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ABSTRACT

The recently recognized core construct of employee voice has been demonstrated to be related to various out-
comes. However, to date, the impact of employee voice over time and on important employee well-being has been
rarely tested. In the present research, we studied in particular how employee voice behavior is related to psycho-
logical well-being. Employing the theory of self-determination, we developed three hypotheses pertinent to this
relationship, including the mediating role of authentic self-expression and the moderating role of collectivist
orientation. We tested our hypotheses using data from 217 employees in Mainland China over two time periods.
As we hypothesized, we found positive relationships between the employee voice and psychological well-being.
Our results also verified that these relationships are fully mediated by authentic self-expression and partially mod-
erated by collectivist orientation.
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1 Introduction

Employees’ psychological health recently emerged as an essential challenge in organizations. According
to a recent study conducted by theWorld Health Organization (WHO), commonmental diseases cost the global
economy US$ 1 trillion each year in lost productivity [1]. In response to the large and growing health challenge
posed by mental-related conditions, workplace health promotion is critical in maintaining and promoting
psychological well-being among employees [2]. To data, academics, as well as practitioners in the field,
mostly explored the personal disposition and the situational context influence how employees achieving
psychological well-being in the workplace [3–5], the potential that employee behaviors show in creating
positive changes in psychological well-being has so far been underexplored in research.

This study extends research on employee voice and psychological well-being by examining the
relationship between these two variables. While both employee voice and psychological well-being have
been the subject of considerable research, the potential link between voice behavior and psychological
well-being has largely been neglected. Neglecting a potential relationship between these two variables is
surprising for two reasons. First, employee voice has been shown to be positively related to
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organizational orientated outcomes, such as employee retention [6], engagement [7,8], and organizational
commitment [9]. Second, psychological well-being is known to be a significant attitudinal variable
associated with employee health and both job and organizational performance. For example, reviews of
international research reveal considerable evidence (e.g., Harter et al. [10]) that employee well-being
reliably predicts a range of organizational-level outcomes, including productivity, employee turnover and
absenteeism, and financial performance [11].

In this research, we aim to relate employee voice to psychological well-being. As such, we sought to
fulfill three objectives: (1) To investigate the role of voice behavior on psychological well-being; (2) To
test whether authentic self-expression mediates the relationship between voice behavior and
psychological well-being; and (3) To investigate whether collectivist orientation moderates the
relationship between voice behavior and psychological well-being. The second objective is based on
previous research that has found a relationship between employee voice and self-expression [12] and
between authenticity and psychological well-being [13]. Our third objective derives from the work of
Rego et al. [14], who identified collectivist orientation as a possible individual-level antecedent of well-
being but with mixed results. The present study contributes to the literature by examining empirically
how employee voice is linked with psychological well-being using two-wave data from a large,
representative sample of Chinese employees. The paper also makes important contributions to both
theory and practice. First, it contributes to the theory because employee voice and psychological well-
being are both pivotal to individual and organizational performance. Likewise, it contributes to practice
because employer agency and human resource management strategy play key roles in formulating,
implementing, and operating voice behavior and its subsequent impact on psychological well-being.
The overall theoretical model is presented in Fig. 1.

2 Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

2.1 Employee Voice and Psychological Well-Being
Employee voice is defined as speaking up about ideas, concerns, information, or opinions about

work-related issues [15]. As a specific type of extra-role behavior, employee voice involves “constructive,
change-oriented communication intended to improve the situation” [16] (p. 326). Employee voice is
already a well-established concern in human resource management literature [17]. During the past decade,
scholars have found that employee voice is related to positive attitudes toward jobs and organizations
[18]. However, as Nawakitphaitoon et al. [19] note, research on the effect of employee voice on desirable
organizational outcomes has been widely studied in Western countries. Moreover, most research on
employee voice behavior has explored the antecedent factors that encourage employees to speak up [20–
22]. This perspective ignored the possibility that employees primarily use voice behavior to find meaning
in work (e.g., psychological well-being) as well. Our concern is not with the causes of voice behavior,
but rather with the outcomes, and in particular with the extent to which employee voice has an impact
upon psychological well-being.

