Radical Civic Union (UCR) candidate, the main opposition force to the 
National Autonomist Party (PAN), which until then had been unable to 
gain access to power. Argentina is an agro-exporting country where rural 
trade unions are not robust (Ascolani, 2021; Trpin, 2021). Despite the 
epic character given by some historians (e.g., Bayer, 1972; Borrero, 1928; 
Godio, 1987) to the actions of the trade union groups in Argentine 
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Patagonia and southern Santa Fe (La Forestal) at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, their efforts were not very relevant or significant at the 
level of the entire organised workers’ movement. However, the death of 
many workers in the face of the violent official reaction was a testimonial 
act. Nevertheless, the voices of the industrial and service workers were 
heard. In 1916, strikes began; the main ones were those of the dock, 
municipal, agricultural, meatpacking, and railway workers. In 1917, 
there were 136,000 workers on strike; in 1918, there were 138,000, and 
in 1919, it rose to more than 300,000. The metalworkers’ strike at the 
Vasena workshops should be highlighted. It led to “Tragic Week”, which 
was severely repressed. In this period, 70% of the strikers belonged to the 
transport sector, and their demands were higher wages, an eight-hour 
working day, a reward for Sunday work, and overtime pay, among others 
(Ceruti, 2015).

Access to housing has always been a severe problem in Argentina. 
During the country’s most significant economic boom, this problem was 
not addressed, much less overcome. The immigration waves built the 
population, especially in Buenos Aires and other important cities of the 
country. The population was growing much faster than the construction 
of housing. Between 1900 and 1930, a vital urbanisation process repre-
sented 36% of the country’s capital increase. Nevertheless, much money 
was applied to urban infrastructure works and housing for the upper 
class, but no investment was made in housing for wage earners or workers 
(Ferrer, 1968). The 1904 census of the City of Buenos Aires reports the 
existence of 559 tenements “without bathroom” and an average of 11.5 
people per house. It declared that 10% of the population lived in rooms 
of 4 metres per 6 metres with little ventilation and up to ten people per 
room. This way, many workers lived in deplorable conditions and over-
crowding. In November 1906, tenants from Buenos Aires grouped in the 
“League Against Rents and Taxes”, which had the support of the union 
organisations and the socialist party. In September 1907, faced with an 
increase in rent and taxes, workers living in Buenos Aires stopped paying 
the rent. The protest quickly spread to other big cities in the country. 
Tenants asked for reductions in Rosario, Bahia Blanca, Mar del Plata, La 
Plata, and Mendoza. The conflict began to decline towards the end of 
November of the same year (Godio, 1987).
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On 30 July 1905, the socialist party created the cooperative “The 
Workers’ Home”. One of its goals was the construction of housing. From 
1907 onwards, it built houses, workers’ neighbourhoods, and collective 
housing buildings (flats), mainly in Buenos Aires and various districts 
surrounding the city. The voice of protest raised in 1907 met a slow 
response from the National State. It was not until 1915, at the proposal 
of a conservative senator, that Law 9677 was passed, creating the National 
Commission of Economic Houses for Workers and Employees. The first 
building constructed was the Valentín Alsina collective house, in 1919, in 
the Parque Patricios neighbourhood. All the constructions carried out by 
the commission took place in Buenos Aires. Trade unionism did not 
oppose the military coup that overthrew President Hipólito Yrigoyen in 
1930. Perhaps because of compliance with the principle of political neu-
trality of trade unionism, or possibly, as Matsushita (1986) says, when 
the revolution of 6 September took place, the workers’ organisations, in 
general, were neither for nor against it. It is plausible if one considers the 
trade unions’ attitude towards the Yrigoyen government. Only some 
trade unionists supported it. For the majority, including socialists, there 
was no notable difference between the Yrigoyen government and the 
conservatives.

�The Voices Heard

At the beginning of the 1940s, the different components that would 
forge the new Argentina were making their presence felt. The 1929 crisis 
and the Second World War forced the substitution of imports, and a light 
industry began to develop to supply the domestic market. A new type of 
businessman and a new type of worker or worker originated. Former 
rural labourers were attracted to Buenos Aires and its suburban area, 
forming a unique rural and urban proletariat. They were the “little black-
heads” who would form the social base of Peronism. The political class 
had fallen into total disrepute or rejection. There was an international 
environment favourable to the development of the welfare state and the 
nationalisation of the economy. It had already been seen in Mexico and, 
after the war, in Great Britain, it would be carried out by the Labour 
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administration (Bonasso, 1997). Concepts of distributive justice (Rawls, 
1971) began to be internalised among intellectuals and progressive 
politicians.

On 4 June 1943, a military coup led by General Rawson overthrew the 
constitutional (although fraudulent) government of Ramón Castillo. 
CGT member unions look upon the anti-constitutional coup with some 
enthusiasm. However, there were also some clashes. At that time, there 
were four antagonistic labour centres, one communist, two socialists, and 
one anarchist. After a short time and due to the Labour Secretary’s man-
agement, the CGT began to absorb a significant part of the independent 
organisations and adopted an attitude of close collaboration with the 
government. The union unity was rapidly materialising (Luna, 1971). 
The government that emerged from the democratic elections of 1945 
finds its roots in the philosophy and procedures of Italian fascism, 
Christian social justice, and distributive justice. Perón explains it in arti-
cles signed with the pseudonym Descartes (Descartes/Perón, 1953) and 
published in the newspaper Democracia between 24 January 1951 and 
15 May 1952 (see Box 11.1 “In Perón words”). The workers’ desire for 
political participation, and the awakening of national consciousness reg-
istered before 1943, facilitated the establishment of a new relationship 
between them and Perón. It meant a straightforward way to relate to the 
government (Matsushita, 1986).

The Peronist/Justicialist tradition or liturgy assumes the non-existence 
of union movements of importance before 1945. The 17 October 1945 
meat union workers’ participation is also minimised. Matsushita (1986) 

Box 11.1  In Perón’s Words

We have our ideals, and we have our solutions. We are also convinced that 
these ideals and these solutions could save the world. A new dawn would 
brighten for all populace and all men if the three banners of Justicialism—
social justice, economic independence, and political sovereignty—fluttered 
in the wind of all continents (“Political and war conduction”, 2 August 
1951, p. 66).

Only Justicialism saw clearly from the beginning. Its causes (social justice, 
economic independence, and sovereignty) staggered the real solutions. 
Satisfied and dignified peoples are the death of national communism. Free 

(continued)
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refuted it. The meat industry has been one of the leading industries since 
the end of the nineteenth century. Almost all of them were of foreign 
capital in the province of Buenos Aires (Avellaneda, Berisso, Ensenada, 
La Plata, and Zárate). The critical Liebig meat packing plant was in 
Colón, Province of Entre Ríos, but there are no registries of its workers’ 
unionisation. These unions were grouped in the Federation of Meat 
Industry Workers (FOIC) led by the communists. In 1943, Cipriano 
Reyes founded the Autonomous Union of the Meat Industry (SAIC) in 
opposition to the communist and anarchist ideology that dominated the 
Federation. Reyes and the leaders of SAIC were part of the alliance that 
various non-communist workers’ leaders maintained with army officers 
on the eve of the 1943 revolution and took an active role in the move-
ment of 17 October 1945. In June 1946, they founded the Labour Party, 
which supported the presidential candidacy of J. D. Perón, contributing 
a critical number of votes. On 17 June 1946, the Labour Party was dis-
solved, and in 1947 Reyes was imprisoned (Luna, 1971).

