EXECUTIVE SUMMARY | February 2019

Talking about
voice: employees’
experiences

The CIPD is the professional body for HR and people
development. The not-for-profit organisation champions
better work and working lives and has been setting the
benchmark for excellence in people and organisation
development for more than 100 years. It has 150,000
members across the world, provides thought leadership
through independent research on the world of work, and
offers professional training and accreditation for those
working in HR and learning and development.

Talking about voice: employees’ experiences

Executive summary report
1
2
3

Talking about voice: employees’
experiences
Contents
1

About the research

2

Findings2

3

Conclusions and recommendations

Acknowledgements
This report was written by Helen Shipton (Professor of International HRM), Daniel
King (Professor of Organisational Studies), and Nikolas Pautz (Research Associate),
Nottingham Trent University; and Louisa Baczor (Research Adviser), CIPD.
Thank you to YouGov for supporting the survey design and data collection.

1

2

5

Talking about voice: employees’ experiences

1

1
2
3

About the research

Creating opportunities for people to have effective voice at work is a fundamental
aspect of ensuring job quality. Major changes in the modern work environment including
new types of employment relationship and digitalisation are challenging individuals’
ability to have influence over their working conditions. In this context, there is a need
to evolve our thinking on what it means to have a voice in the workplace, in order to
address power imbalances in the employment relationship and create value both for
organisations and their people.
To explore how employees experience different forms of voice at work, and the factors that
enable or inhibit their ability to speak up, we surveyed 2,372 employees across the UK. The
survey was conducted online between 9 August and 3 September 2018 and respondents
were drawn from the YouGov panel.
We used the findings from the survey to understand:
• how individuals’ experience of voice influences broader feelings of job satisfaction
• the main channels for voice in organisations, and what issues are commonly raised by
employees
• whether various types of voice are experienced differently across workplace settings and
workforce groups
• the contextual barriers and enablers of employee voice.
The aim of this first phase of the research was to highlight the key insights that
people professionals should consider to drive better people management practice. It
also contributes to the growing agenda around creating ‘good work’ led by the UK
Government, by providing evidence of the factors affecting individuals’ ability to shape
their working conditions.

2

Findings

Voice and job satisfaction
Figure 1: Overall satisfaction with voice (%)
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Overall, our findings revealed that half (50%) of respondents are satisfied or very satisfied
with the amount of involvement they have in decision-making at work. Employees working
in small and private sector organisations are more satisfied with their level of voice,
compared with those working in large and public sector organisations.
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Figure 2: Satisfaction with voice, by sector (%)
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Figure 2: Forms of voice experienced in the workplace (%)
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Looking at the extent to which people can influence their terms and conditions of employment,
we found that nearly four in ten (38%) do not have any bargaining power at all.
Issues raised by employees
We asked the respondents which issues they experience in the workplace, and whether
they feel able to raise these issues. The data showed that work pressure is the most
common issue experienced by employees (43%), while just under a third have been
affected by considerable organisational change (29%). Over a fifth (22%) of those who
have raised an issue at work felt that they received no advice or support.
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Figure 3: Reasons for not reporting issues (%)
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Employees’ experiences of different types of voice
Our findings illustrate that there are two distinct types of voice: one which benefits the
organisation (‘organisational voice’), and the second, which serves individuals’ need to
express their true feelings regarding their job (‘individual voice’). We found that a quarter
(25%) of employees rarely or never have the opportunity to raise ideas or concerns in
order to improve the functioning of the organisation. Only a quarter indicate that they feel
able to freely express themselves at work, while a quarter report that they often choose
not to speak up, even though they have something they’d like to say. This suggests that for
many employees, organisations offer limited scope for sharing matters that they regard to
be important. This could harm employee well-being and organisational performance, since
it suggests that issues are not addressed.
In addition, our findings show that both types of voice increase with seniority level, which
suggests that employees in higher management positions both express themselves more
and suggest more ideas to improve organisational functioning, compared with junior staff
members. The extent to which individuals believe that speaking up will be effective (‘voice
efficacy’) also reduces soon after they join the organisation, only rising after around 15
years of tenure. It appears that new employees start with high expectations of voice, but
as they become familiar with the work environment, they may accept things as the norm
and become less motivated to raise issues that initially seemed important.
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Figure 4: Voice efficacy and length of service
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Barriers and enablers of voice
Figure
2: Forms
of voice
the workplace
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how job design, organisational policies and processes, as well as values and behaviours can
be developed to provide better opportunities for all employees to have a meaningful voice
on matters that affect them at work.
These findings are an important consideration in the context of ensuring job quality and
good work, by providing insight on how organisational environments can be developed to
enable people to have influence over their working lives. We will explore practical solutions
for organisations in more depth in the next phase of our study.
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