Psychological well-being is conceived in the extant literature as a foundational variable that influences
individual and organizational outcomes. Definitions of psychological well-being vary, currently, several
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Figure 1: Theoretical model
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measures relate to different conceptual models, and most researchers agree that psychological well-being is
best understood as a positive assessment of one’s work-life [23,24]. The relationship between psychological
well-being and desirable organizational outcomes was clearly established [11,24,25]. As Deci et al. [26] note,
a common thread is an assumption that happy workers have higher performance, with mutual benefits for
employees and organizations. Hence, there is a growing need to understand what leads to psychological
well-being entirely [4,5]. Psychological well-being has mainly been explained by organizational factors
[4,27,28]. Consequently, we still know few about employee behaviors that could lead to psychological
well-being. Amongst the employee behaviors, voice behavior has recently merged as the potential
predictor of psychological well-being. Some studies showed empirical support for the positive link
between voice behavior and psychological well-being [29], but the number remains limited. To our
knowledge, no research on the relationship between voice behavior and psychological well-being has
been made amongst Chinese employees. Not taking into account this perspective could lead to a
restrictive view of psychological well-being and limit the scope of the findings.

2.2 Self-Determination Theory
Self-determination theory (SDT) argues that the importance of the satisfaction of basic psychological

needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in one’s growth and integrity [30]. Autonomy refers to
one’s need to experience volition and psychological freedom; competence refers to one’s need to master
the environment to realize desired outcomes; relatedness refers to one’s need to securely connected to and
cared by others. According to SDT, the satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs leads to an
individual’s optimal functioning. Conversely, frustration in meeting the three needs results in energy
depletion and impaired functioning. From SDT perspective, we argue that voice behavior might be
perceived as a way for employees to meet their psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, resulting in a positive relationship between voice behavior and psychological well-being.
However, it is essential to consider the mediating mechanisms underlying this relationship to provide a
robust theoretical explanation as to why and how this voice behavior might promote employees’
psychological well-being. To this end, drawing on SDT, we identified authentic self-expression as a
critical psychological process that likely mediates the beneficial effects of voice behavior on
psychological well-being.

2.3 Hypothesis Development
As the voice literature is dominated by studies that view voice behavior as a means for the purpose of

organizational improvement, little is considering voice behavior as an expression of employees’ self-
determination. From SDT, we emphasize that employees are doing voice behavior because they derive
spontaneous satisfaction from the voice itself. First, voice behavior is a discretionary behavior, employees
are doing this activity wholly volitionally, and they can choose whether to engage in at any particular
moment [31]. Thus, voice can serve to meet the autonomous needs. Second, voice behavior can enhance
employees’ feelings of control over their work environment, so they have a conviction that they can
shape what will happen in the workplace [32]. Voice behavior is found to have both a direct impact and
an indirect impact on levels of employee engagement [7] and is likely to increase employees’ job
proficiency and lead to career progression (e.g., promotions and salary progression) [33]. Therefore, voice
behavior makes employees experience the satisfaction of the needs for competence. Third, employees can
receive help from leaders and build a better relationship with authority figures by giving voice [34],
which also helps to satisfy the needs to be connected to others. The SDT postulates that satisfaction of
the three basic needs provides the nutriments for intrinsic motivation, optimal human development, and
integrity, subsequent research has confirmed that each of the three needs does indeed predict
psychological well-being in a variety of countries [35]. These arguments lead to the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 1 (H1). Employee voice is positively related to psychological well-being.

Authentic self-expression refers to one’s behavior being consistent with his/her values, preferences, and
needs [36]. According to SDT, voice behavior is not only as a means to regulate the quality of their social
exchange with positive work environment [34], but also an expression of employees’ desire and choice to
communicate concerns and complains for the benefits of the organizations [37]. As Wilkinson and Dundon
[38] note, voice is “the ways and means through which employees attempt to have a say and potentially
influence organizational affairs about issues that affect their work and the interests of managers and owners”
(P. 5). In this definition, voice behavior is regarded as how employees have to say in work activities and
decision-making and involves a manifestation of authenticity [39], including self-determining efforts to
identify and express themselves. Through voice, employees harness their selves within their work roles,
they become more authentic by displaying their opinions in organizations. Therefore, we expect that
employees express more authentic selves when they use voice to share suggestions of how to improve
organizational functioning.