In 1944, the Statute of the Rural Labourer was approved (Decree/Law 
28169), establishing minimum wages, meal breaks, Sunday rest, paid 
holidays, severance pay, and so on. In 1947, Law 13020 regulated tem-
porary labourers’ work, employers’ obligation to resort to labour 
exchanges, harvest work and wage conditions and create local joint com-
missions (Villulla, 2015). The Christmas bonus or complementary 
annual salary was established by Law 12921 and was initially calculated 
as one-twelfth of the compensation received during the year. It had been 
decreed the previous year, but its application generated resistance from 
employers. The CGT passed a general strike, and the employers closed 

and sovereign countries, naturally associated with good faith, will be the 
death of international communism (“Economy of forces”, 27 March 1952, 
p. 151).

The “Justicialist doctrine”, as “Peronism” is also called, is new and authen-
tic. It is a creation of the Argentine people, positive and authentically 
national. […] From our Christian people, a humanist doctrine was born in 
the millenary struggle for the defence of people, fought against and 
enslaved often in the very name of Christ. (“National doctrines”, 15 May 
1952, p. 169).

Box 11.1  (continued)
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for three days. During 1945, private activity did not pay for it. The 
Christmas bonus was an essential incentive for tourism. Workers with 
higher salaries could think about taking holidays with this additional sal-
ary. The middle class that was becoming established within the economic 
system made its appearances, first timidly and later with a certain arro-
gance, in summer resorts exclusive to the upper classes until then. Mar 
del Plata (Province of Buenos Aires) and Villa Carlos Paz (Province of 
Cordoba) became the preferred destinies. Years later, trade unions began 
to buy or build hotels in Mar del Plata and Costa Atlántica (Buenos 
Aires), Córdoba, Mendoza, Bariloche (Neuquén), Iguazú (Misiones), 
and other places suitable for family holidays. Nowadays, union hotels 
have more beds than private tourism in Mar del Plata. Something similar 
happens in the Province of Cordoba.

In 1947, the Argentine Federation of Rural Workers and Stevedores 
(FATRE) was founded with national scope and strong state support. It 
was attached to the CGT, and despite the considerable mass of members 
(at that time, between 1,000,000 and 1,200,000 workers), it never occu-
pied a leading position in the Argentine labour movement. They had 
close links with politics and, within the CGT, with the Peronist grouping 
“62 Organisations” (Ascolani, 2021). The right of women to vote was a 
women’s struggle that began in the United States of America and Europe 
at the end of the nineteenth century. In Argentina, it was a banner of the 
Socialist Party and its leading promoter Alicia Moreau de Justo. Still, only 
the Justicialist government listened to the voice of women and had the 
necessary strength to take it to the National Congress, transform it into 
Law 13010 and enable women to vote in the 1951 elections. Many laws 
and regulations in workers’ support and defence were passed, mainly by 
socialist initiatives, but were not applied in practice. They were put into 
effect only after 1945. A section of society had long been calling for a 
“divorce law”, which was resisted by the Church. The most visible insti-
tutional sign of the confrontation between Peronism and the Catholic 
Church was the passing of the Law of Divorce (Law 14394), by which 
divorced people could remarry.

The military coup of 1955 intervened in all the trade unions. The 
widespread reaction was not very combative. Some isolated reactions 
existed in highly industrialised localities such as Avellaneda, Berisso, 
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Ensenada, and Rosario. Di Pietro, the General Secretary of the CGT, 
only called for national reconciliation. Perón, in declarations made in 
exile, was astonished that the trade union leadership had not called for a 
general strike in defence of his government. Trotskyism, from “La 
Verdad” newspaper, called for reorganisation based on internal commis-
sions and the delegates’ bodies. Only this would guarantee to stop the 
bosses’ offensive and achieve a new leadership that would reverse the situ-
ation of impotence. In the absence of centralised administration, the 
struggle was fought from below, albeit in an atomised form. From there, 
they called a general strike on 17 October 1955, which, according to the 
organisers, resulted in 75% non-attendance at work (Palacios, 1994). 
Although people did not arm themselves or riot in his defence, Perón, 
“the General”, as his supporters called him, remained—from exile—their 
undisputed leader. He set the general political guidelines that the labour 
movement followed, regardless of the nuances of each situation, personal 
ambitions, and the loyalties and disloyalties of the leaders of the day. 
Perón moved to radicalised sectors for disciplined and hardened local 
power  against the military government that had banned him. Despite 
being clear that the workers’ movement is the backbone of the Peronist 
movement and without changing his intimate ideological conviction, 
Perón took tactical steps to get closer to the left-wing sectors (Montes de 
Oca, 2018).

�The Voices of Violence

The period 1955–1983 is possibly the most violent in Argentine history. 
Some romantically called it “the beauty in violence”, previously pro-
claimed by fascism. Society had seen its traditional paradigms shaken, 
workers saw some of their gains being diluted, and their yearnings for 
economic and social improvement ceased to be proclaimed objectives by 
the state. It produced frustration and rage. To this was added the Cuban 
Revolution, the preaching and action of Ernesto “Che” Guevara, and the 
Catholic Church’s turn with the current “Liberation Theology” from the 
Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), the Episcopal Conferences of 
Medellin (1968), and Puebla (1979), stressing that the Gospel demands 
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the preferential option for the poor. The French May contributed its 
share of violent reaction, and the actions of the Red Brigades in Italy were 
also models of violence followed by the local Trotskyists and Communists. 
Nor can it be omitted that some of the most violent Argentine organisa-
tions were led by Catholics from traditional families (Montes de Oca, 
2018). United Nations (2004) consider terrorism as any act intended to 
cause death or injury to a civilian or non-combatant when the purpose of 
such action is to intimidate a population or to compel a government or 
an international organisation to do or abstain from doing any act. During 
this period, acts of terrorism were every day. On 9 June 1956, a group of 
military and civilians led by General Juan J. Valle attempted a rebellion 
to force a negotiation to allow Peronism’s return. It began in Barracas in 
Buenos Aires and La Plata, with the participation of civilians organised as 
commands and was supported by groups of civilians in Rosario and La 
Pampa. However, the Peronist masses’ reaction was between indifference 
and fear; the imagined popular uprising never happened. General Valle 
accepted his defeat and was shot on 12 June. Thirty-one deaths were 
recorded in the open fields and police stations in the days following Valle’s 
rebellion (Montes de Oca, 2018).

In 1957, the CGT interventor called for elections to normalise some 
unions. The “yellows” triumphed in the bankers’ association. In the viti-
culture union, the Peronists. In the gastronomic, the Communist Party. 
In all those unions where Peronism could resist the fraud and the objec-
tions, it triumphed, as was the case in health, plastics, leather, dyers, etc. 
In the meat union, the Peronist lists were prevented from taking part. In 
August, the intervention called for a CGT normalising congress and pre-
pared a statute to prevent Peronism from winning. Here the 62 Peronist 
organisations, which brought together the most militant sector of Peronist 
trade unionism, played an important role. The ideological and power 
struggles were fierce, sometimes violent, and even reached the point 
where the foreign press became interested. The credentials and represen-
tativeness of the participants were contested. Peronism began to manage 
the situation, the pro-government trade unions left Congress without a 
quorum, and the CGT failed to reorganise (Palacios, 1994).

In 1958, the military government called elections with Peronism 
banned, and the Arturo Frondizi ticket won with the support of part of 
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Peronism. However, the political climate was deteriorating with the ris-
ing cost of living, trade union opposition, and strikes that led to the 
application of the “Conintes” Plan (Commotion of internal order). The 
crisis worsened after the 1962 parliamentary elections, in which Peronism 
won in four provinces, including the Province of Buenos Aires. The deci-
sion to intervene culminated in Frondizi’s dismissal by a military coup 
and his confinement to Martín García Island (Fernandez & Tamaro, 
2004a). Jose María Guido, interim President of the Senate, completes his 
term of office. On 24 December 1959, a group of self-called Uturuncos 
(tigers in Quechua) stormed a police station in Frías (Province of Santiago 
del Estero), stealing uniforms and weapons. A few days later, they were 
captured. It was a military failure but a propaganda success. Violence was 
a possible tool for positive change (Montes de Oca, 2018).

From the second half of the twentieth century onwards, some trade 
unions tried to solve the housing needs of the workers in their activity 
and began to implement housing plans for their members, with mortgage 
credits and, in some cases, state contributions. The Association of State 
Workers was one of the pioneers in this activity, creating neighbourhoods 
in different parts of Greater Buenos Aires (Boulogne, Ezeiza, etc.). The 
Telephone Union also built gigantic buildings for its members in the 
districts of Liniers and Colegiales in Buenos Aires. In 1965, the Light and 
Power Union founded its Housing Cooperative to build or acquire hous-
ing for its members (Sindicato de Luz y Fuerza, 2022). National eco-
nomic vicissitudes and inflation sabotaged these attempts to give wage 
earners mass access to their accommodation. The national economic 
deterioration led to a decline in the quality of health care, which until 
previous years had been outstanding, especially in Buenos Aires and its 
surroundings. Some trade unions, such as railway workers, metalworkers, 
and commerce, activated pharmacies and health centres to ensure or par-
tially provide their members’ medical services (Cetrángolo & 
Goldschmit, 2018).

On 23 August 1962, Felipe Vallese (22 years old), a militant and del-
egate of the Metalworkers’ Union (UOM), disappeared. He was claimed 
as the first worker and Peronist to disappear. The CGT’s assembly hall 
was named after him (Cairoli, 1971; El Mundo, 25 August 1962). On 7 
July 1963, Arturo U. Illia won the national elections with 21.15% of the 
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votes with the People’s UCR ticket (which he shared with Carlos Perette 
from Entre Ríos). The second place in the elections had been won blank 
votes (19.72%), which was the banned Peronism expression of resistance. 
This government was born with an intrinsic weakness: The Peronism 
abstention constituted a severe stumbling block because the trade unions 
were adhering to Peronism, nor did it have the support of the military. 
The same year, with the help of Fidel Castro’s communist Cuban regime, 
the National Liberation Army (ELN) was created. They began training in 
Argentina’s northwest and southern Bolivia. Later it was renamed the 
People’s Guerrilla Army. The National Gendarmerie defeated it on 18 
April 1964. Almost all of their members were killed, and the others were 
imprisoned (Montes de Oca, 2018).

On 13 June 1966, UOM leader Rosendo García was assassinated in 
the Real Patisserie (Avenue Bartolomé Mitre and Sarmiento, Avellaneda, 
Province of Buenos Aires) (Giampaolo, 2021; Walsh, 1969). On 30 June 
1969, the UOM General Secretary and CGT leader, Augusto T. Vándor, 

Box 11.2  The Creole Mass

The voices of Catholic Christians worldwide, especially in Latin America, 
were imploring the modernisation of the Christian Rite. The Second Vatican 
Council, which met under the presidency of Pope Paul VI, authorised the 
celebration of masses in national or local languages. The Argentinian musi-
cian Ariel Ramírez (1921–2010) composed “La Misa Criolla” (The Creole 
Mass) in 1964, a musical work of a religious and folkloric nature, which was 
immediately very popular and sold over 16 million records worldwide. The 
liturgical texts were translated into Spanish by the priests Antonio 
O. Catena, Alejandro Mayo, and Jesús G. Segade. Beyond its religious con-
tent, it is a hymn of love, unity, and respect between nations and a recogni-
tion of the Native American peoples. It is full of Argentinean rhythms and 
uses instruments from the Andes, like the charango (small guitar), the 
“quena” (straight Indian flute), and the “bombo” (Argentine drum). The 
Kyrie adopts the rhythm of “vidala”, the Glory of “carnavalito”, the Creed 
of “chacarera”, the Sanctus of carnival of Cochabamba, and the Agnus Dei 
of a Pampean style. On 12 December 2014, it was sung in St. Peter’s Basilica 
at the Holy Mass for the Solemnity of Our Lady of Guadalupe. Although it 
was not the first time it was performed in the Vatican, it had the particular-
ity of being performed in the presence of Pope Francis (Provocanto, 2021).
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was assassinated in his office. Some accused him of the death of Rosendo 
García and of promoting “Peronism without Perón”. On 28 June 1966, 
President Illia was overthrown by a military coup led by General Juan 
C. Onganía, who took over the presidency and announced the dissolu-
tion of the political parties (Fernández & Tamaro, 2004b). Nor did the 
workers mass oppose this new institutional and anti-democratic outrage. 
Even a delegation of the CGT was present at the swearing-in of the “de 
facto” President. No intervention or dissolution of the CGT was decreed, 
although some unions controlled by left-wing groups were raided 
(Palacios, 1994).

On 29 May 1969, a protest movement known as “Cordobazo” broke 
out in the industrial area of Cordoba City. The strike and its official 
forces’ repression gave rise to a popular reaction never seen before in the 
country, which involved student militants, political activists, trade union-
ists, and numerous inhabitants. For a day, the city of Cordoba remained 
in the hands of the demonstrators. Agustín Tosco and René Salamanca, 
the leaders of the militant left, achieved prominent positions in the 
national political arena (Palacios, 1994). These actions were replicated in 
Rosario (Province of Santa Fe) and Buenos Aires, albeit with less violence. 
At the same time, the Peronist resistance had given rise to a series of 
organisations run by young people interested in political participation, 
eager to find a revolutionary space within the movement, that began to 
identify themselves as Peronist Youth (JP). This vocation for power and 
action led them to clash increasingly with the trade union structures that 
maintained their anti-communist stance. The Cordobazo showed or 
hinted at a certain discrediting of Peronist trade unionism in some sec-
tors, especially industrial ones, in various parts of the country. As a result, 
retaliatory groups began to form in some trade unions, which later 
became part of Triple A (Argentine Anti-communist Action or Argentine 
Anti-communist Alliance) (Montes de Oca, 2018).

Eduardo Firmenich and Fernando Abal Medina commanded the 
Montoneros. Both were former students at the National Buenos Aires 
School and participants in the activities of Catholic Action, of which 
priest Mujica was also a member during the period when they carried out 
arms thefts and other attacks. Priest Mujica (Carlos Francisco Sergio 
Mujica) withdrew when discussing launching an armed struggle. 
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However, he continued in the line of the Movement of Priests for the 
Third World and was one of the founders of the movement known as 
Curas Villeros (Villero or Slum Priests). He was assassinated outside mass 
on 17 May 1974. Also of great importance was the existence of left-wing 
parties that had opted for violent action to achieve their objectives. 
Between a wide range of positions, the Revolutionary Workers’ Party 
(PRT) highlighted. Its armed wing was the People’s Revolutionary Army 
(ERP), commanded by Mario Roberto Santucho. In 1971, they decided 
to become a military force with military uniforms and a combat flag. In 
December of that year, they marched into the bush of Tucuman to create 
a “liberated zone”. In 1974, they began a campaign of assassinations of 
military personnel, from generals to officers of different ranks, including 
some who had played no part in the persecution of the terrorist guerrillas. 
They even divided their forces into “urban battalions” and “rural battal-
ions” according to their area of action (Montes de Oca, 2018).

On 23 February 1970, the military government passed Law 18610 
that provided for workers’ and employers’ contributions to the trade 
union social welfare fund and created the National Institute of Social 
Welfare Funds (INOS), which would be responsible for supervising the 
system. From then on, workers took charge of their families’ health and 
significantly increased their political capacity. The expansion of social 
welfare became the trigger mechanism for the development of the health 
sector, orienting its demand towards private providers, chemical-
pharmaceutical companies, and producers of medical equipment, which 
was decisive for the growth of the private sub-sector (Cetrángolo & 
Goldschmit, 2018).