We further argue that authentic self-expression might increase psychological well-being. According to
SDT, authentic self-expression is any self-aspect that feels internally caused and self-determined, which is in
concordance with intrinsic basic psychological needs of competency, autonomy, and relatedness [40]. A
variety of psychological perspectives suggest that a happy and meaningful life is the product of acting in
accord with one’s self. Both theoretical and empirical evidence support the role of authentic self-
expression in psychological health. Most frequently, this work has demonstrated the relationship between
authentic self-expression and psychological well-being. For example, a laboratory experiment by
Cable et al. [41] revealed that socialization emphasizing newcomers’ authentic self-expression leads to
significantly higher employee engagement and job satisfaction. Other studies using similar measures of
authenticity examined the importance of the authentic self-expression to psychological functioning
[40,42]. Because when people think about their true selves, they feel a greater increase in self-esteem.
Moreover, the choices and actions consistent with one’s true self lead to a more excellent feeling of
meaning and satisfaction [43]. Hence, the closer employees feel to their true selves in the workplace, the
more likely they are to report higher psychological well-being. According to the theoretical relationships
between voice behavior, authentic self-expression, and psychological well-being, we hypothesized a
mediation model:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Authentic self-expression mediates the effects of employee voice on subsequent
psychological well-being.

To further illustrate the self-determination process underlying the relationship between voice behavior
and psychological well-being, we introduce collectivist orientation as a moderator. Cross-cultural studies
have established that congruence between employees’ cultural values and work behaviors is fundamental
to their psychological well-being, as the unique norms and values inherent in cultures affect the way
employees are motivated [44–46]. Here, we expect that employees with different collectivist values are
expected to differ in the way they perceive voice behavior in relation to their psychological well-being.
Collectivist orientation, as a set of cultural values and norms, emphasizes interdependence, harmony,
cooperation, and social obligation [47]. Individuals with a collectivist orientation are more aligned with
in-groups’ goals as opposed to an individual-based perspective [48]. Thus, collectivist orientation
influences employees’ work values and expectations, and that, in turn, affect their interpretation of voice
behavior. High collectivist employees may attach more meaning to voice behavior based on their cultural
orientations. For high collectivists, voice behavior is not viewed as a means of communicating with
management but embedded in relationship contexts. They are motivated by relational oriented voice
factors, such as group relationships and harmony. Besides, collectivists are more motivated to seek to
protect the group welfare. When they can derive meaning from their voice, they will be motivated, and a

46 IJMHP, 2021, vol.23, no.1



higher level of psychological well-being will be resulted. As a result, employees with high versus low
collectivist orientation should differ in their interpretations of voice and its effects. That is, the collectivist
orientation will strengthen the impact of voice behavior on psychological well-being. Based on the above
arguments, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The positive relationship between voice behavior and psychological well-being will
be higher when employees are with a collectivist orientation.

3 Method

3.1 Participants and Procedures
We collected our data in two waves to alleviate concerns about common method variance [49]. At time

1, we distributed 400 surveys measuring employee voice behavior, collectivist orientation, and authentic self-
expression to one big company in Mainland China. In total, 310 surveys were returned. Two months later
(Time 2), we sent a second questionnaire measuring psychological well-being to the first wave
respondents. Of these, 280 were returned. In total, after eliminating data from any respondent who failed
to complete both questionnaires, we received two waves of usable surveys from 217 respondents. There
were no significant differences for the characteristics (gender, tenure, education, age) between participants
who completed the whole questionnaires and those who chose not to continue. The two-month interval
between waves of data collection was chosen to provide enough time to minimize common method error
variance, yet not so long a time period as to make the recall of events that affect one’s perceptions
difficult [50]. Assessments of authentic self-expression and psychological well-being are important
perceptions, which are not likely to be clouded by everyday activities.

The participants were employed in a variety of job types, such as clerical work, management, technical
work, and marketing. Females comprised 19% of the respondents. With respect to education, 34.6% had
graduate degrees, 47.4% had bachelor’s degrees, and 18% had a master’s degree. In addition, 67.8% of
our sample had one year with the same organization, which 19.8% had 2–3 years, and 12.4% had more
than three years of experience within their current employer.

3.2 Measures
Our instruments were designed to capture the four concepts being investigated in this research: (1)

Employee voice, (2) Authentic self-expression, (3) Collectivist orientation, and (4) Psychological well-
being. All of the items measuring these four concepts were responded by using five-point Likert scales
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

3.2.1 Employee Voice
We adopted Farh et al. [51]’ s the two-item scale to measure employee voice behavior at Time 1. This

scale is frequently and shows strong reliability. Sample items are “Actively brings forward suggestions that
may help the organization run more efficiently or effectively,” and “Actively raises suggestions to improve
work procedures or processes” (α = 0.79).

3.2.2 Authentic Self-Expression
Following Cable et al. [41]’ s research, we assessed authentic self-expression at Time1 using a six-item

scale. Sample items include “In this job, I can be who I really I am,” “In this job, I feel authentic,” and “In this
job, I don’t feel I need to hide who I really am” (α = 0.91).

3.2.3 Collectivist Orientation
Wemeasured collectivist orientation at Time 1 by using two items developed by Dorfman et al. [52]. The

sample items include “It is more important for a manager to encourage loyalty and a sense of duty in his/her
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subordinates than it is to encourage individual initiative,” and “Group success is more important than
individual success” (α = 0.71).

3.2.4 Psychological Well-Being
We measured psychological well-being at Time 2 with Brunetto et al. [53]’ s a four-item scale. Sample

items include “Overall, I think I am reasonably satisfied with my work life,” and “Overall, most days I feel a
sense of accomplishment in what I do” (α = 0.85).

3.2.5 Control Variables
We also collected data at Time 1 on four demographic variables: Age, gender, education level, and job

types. These variables were chosen because they reflect individual-level factors related to psychological well-
being [54–57]. Age was divided into three categories: Under 30 years, 31–40, and over 40. Education was
grouped into three categories: graduate degree, bachelor’s degree, and master’s degree or above, while job
types in the organization was grouped according to whether the participant occupied a clerical work,
management, technical work, marketing, or other types of work.

3.2.6 Preliminary Analysis
As participants in this study were working in one company, it was possible that the nested data were non-

independent. We first conducted Harman’s single-factor test and examined the Common method bias (CMB).
Afterward, hierarchical multiple regression and PROCESS were applied to test Hypotheses.

Common method bias (CMB) should be considered since voice behavior, authentic self-expression,
collectivist orientation, and psychological well-being were collected from one source. Harman’s single-
factor test was conducted to check the problem of CMB. The results indicated that all the measurement
items were divided into four constructs with eigenvalues higher than 1. These four constructs account for
75.04% of the variance, with the first factor explaining less than 41.60%, which is less than the threshold
value of 50% [58]. CMB exists when the study variables have higher inter-correlations (r > 0.90) among
them [59]. As shown in Tab. 1, the findings did not state the higher inter-correlations among study
variables, thereby indicating that CMB is minimized in the current study. Based on the analyses
mentioned above, the dataset was appropriate for further analysis.

4 Results

Tab. 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations, while Tab. 2 reports the results of our
hypothesis testing. Results showed that employee voice positively correlated with psychological well-
being (r = 0.22, p < 0.01), and authentic self-expression (r = 0.61, p < 0.01). authentic self-expression
positively correlated with psychological well-being (r = 0.30, p < 0.01). These results are in the expected
direction and support the positive relationships between employee voice, authentic self-expression, and
psychological well-being. As recommended by Bernerth et al. [60], we analyzed whether it was necessary
to control for gender, age, education, and job types. The results show that these variables did not

Table 1: Descriptive statistics and correlations matrix of study variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3

1. voice behavior 3.64 0.66

2. authentic self-expression 3.51 0.79 0.61**

3. psychological well-being 3.50 0.76 0.22** 0.30**

4. collectivist orientation 4.03 0.72 0.04 0.20** 0.02
Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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significantly relate to psychological well-being, so we did not control for these socio-demographic variables
when testing our hypotheses.

We employed hierarchical regression and bootstrapping [61] to establish the impact of the employee
voice on their psychological well-being, the mediating role of authentic self-expression, and the
moderating role of collectivist orientation.