On 29 May 1970, in search of a violent action which would also give 
them notoriety, a group of Montoneros, in the Pindapoy operation, led 
by Firmenich, kidnapped and subsequently assassinated, on 31 May 
1970, General Pedro Eugenio Aramburu. Aramburu was the de facto 
President after the overthrow of Perón and had ordered the execution of 
General Valle. In the communiqué that gave an account of the execution, 
they ended with “May God have mercy on his soul”, revealing the 
Christian roots of its members. The Montoneros and other terrorist 
organisations of the time that professed Catholic values or sentiments 
claimed to find their sources in some paragraphs of the Populorum 
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Progressio encyclical of 26 March 1967. On 21 March 1972, a com-
mando of the People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP) kidnapped Oberdán 
Salustro, an Italian-Paraguayan businessman and director of Fiat Concord, 
causing a considerable local and international commotion. On 10 April 
1972, after a “people’s trial”, they found him guilty, assassinating him in 
Rosario (Province of Santa Fe). On the same day and city, General Juan 
Carlos Sánchez was assassinated in a joint operation by the ERP and the 
FAR (Revolutionary Armed Forces) (Yofre, 2009).

In 1972, Law 19929 created the National Housing Fund (FONAVI) 
to build popular housing, whose deficit was estimated at more than one 
million homes. It was only in Law 21581 that its activities were deter-
mined and organised. It built large housing blocks and complexes in 
Buenos Aires, its surroundings, and various provinces. It was dissolved on 
31 August 1998 without having fulfilled its objective. Three days before 
the inauguration of Héctor Cámpora as President, on 22 May 1973, Dirk 
H. Kloosterman, the General Secretary of the Union of Mechanics, and 
Related Workers of the Automotive Transport Sector (SMATA), was 
assassinated outside his home in the city of La Plata (Province of Buenos 
Aires). The attack was claimed by the national commando of the Peronist 
Armed Forces (FAP) (Anguita & Caparrós, 2021). On 25 May 1973, 
Héctor J. Cámpora and Vicente Solano Lima (Vice-President), who had 
won the elections of 11 March, took over the presidency and received the 
presidential attributes from General Alejandro A.  Lanusse after seven 
years of military dictatorship. During the election campaign, a refrain 
had been circulated and chanted at all political meetings and events: 
“Cámpora President, freedom to the combatants”. A few hours after 
Cámpora took office, the Villa Devoto prison (Buenos Aires) was sur-
rounded by activists of the ERP, Montoneros and other terrorist organisa-
tions. There were situations of great uncertainty, with the intervention of 
the Minister of the Interior, Montoneros leaders and other officials of the 
area. Finally, towards dawn, the prison doors were opened and “the polit-
ical prisoners of the dictatorship” and other common criminals got out. 
In other prisons of the country, the issue was handled more responsibly. 
Perón, who was in Spain, expressed his displeasure when he heard the 
news (Bonasso, 1997).
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The 20 June 1973 was the date announced for the return of J. D. Perón 
to Argentina. A vast operation was organised to receive him at the 
Ministro Pistarini Airport in Ezeiza (Province of Buenos Aires). More 
than a million people of all ages and ideologies gathered to welcome him 
(see Box 11.3). The right- and left-wing leaders knew that this was the 
moment to show “the Leader” who was the strongest and who was pre-
pared to use the violence of arms to achieve hegemony. There was no 
official report. The newspaper Clarín reported 13 dead and 355 wounded. 
Detailed information published twelve years later by the journalist Raúl 
Verbitsky confirms the number of 13 dead and establishes 365 wounded 
(Bonasso, 1997).

Box 11.3  Welcoming Perón in First Person

That day dawned pleasantly. We lived near Ezeiza station (at that time, 
Esteban Echeverría district). My father, Plinio (59), and I, José Luis (24), 
wanted to welcome Perón. We were from the area, knew the internal 
roads, and got to a good place near the stage. We knew it would not be a 
recital. Violence was in the air, so we wore trainers, jeans, and a light coat. 
We were not the only ones who knew that pathway. Before arriving, we 
saw compact columns of four or six people per row occupying the central 
part of the road. They were martial looking, with Peronist youth’s banners 
and thick sticks or wire sticks in one hand and holding a chain that enclosed 
each column. We passed them, and Dad told me that maybe the ones in the 
centre were armed.

We stood on the grass, in front of the balcony, with the trees of the 
Olympic pools behind us. Shortly after we were there, Dad met a friend 
who introduced me, but I do not remember his name. He looked nervous 
and worried; looking towards the columns said: “My son is with the col-
umns of the Peronist youth. They call themselves Peronists because the 
tiger’s son is born with stripes, but that is not Peronism”. The wait became 
long, and my father’s friend repeated the slogan. His concern was evident; 
he had more information than we did.

At some point, the voice of Leonardo (the Turk) Fabio was heard announc-
ing that the plane had entered Argentine soil. Applause, movements, and 
then the sound of gunshots. Dad told me to get down on the ground. I and 
some others picked up stones or sticks and threw them towards the bal-
cony. Dad grabbed me by one leg and threw me to the ground. I saw a 
young man fall a few metres away, wounded by a bullet and another lying 
on his face with a red star-shaped stain on his back. I also saw a man in a 
white smock fall into the balcony area.

(continued)
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On 13 July 1973, after 49 days in office, Cámpora and Solano Lima 
resigned. The President of the Chamber of Deputies, Raúl Lastiri, took 
over and called for elections on 23 September 1973. On 6 September 
1973, a group of 14 members of the ERP stormed the Army Health 
Command in Parque Patricios (Buenos Aires), killing an Army Lieutenant 
Colonel. The attackers were imprisoned. On 27 September 1973, the 
UOM General Secretary and the CGT leader, José I. Rucci, Perón’s most 
loyal and beloved activist, was assassinated. Montoneros accompanied all 
their public demonstrations with the chant: “Rucci, traitor, what hap-
pened to Vandor will happen to you”. The reaction was immediate. That 
same night the left-wing Peronist leader Enrique Grynberg was assassi-
nated. Two days later, a bomb destroyed the house of the newspaper El 
Mundo editor in Paraná (Province of Entre Ríos). The next day the law-
yer Roberto R.  Catalá was shot. In Rosario (Province of Santa Fe), 
Constantino Razzeti, a well-known leader of the Peronist resistance, was 
captured and executed. A long, almost daily sequence of assassinations, 
bombings, and kidnappings began, culminating in death or disappear-
ance (Montes de Oca, 2018).

Those were terrible moments: announcements, appeals for calm, and 
threats over the loudspeakers. Fabio’s voice was unhinged. Then the 
pigeons were released, the national anthem was sung, and it was announced 
that the plane carrying Perón had landed at El Palomar, a nearby military 
airport. It was already late afternoon, and the order to decentralise was 
given. We went back the same way. The Peronist youth columns were gone. 
My mother and sister Nora were waiting for us at home, listening to the 
radio and somewhat anxious. We were sad and tired. We hardly spoke 
about it.

Three or four days later, Dad told me: “Tomorrow, I am not going to 
work. I am going to the Ezeiza Hospital Morgue to recognise some bodies”. 
I asked him if I should go. Did they not have relatives? The answer was 
simple. They did not do it because of fear or shame. He told me: “They are 
boys that I think I knew, and as I am close by. There is no need for you to 
come”. The veteran fighter of the Peronist resistance and delegate of the 
Association of State Workers (ATE) was still putting his body into it. He did 
not want to expose me.

Box 11.3  (continued)
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The Juan Domingo Perón—María Estela Martínez de Perón ticket 
won with 61.86% of the votes. On 12 October 1973, they took office. 
The charisma of the old leader was not enough to solve the severe eco-
nomic problems and the even more serious clashes between the violent 
right and left, together with the coup ambitions of the Armed Forces. On 
27 January 1974, the terrorist guerrillas carried out a violent attack on 
the military regiment of Azul (Province of Buenos Aires), which radi-
calised the government’s response, leading to the creation of clandestine 
detention centres (Montes de Oca, 2018). The 1976 military govern-
ment continued to use and expand them, locating them on the outskirts 
of the big cities. In 1974, Law 20744 on Employment Contracts put the 
rights and benefits of rural workers on the same footing as those of indus-
trial or urban workers. In 1980, the Peon’s Statute was replaced by the 
National Regime of Agrarian Labour (Law 22248), which determined 
the deregulation of the working day and the modalities of remuneration, 
disarticulating collective bargaining. In 2011, the Agrarian Labour 
Regime (Law 26727) was sanctioned (Villulla, 2015).

On 1 May 1974, the national situation was one of internal upheaval. 
Perón and the Montoneros knew they were acting out the end of an idyll 
that had lasted almost ten years. The youth of the “glorious Peronist 
youth”, as the Montoneros and other violent groups of the Peronist left 
called themselves, or “the marvellous youth” as Perón had praised them 
from exile, had published a petition with demands for the government. 
The two voices of society were at stake: that of the peaceful and constant 
worker who knows how to listen, wait and respect opposing voices even 
if he does not share them and that of the hasty, arrogant, violent, and 
totalitarian who despise life and recognise no reason but their own. The 
traditional Peronist liturgy was broken when Perón appeared on the 
Government House (Pink House) balcony after 19 years of absence. 
When “the leader” speaks, the workers are supposed to keep quiet and 
listen (Duzdevich, 2022).

Nevertheless, this time, it was different. There were reproach chants to 
Perón’s collaborators and offensive chants towards his wife, Vice-President 
María Estela Martínez, without her voice being heard. Perón’s response 
was not extended in coming, calling them “stupid” and “imbibes”. The 
Montoneros left the rally. The space they left in the crowd in the square 
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resembles the “crack” that separates Argentines today. Hours earlier, 
Perón had given the opening speech at the ordinary Congress meetings. 
He said that “basic consonance excludes violence and implies under-
standing that the only path to fertile construction is based on ideas, val-
ues and principles whose concrete practice does not cut off the channel of 
peace”. Those words were not considered or were forgotten (Duzdevich, 
2022). On 1 July 1974, President Juan Domingo Perón died and was 
succeeded by Vice-President María Estela Martínez, who was to complete 
the presidential mandate until 1977. The political, social, and economic 
situation was severe. The violence was terrible, and the right and the left 
attacked each other daily in their quest for hegemony. The Act of National 
Compromise, called the “Social Pact”, signed in the early days of the 
Cámpora government, in which the trade unions granted a two-year 
truce in exchange for an immediate wage increase, had already shown its 
ineffectiveness (Bonasso, 1997). Then came a period of high inflation 
and changes in the Ministry of Finance.

On 15 July 1974, Arturo Mor Roig, former Radical deputy, and 
Interior Minister in the military government of Lanusse, was murdered 
in a restaurant in San Justo (Buenos Aires surroundings) by a Montoneros 
commando. It was a message from the terrorists to warn the National 
Government and the Radical Party that the armed organisation should be 
considered in political negotiations (Potash, 2012). As dated a few days 
after the inauguration of the M. E. Martínez de Perón government, it was 
also interpreted as part of a plan to demonstrate Montonero’s power and 
intimidate the government (Barovero, 2014). In case any doubt remained 
about the identity of the perpetrators and their aims, the Montoneros’ 
surface groups chanted slogans at university assemblies along the lines of 
‘Today, today, today… how happy I am, long live the Montoneros who 
killed Mor Roig’ (Alaniz, 2016).

On 19 September 1974, a commando of the terrorist guerrilla group 
Montoneros kidnaps Juan and Jorge Born, the sons of the powerful busi-
nessman Jorge Born, owner of Bunge & Born, the most significant cereal 
exporting company and the first multinational in Argentina, obtaining a 
ransom of 60 million dollars (O’Donnell, 2016). On 23 December 1975, 
an ERP terrorist group attempted to storm the Monte Chingolo barracks 
to seize 13 tons of weapons and ammunition. There was a fierce battle, 
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the attackers had 62 dead and 32 wounded, and the army had between 7 
and 10 dead, and the injuries were not specified (Plis-Sterenberg, 2003). 
On 24 March 1976, another military coup d’état, the so-called National 
Reorganisation Process, ended the government of María Estela Martínez 
and dissolved the National Congress. The situation was terrible from the 
economic point of view (exchange control policy, inflation, etc.). The 
social situation was dire; attacks, disappearances, and murders were daily 
news. A Gallup poll showed that 75% of those surveyed agreed with the 
coup d’état, and more than 50% supported taking radical measures 
against the guerrillas. A period of institutional violence ensued. After the 
return to constitutional rule, studies report that 8961 people disappeared, 
and some 1000 people were killed in armed clashes (Montes de 
Oca, 2018).

The self-called National Reorganisation government suspended wage 
negotiations between trade unions and companies. The General Labour 
Confederation (CGT) was intervened by Military Board communiqué 
No. 58. Military interventors were appointed in most trade unions. A 
military interventor administered the trade union welfare funds, and 
some leaders of essential trade unions were imprisoned. Law 21356 pro-
hibited trade unions’ electoral activities. Law 21261 banned strikes, and 
Law 21274 allowed the dismissal of public employees. There was no reac-
tion of struggle from the trade union leadership, perhaps intimidated by 
the repression. On 4 August 1976, Monsignor Angelelli, Province of La 
Rioja Bishop, was assassinated on the road. His death was tried to conceal 
as a traffic accident (Castillo, 2022). Between 1976 and 1980, approxi-
mately 20% of industries closed their doors, and unemployment rose 
from 5.5% to 9%. The purchasing value of the average wage was reduced 
by 50% (Montes de Oca, 2018). On 11 February 1977, Oscar Smith, 
leader of the Light and Power Union, disappeared in a situation that had 
never been clarified. Some sectors pointed the finger at the military gov-
ernment because there was a dispute over the electricity company priva-
tisation promoted by the Ministry of Economy. The government claimed 
the disappearance was due to left-wing groups (Baizán & Mercado, 
1987). In 1978, the National Labour Commission was set up with the 
participation of representatives who were not very militant or sympa-
thetic to the military government. Some of them accompanied General 
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Videla, head of the Military Board, to the sessions of the International 
Labour Organisation celebrated in Geneva (Switzerland) in 1979.

That same year some trade union leaders who had been imprisoned, 
first on the Granaderos ship and then in the Magdalena prison, regained 
their freedom. Among the most prominent were Lorenzo Miguel from 
Metallurgists-UOM and Diego Ibáñez from Oil tankers-SUPE (State Oil 
Workers’ Trade Union). On 27 April 1979, the so-called Group of 25, 
made up of leaders of unions that had not been intervened, and Saul 
Ubaldini, the Secretary General of CGT Brasil (the name of the street 
where the CGT was precariously located), launched the first strike. After 
this, several leaders were imprisoned for several months (Montes de Oca, 
2018). In 1980, Law 18610 was replaced by Law 22269, which regulates 
the structure and functioning of the trade union welfare funds. Saul 
Ubaldini (Brewers) called a general strike on 30 March 1982 in protest at 
the catastrophic consequences of the economic plan. Opposition was 
short-lived. The following 2 April, the head of the Military Board, 
General Leopoldo F. Galtieri, ordered the invasion of the Falkland Islands. 
The trade union leaders and politicians marched with numerous columns 
supporting the war in all the country’s cities. A truce was proclaimed 
until the Argentine troops surrendered in the Falklands on 14 June 1982. 
Amid a state of repudiation and discredit never seen before, Galtieri was 
replaced by General Vignone and general elections, free and without 
banned, were called for on 30 October 1983 (Montes de Oca, 2018). 
Raúl Alfonsín for Radicalism and Italo A. Luder for Peronism were lead-
ing candidates. Alfonsín won with 51.75% of the vote.