H1 proposed that employee voice is positively related to psychological well-being. We tested our
hypothesis using a hierarchical analysis run by SPSS. In Model 1 of Tab. 2, the results show that
employee voice is positively related to psychological well-being (B = 0.25, p < 0.01). Thus, H1 is supported.

H2 argued that authentic self-expression mediated the relationship between employee voice and
psychological well-being. To examine the mediation hypotheses, the PROCESS mediation macro
developed by Preacher et al. [61] was used. As shown in Models 1–3, first, we examined the relationship
between employee voice and authentic self-expression. The results show that employee voice (B = 0.73,
p < 0.001) was a significant predictor of authentic self-expression. Second, when employee voice and
authentic self-expression were entered simultaneously, the presence of authentic self-expression
eliminated the relationships between voice behavior and psychological well-being. We further assessed
the mediation using the bootstrapping procedure by SPSS Macro Syntax file, since it is more powerful
than the causal steps approach using hierarchical regression [61], we estimated 5000 bootstrap samples;
independent variables comprised the voice behavior, the mediator was authentic self-expression, and the
dependent variable was psychological well-being. The indirect effect of voice behavior on psychological
well-being was 0.19 (p < 0.05), with a 95% bias-corrected bootstrap CI of [0.07,0.32]. This provides
support for Hypothesis 2.

H3 proposed that collectivist orientation moderated the relationship between employee voice and
psychological well-being. Consistent with Hypothesis 3, collectivist orientation and voice behavior
showed a significant interaction on psychological well-being (see Model 4). Further tests of the
moderating role of collectivist orientation using the PROCESS bootstrapping approach proposed by
Hayes [62] showed that the effects of employee voice on psychological well-being significantly vary
between the high and low levels of collectivist orientation, suggesting that the effects of voice behavior
on psychological well-being were smaller at a low level of collectivist orientation (r = 0.12, ns) than the

Table 2: The regression of voice on authentic self-expression and psychological well-being

Variables Authentic
self-expression

Psychological well-being

Model 2 Model 1 Model 3 Model 4

Independent variable

Voice 0.73*** 0.25** 0.06 0.20*

Mediator

Authentic self-expression 0.26**

Moderator

Collectivist orientation 0.03

Interaction

Voice × collectivist orientation 0.25*
Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

IJMHP, 2021, vol.23, no.1 49



effects at a high level of collectivist orientation (r = 0.46, p < 0.01), further supporting H3. To clearly
illustrate the moderation effects, we plotted the interaction at one standard deviation below and above the
mean of the moderator. As seen in Fig. 2, the effect of voice behavior on psychological well-being was
stronger for employees with high collectivism.

5 Discussion

There has been growing interest in understanding the antecedents of employee well-being (e.g., Guest
[63]). The primary goal of this study was to expand this field of research by examining how employee voice
affects psychological well-being. Using data from 217 employees from one big company, our results fully
supported our hypotheses. As predicted, voice behavior positively affected authentic self-expression,
which, in turn, impacted their psychological well-being. Besides, the effect of voice behavior on
psychological well-being was stronger when employee collectivism was high or when collectivism was
low. We discuss the implications of these findings.

5.1 Theoretical Implications
Our study contributes to research on voice and psychological well-being in several ways. First, we

extended the criterion space of voice research to include psychological well-being. Prior research has
largely focused on studying performance, justice perception, job attitudes, and relational outcomes to
indicate how employees use voice to arrive at outcomes [64]. Although the traditionally considered
outcomes are undoubted of great importance, such a focus does not wholly recognize that employees also
personally value voice behavior and fully accept its relevance for their well-being. Drawing on SDT, our
findings suggest that employee voice may influence their psychological well-being through the
satisfaction of the basic psychological needs for competency, autonomy, and relatedness. This result is
analogous to Holland et al. [65]’ s finding that voice behavior is related to job satisfaction but extends
these findings specifically to psychological well-being. Our study provides empirical evidence regarding
the self-determining process of voice to enhance our understanding of the voice behavior on employees’
occupational health. Thus, there is significant value in incorporating constructs such as psychological
well-being into new and existing models of voice behavior.
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Figure 2: Collectivist orientation as the moderator of the relationship between employee voice and
psychological well-being
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Second, our study also offers insight into the mediating mechanism that may underlie these effects.
Although voice theory posits motivation as a possible mechanism of how voice influence employees’
outcomes [9], limited evidence exists on the mechanism through which voice is related to desirable
outcomes. Our results suggest that voice behavior may influence psychological well-being through the
mediating role of authentic self-expression. As employees feel authentic through voice behaviors, they
benefit psychologically. This holds across time and extends Wood et al. [66]’s finding that psychological
well-being is influenced by employees’ perception of expressing their concerns and ideas for
improvement. Moreover, although authentic self-expression has been sometimes discussed in terms of
authenticity and is understood as the degree to which one presents true self to others, our research is the
first to provide direct evidence linking voice behavior and authentic self-expression. The finding
highlights the positive bond between voice behavior and psychological well-being through a sense of
authentic self-expression and opens new avenues for theorizing about differences in psychological well-
being and could spark further research on authenticity displays.

Third, we found that collectivist orientation did moderate the relationship between voice behavior and
psychological well-being. More specifically, when employees with high collectivism engage in voice
behavior, they will perceive a higher level of psychological well-being. Despite voice’s potential benefits,
studies of voice are somewhat limited in Western cultures. Besides, voice is an extra-role behavior that is
not universally embraced by all cultures [31]. Our results show that the effects of voice behavior on
psychological well-being vary according to an individual’s collectivist orientation and highlight the fact
that voice behavior considered as effective in one country may not be suitable in another cultural setting.
As noted above, this finding does provide support to Kwon et al. [67] and Li et al. [68]’ s arguments that
different dimensions of culture, including collectivism, can moderate the nature of voice behavior and its
antecedents and consequences. By incorporating cultural factors as a contingency to the influence of
voice behavior, our findings alert future research on the potential impacts of cultural values on the
effectiveness of voice behavior.

5.2 Practical Implications
Our findings have important implications for managers who are interested in fostering employee

psychological well-being. First, our results suggest that voice behavior is a viable way that should be
considered by managers seeking to increase employees’ well-being in the workplace. In this respect,
managers should make their best effort to encourage employees to provide comments or suggestions on
improving organizational competitiveness. Doing so should enable employees to connect their voice
behavior with the well-being in the workplace. Also, the finding of a mediating effect of authentic self-
expression suggests that managers should encourage employees to achieve full expression of themselves
to find meaning and purpose in their work. Finally, our results regarding the moderating role of
collectivist orientation that fostering the collectivist culture may be necessary for organizations to
maximize the impact of employee voice on psychological well-being.

6 Limitations and Future Research

Our findings must be viewed in light of four limitations. First, all our data were self-reported. Although a
majority of the studies on voice behavior and psychological well-being rely on self-report measures,
alternative forms of data collection using leader and coworker ratings could further minimize the problem
of common method bias [34]. Second, we utilized Chinese samples, making it unclear whether our results
are generalizable to other countries with different cultures. Previous research has suggested the mean and
variance levels in well-being may be lower in collectivist culture because higher levels of collectivism
make the Chinese employees more hesitant to express their true selves [69]. Therefore, testing these
hypotheses in an individualistic culture would provide more information regarding its generalizability.
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Third, because participants were from one organization, we were unable to control other contextual factors
that might affect the relationship uncovered in this study. For example, organizational culture, workgroup
climate, and leadership associated with psychological well-being may shape the magnitude and nature of
the effect of employee voice on psychological well-being. Moreover, other individual difference variables
may also affect the relationship between employee voice and psychological well-being. In this respect,
previous research has shown personality and personal resources to be related to well-being [5,70,71].
Research on how these and other individual-level factors affect the employee voice–psychological well-
being relationship is another avenue for future research. Forth, we examined the role of authentic self-
expression as a mediator of the relationship between employee voice and psychological well-being. While
authentic self-expression is a logical measure of self-determination, there are other forms of psychological
self-determination, such as intrinsic motives [72], that may enhance or substitute for the role played by
authentic self-expression. Future studies however could consider replicating our results using a more
objective measure of self-determination in other contexts.
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