�The Voices of Democracy

Despite his good political intentions, the initial solid electoral support, 
and the trial of the Military Board, Alfonsín’s economic programme did 
not work. His promise of economic reactivation and increased employ-
ment was not fulfilled. In 1984, Law 23056 established the National 
Food Programme to temporarily solve the hunger and malnutrition left 
by the military government. The first deliveries were to Greater Buenos 
Aires, Santiago del Estero, and Misiones. Initially, it lasted two years and 

11  The Role of Employee Voice in Promoting Social… 



278

was extended for the entire term of office. It consisted of a box containing 
ten non-perishable products that reached 800,000/1,200,000 people 
monthly. Other Latin American countries imitated the programme (La 
Nación, 2003). After a short-term success, the Sourruille (Ministry of 
Economy) Plan to stop inflation with a surprise change of currency (14 
July 1985) failed in the medium term (Dornbusch & De Pablo, 1988). 
The CGT organised 13 general strikes during Alfonsín’s almost six years 
in office.

In the second half of the 1980s, the supposed stability proclaimed by 
the Austral Plan (the currency name that replaced the Peso after a signifi-
cant devaluation) encouraged some small unions to venture into the con-
struction of housing for their members. Some of them were SUTERyH 
(Building Supervisors), SOMRA (Cleaning), and Medical Propaganda 
Agents (Medical Visitors). The failure of the economic plan and the 
return to inflation threatened the continuity of the programme. Some 
projects were completed in their entirety, with the support of the trade 
union organisation, and others were only partially completed. On 8 June 
1987, Law 23515 was passed, modifying the Civil Code about marriage, 
and allowing for divorce, echoing the demands of an essential part of 
society and the promises made during the election campaign. At the end 
of 1988, the National Health Insurance System (SNSS) was created by 
Laws 23660 and 23661. Law 23660 repealed Law 22269 in Article 44. It 
defined the new system without substantial changes, where the trade 
union welfare was its main component. Law 23661 created the SNSS 
with the scope of social insurance to ensure the full right to health for all 
the country’s inhabitants (Cetrángolo & Goldschmit, 2018). During 
strikes, marches, and looting of businesses, Raúl Alfonsín had to hand 
over power early on 8 July 1989 to the Peronist Carlos Saul Menem, who 
had won the elections.

President Menem managed to stabilise the currency. After the devalu-
ation, one Peso was equal to one Dollar. He privatised numerous public 
companies. Under the complaint of left-wing and some nationalist sec-
tors, created a “voluntary retirement” plan to reduce the number of 
employees in public administration and public service companies. There 
were various workers’ protests. A new wave of reforms, very different in 
orientation from previous laws, was inaugurated with the passing of 
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Decree 9 of 1993. It incorporated the free choice of trade union welfare 
funds, where each beneficiary could reallocate his contribution to the 
welfare funds of his choice. The contributions belong to each member, 
who can freely choose the insurance agent (Art. 16 Decree 576/1993). 
There was a weakening effect of cross-subsidies between members with 
higher and lower incomes within each branch of activity, favouring the 
concentration of members with higher contributions and lower risk in a 
specific group of trade union welfare funds (Cetrángolo & 
Goldschmit, 2018).

In 1994, following an agreement with the Radical Party, Menem called 
a Constituent Assembly, which took place in Paraná (Province of Santa 
Fe). The National Constitution was modified. “Direct voting” for the 
election of the President was established, the presidential term was 
reduced to 4 years, and re-election for one term was allowed. New rights 
and guarantees (for consumers, political parties, etc.) were incorporated, 
among other modifications (Law 24430).

Monetary stability brought tranquillity to wage negotiations, which 
were practically at a standstill. The changes during this decade modified 
the social base of workers’ associations. Unemployment and precarious-
ness reduced the political and social strength of trade unions. Ambiguous 
relations were generated between the providers of work and the workers, 
which were called “unregistered”, “clandestine”, or “black labour”. At the 
end of the 1990s, trade union representation was divided into three cen-
tral organisations: the Official CGT, the Dissident CGT, and the CTA 
(Argentina Workers’ Central). The last had been founded in 1997 with 
public employees: ATE (State Workers Association), Primary Teachers, 
CTERA (Confederation of Education Workers), Confederation of 
Education Employees, Judicial Employees union, and little representa-
tion of industrial and service sectors. What is new at the “trade union 
level” is that it incorporates “non-workers”, that is, leaders of Social 
Movements and left activists (Palomino, 2000). There was an increase in 
unemployment disguised by the apparent welfare provided by the stable 
value of the currency. After 50 years of inflation, although typical in most 
countries, Argentina’s currency stability was unprecedented and highly 
valued. After the first period of government, the “convertibility” model 
began to show its shortcomings. The economic recovery was not as 
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expected, and the closure of factories and businesses was accentuated, 
producing more unemployed. In the ten years of Menem’s government, 
the CGT held eight general strikes. However, the re-election won in 
1995 gave President Menem the political space to continue this change, 
which was economically unsustainable in the medium term. On 10 
December 1999, Fernando De la Rúa became President of the Nation 
and Carlos Álvarez Vice-President, as candidates of the UCR-FREPASO 
alliance, with 48.73% of the votes (Fernandez & Tamaro, 2004c).

�Voices of Today: The Third Millennium

The turn of the millennium was celebrated as transitioning to a new, 
fairer, and more caring society, open to listening to different opinions. 
Nevertheless, soon optimistic expectations were frustrated. The third mil-
lennium was economically tricky for Argentines. The economic slow-
down that had been dragging on for several years, and the unemployment 
hidden in marginal activities, could not be ignored. The CGT decreed 
eight general strikes in the two years of Fernando de la Rúa’s term of 
office. Added to this, political disagreements in the ruling coalition and 
suspicions of corruption in the Senate, which led to the resignation, 
before been one year at the office, of Vice-President Carlos (Chacho) 
Álvarez on 2 October 2000, made President De la Rúa’s political manage-
ment very difficult (Reato, 2015).

On 3 December 2001, faced with the possibility of a financial collapse, 
De la Rúa decreed limits on withdrawing funds from personal bank 
accounts (maximum 250 pesos = 250 dollars per week), which was called 
the “corralito”. This measure generated violent reactions from the popu-
lation in all the country’s major cities. There were spontaneous 
“Cacerolazos”. People gathered in groups of hundreds or thousands, 
banging pots, pans, or cans, marching through the streets or cutting off 
intersections of essential avenues. There was looting of supermarkets, 
warehouses, and other shops. The situation was dire. On the evening of 
19 December, the President announced on the national television net-
work that he had decreed a state of siege to prevent violent acts. There 
were clashes and 38 dead, hundreds were wounded, and some 4,000 were 
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arrested (Rodríguez, 2021). The measure effectively froze people’s depos-
its, halted payment chains, and deepened the country’s embroiled crisis. 
People protested massively in the streets, there was looting, and the gov-
ernment repressed with violence: 39 people died, according to the 
Argentine Human Rights Secretariat (Padinger, 2021). On 21 December 
2001, after repealing the state of siege, Fernando De la Rúa resigned from 
the presidency and left the Government House.

In compliance with the National Constitution and the Acephalia Law 
(Law 20972), the provisional President of the Senate, Ramón Puerta, 
took office and convened a Legislative Assembly to elect the person who 
would hold the presidency until the new President was elected. On 23 
December 2001, the Legislative Assembly elected Adolfo Rodríguez Saá, 
with 169 votes in favour and 138 opposed. He was sworn in until 5 April 
2002, and early elections were called for 3 March. He announced the 
default with the cessation of payments on the foreign debt and the main-
tenance of the “corralito”. On 28 December, another massive popular 
revolt took place (Rodríguez, 2021). The day began with a strike by rail-
way workers on the Sarmiento line and was joined by users who set fire 
to several trains and caused destruction at Once station (the head of the 
line). At midday, hundreds of people gathered in front of the Courts, 
demanding the resignation of the Supreme Court of Justice. In the eve-
ning, a crowd marched on Plaza de Mayo and tried to force open the 
doors of the Government House. They are turned back. Another group 
marched to the National Congress, where they forced the iron gates, and 
some entered the Congress and caused damage. On 29 December, the 
Cabinet resigned, and the President called a meeting of governors, which 
failed. He resigned from San Luis, his home province (Rodríguez, 2021). 
A few minutes after learning of the President’s resignation, the provi-
sional President of the Senate resigned too. The head of state then fell to 
the President of the Chamber of Deputies, Eduardo Oscar Caamaño, 
who took office on 30 December and was formally sworn in on 31 
December. He urgently summons the Legislative Assembly for 1 January 
2002 at 2 pm. The Legislative Assembly met and approved the appoint-
ment of Eduardo Duhalde with 262 votes in favour, 21 against and 18 
abstentions. Duhalde confirmed the foreign debt payment moratorium, 
liquidated the Peso’s convertibility from $ 1 = USD 1 to $ 3 = USD 1, 

11  The Role of Employee Voice in Promoting Social… 



282

and applied a fiscal adjustment. He endured two CGT general strikes, 
made the corralito more flexible, and finally lifted it. His mandate lasted 
until May 2003, when President Néstor Kirchner took office 
(Rodríguez, 2021).

In the elections held in 2003, the rules of the 1994 Constitution were 
applied: direct vote for the president’s election and the second round in 
case no candidate obtained more than 45% of the votes. Candidate 
Carlos S. Menem received 25% of the votes. He won in 12 of the 24 
electoral districts. The second was Néstor Kirchner, with 21% of the 
votes, won in only eight districts. Menem, in a legitimate act but of dubi-
ous democratic ethics, did not run in the second round. Kirchner won 
the presidency with only 21.65% of the vote. He sought consensus 
among the opposition parties and obtained support from the left, activist 
groups and “piqueteros” (Workers’ Party, Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, and 
others). He reactivated military boards’ trials for so-called crimes against 
humanity and supported the blockades of the international bridges with 
Uruguay due to the conflicts over the pulp mills, which according to 
some environmentalists, affected the environment. Foreign currency was 
brought in because commodities (soya, wheat, and corn) had high prices, 
allowing the delivery of subsidies and other unemployment benefits, 
which technically reduced poverty rates. However, it did not significant-
lychange in employment policies, industrialisation, or infrastructure 
works (Montes de Oca, 2018).

In the 2007 elections, Cristina Fernández (Kirchner’s wife) took office 
as President and Julio Cobos (UCR) assumed as Vice-President. At the 
beginning of 2009, Kirchner, as President of the Justicialist Party, pro-
posed “testimonial candidacies” for the elections of 22 June of that year. 
Prestigious officials put themselves forward as candidates in the elections 
for positions they were not willing to run for but whose popularity sug-
gested that they would “drag votes” for that list or grouping (Smink, 
2009). Even though the system seemed fraudulent or deceitful, the 
Electoral Justice allowed it. Of the 42 “testimonial candidates” that the 
Justicialist party presented in the Province of Buenos Aires, at least 22 
resigned before 19 December (the day the newly elected authorities took 
office). Among the most relevant are Daniel Scioli (former Governor of 
the Province) and Sergio Massa (former National Chief of Cabinet) 
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(Corral & Ricci, 2009). The CGT held four general strikes during the 
four years of Néstor Kirchner’s government and five during the eight 
years of Cristina Fernández’s.

Listening to the voices, not of the majority, but of the left and fashion, 
in July 2010, Equal Marriage Law (Law 26618) was passed, allowing 
same-sex marriage. Argentina was among the first ten countries in the 
world to admit it. The problem of child labour is another alarm bell that 
is ringing through society. International Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, held in New  York (USA) on 20 November 1989, made child 
labour and its consequences more visible. The National Commission for 
the Eradication of Child Labour (CONAETI) estimates that more than 
1,500,000 children under 15 are working. The inter-union commission 
against child labour opposes all types of child labour because children 
should have only one job: to be children, to go to school, to play, and to 
rest. To this end, it proposes decent work for adults and quality education 
for children. Law 26390 sanctions the prohibition of child labour and 
the protection of adolescent work (Requena & Monzane, 2009).

The National Health System provides services to 60% of the popula-
tion. Most of the people are covered by the trade union welfare funds 
(54.3%), the social welfare funds of the Armed Forces, Universities, and 
others (27.1%), and the National Institute of Social Security for Retired 
and Pensioned Persons (INSSJP) (18.6%). The trade union welfare funds 
constitute a system of solidarity and self-management. The Compulsory 
Medical Programme (PMO) includes care for people affected by AIDS-
HIV, drug dependency, alcoholism, diabetes, disability, obesity, etc. 
PMO has been significantly increased by medical technology and medi-
cines costs and aggravated in the last years by the exchange regulations 
(official Dollar, parallel Dollar, Dollar for tourism, Dollar for the export 
of grains, Dollar for imports, etc.) (Cetrángolo & Goldschmit, 2018). 
The sector has 266 trade union welfare funds: some with national cover-
age (bankers’ social security, metal workers’ union), others within a prov-
ince (medical propaganda agents in Cordoba, press workers in Buenos 
Aires, cleaning workers’ union in Buenos Aires), and others with only 
local or regional coverage (taxi workers in Buenos Aires, sugar workers at 
the Ledesma sugar mill, etc.) (Superintendencia de Servicios de 
Salud, 2010).
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The trade union welfare fund with the most significant number of 
beneficiaries is the Federation of trade employees, with 1,200,000 mem-
bers, followed by the construction workers’ union, with 404,000 mem-
bers and the union of nation civilian personnel, with 388,000 members. 
The resources allocated to health financing in Argentina are estimated at 
10% of GDP in 2015, which places it considerably above the average for 
Latin America and close to the values of European countries (Cetrángolo 
& Goldschmit, 2018). At present, several unions continue to implement 
housing plans; some of them are construction (UOCRA), bakers, work-
ers of sports and civil entities (UTEDyC), the insurance union, under-
ground workers (AGTSYP), etc. The general administration of the 
Housing Institute (Procrear Plans) and provincial or municipal govern-
ments support them. However, they are small-scale projects and limited 
housing built and awarded. The voice of the workers continues to pro-
claim the need for access to decent housing.

Trade unions have also taken up the issue of education with responsi-
bility and enthusiasm. Since the second half of the last century, they have 
set up training centres (trade union schools) to improve workers’ qualifi-
cations and contribute to developing human capital, constituting a robust 
network. Since 1990 and in the face of factory closures and rising unem-
ployment, trade union associations have been committed to ensuring the 
transfer of knowledge and skills from more experienced workers to 
younger workers. Numerous trade unions have vocational training cen-
tres, with 66,637 enrolled by 2017. Some of them are the metal workers’ 
union (UOM) (Noticias Gremiales, May 2022b), the union of auxiliary 
personnel in private households (UPACP), the construction workers’ 
union (UOCRA), the hotel and restaurant workers’ union (UTHGRA), 
the union of mechanics and related workers of the automotive transport 
sector (SMATA), the Argentine Federation of trade and services employ-
ees (FAECYS), light and power union (LyF) (Línea Sindical, July 2022), 
the association of supervisors of the metallurgical industry (ASIMRA) 
(Noticias Gremiales, June 2022a), etc. Other unions conduct courses and 
training sessions for their members without formally establishing their 
training centres, such as the cleaning workers’ union (SOMRA) (Sladogna, 
2018). The Argentine Union of Rural Workers and Stevedores (UATRE) 
has been part of the Rural Literacy Programme (PAR) of the National 
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Registry of Rural Workers and Stevedores for 20 years. On 30 August 
2022, in the Province of Salta, 34 workers from the Wichis, Tobas, and 
Pilagás communities graduated from the programme. One of the stu-
dents said, “I learnt mathematics, I learnt to divide and multiply, I learnt 
everything you need to learn to be able to shop and do the paperwork” 
(Noticias Gremiales, September 2022c).

In the twenty-first century, UATRE has been far from representing 
rural workers’ demands and needs in all its diversity. Especially in the face 
of deepening labour informality, the expansion of labour outsourcing 
companies and work cooperatives makes working conditions in rural 
areas of Argentina more precarious (Trpin, 2021). A variant taking shape 
about the expression of workers’ voices is the representation carried out 
by “delegate bodies”, which gives rise to the so-called grassroots trade 
unionism. Many new leaders have been influenced by struggles outside 
the workplace, such as neighbourhood assemblies, roadblocks, and mili-
tancy in left-wing parties (Lenguita, 2011). This format is not new, as 
they appeared with a particular boom in the 1950s and 1970s, driven by 
left-wing political movements such as communism and Trotskyism. The 
new forms of business management developed in the third millennium 
came with precarious labour, the spread of commercial contracts, and the 
rupture of loyalties involved in new management forms. The trade unions 
lost their capacity for recruitment and representation in the work world. 
The trade union model that the CTA supports is different from the tradi-
tional one. Membership of the CTA is individualised, and a direct vote of 
its members carries out its leadership election. This profile gives it the 
character of political trade unionism. The most novel aspect it proposes is 
the social articulation for its search, integrating the trade union struggle 
with social movements organised around social and civil rights defence 
(Palomino, 2000). There are four possible scenarios for trade unions in 
the future: marginalisation, dualisation, replacement, and revitalisation 
(International Labour Organisation, ILO, 2021). Regarding revitalisa-
tion, it highlights organising and serving new members, such as young 
workers, workers in the informal economy or the digital platform econ-
omy. In 2021, there were 3290 trade unions, 110 federations, and 19 
confederations in Argentina, representing some 3 million workers.
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A voice rarely listened to in Argentina is that of the “ex-workers”. Not 
because it is not heard, but because it does not want to be heard. During 
their 30 or 40 years of working, older adults contributed their efforts to 
the country’s functioning. The official statistics for the first quarter of 
2022 (ANSES, 2022) show that there are 8,670,328 benefits (5,229,189 
retirees, 1,689,415 pensioners, and 1,751,724 non-contributive benefi-
ciaries) paid monthly to 7,386,150 beneficiaries (a person can receive 
more than a benefit). The minimum benefit or retirement salary is $ 
32,630 (on 30 June 2022, according to the Bank of the Argentine Nation, 
$ 130 = USD 1, but in the parallel market, $ 288 = USD 1). Forty-seven 
percent of the beneficiaries earn a minimum benefit, 17% between one 
and two ($ 32,630–$ 65,260), 10% two ($ 65,260), and 26% more than 
two (more than $ 65,260). The basic household basket is $ 93,177. Thus, 
at least 80% of social security beneficiaries earn below the poverty line. 
Totally, 36.50% of Argentina’s population, 10,600,000 people, are 

Box 11.4  The Journalists’ Opinion

We have consulted journalists in Argentina about to what extent unions 
make the workers’ voices heard, the evaluation of present workers’ and 
trade unions’ situation, and the workers’ reasons for joining trade unions. 
The repeated responses were:

“Unions make the voice of the workers heard”. “There is discontent 
among the rank because of the passivity of sectors of the central workers’ 
organisations”. “Other sectors also make their voices heard”, such as “pop-
ular or social movements, the unemployed, students, business chambers or 
the liaison bureau”. “Media specialised in trade union issues can better 
express the feelings of the unions and the workers”.

“The situation of the workers, despite the power that the unions still 
have, is losing strength”. “It depends on the trade union achievements ana-
lysed in each period. In the current period, there is a great openness that 
invites workers to become increasingly involved”. “There is a great offen-
sive to undermine the power of trade unions to strip workers of their 
rights”. “In some cases, trade union representatives do not help to show a 
better image”.

“In the trade unions, they see the possibility of collective claims and con-
quests”. “The affiliation gives better salary possibilities, social rights and 
access to health”. “Fundamentally to be supported”. “Sense of belonging”. 
“To enjoy benefits such as social tourism and others”. “To be able to work 
in a union”. “To have a sense of belonging”.

  G. Delfino and J. Delfino



287

impoverished (INDEC, 2022). These are the voices that should be heard. 
Is distributive justice not working? Is it not being considered? Is it not 
doing its job?

�Conclusion

Social justice has different nuances that have varied with the times, geog-
raphies, and ideologies. Argentina has a long history in its search. The 
struggles for its achievement have had diverse evolutions, and it is not 
easy to weigh them objectively. The golden age of trade unionism and 
social conquests was 1945–1955 and 1973–1976. Both governments 
ended with an anti-democratic institutional coup. The economic situa-
tion in Argentina has deteriorated steadily for the past 70 or 80 years. As 
the controversial President J. D. Perón said, “No one can be fulfilled in a 
country that does not fulfil itself ”. The political leadership—civilian and 
military, radical, Peronist and developmental, personalist and anti-
personalist—proclaimed the need to industrialise the economy. That is, 
to generate an industrial economic model. The project has not been ful-
filled, and Argentina depends on an agro-export model. The necessary 
structural changes, both economic and social, have not taken place, and 
the economic and social situation continues to deteriorate and affects 
education. The workers are trying to keep their jobs, unemployment is 
growing disproportionately, and the deterioration of wages is notorious. 
In this context, the postulates of procedural and interactional justice 
(Niehoff & Moorman, 1993) cannot be demanded. Workers and their 
representative organisations find no space or opportunity to make their 
voices heard. The various national governments provide unemployment 
subsidies and others with different names and motivations, which do not 
meet their objectives. Not having genuine funding sources results in 
higher taxes and higher monetary emissions, which reactivates inflation.

According to the International Labour Organisation, Argentina has a 
high level of unionisation, leading in South America, with 40% of work-
ers affiliated to a union, followed by Brazil and Chile (20%), Mexico and 
Colombia with less than 10% (Tomada et al., 2018). Society constantly 
evolves, and people are making their voices heard, demanding solutions 
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to their needs. Technology also provides the impetus for change. With 
the world change in the social and economic structure, joblessness as an 
endemic state of global (or at least Western) activity and the proliferation 
of informal or “undeclared” work has become an observable reality affect-
ing workers, in general, and the less skilled to a greater degree. The lack 
of work led to the institution of “the plans”. With a clear political orienta-
tion, their beneficiaries constituted  the “social groups” that exercised 
their mobilisation power, even applying reprehensible practices, such as 
involving children or pregnant women in “camps” or marches. Trade 
unions take on the challenge of including or integrating these jobless 
people. However, the problem becomes philosophical or ideological. 
Trade unions were and are associations of workers grouped by trade or 
company, but always workers dependent on a principal or giver work. So, 
is a trade union of the unemployed valid? Jaccard (1977) affirmed that 
there is invention, discovery, economic growth, and social progress when 
manual and intellectual labour is treated with all honours; ruin is not far 
off, however, when the worker is despised. Workers have tried to make 
their voices heard in calling for a society of solidarity. Without ignoring 
the natural differences arising from different geographies, social and eco-
nomic contexts, or each person’s abilities, unions search to ensure a decent 
life for the worker and their family: safe working conditions and adequate 
remuneration that allow access to health, housing, education, and leisure. 
For 150 years, trade union organisations in Argentina have proved to be 
a good instrument for expressing the needs and aspirations of workers.
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