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1  | INTRODUC TION

The value of nurses to the hospital is not only reflected in the la-
bour force they have, but also in their ability and courage to generate 
and speak up innovative ideas (Morrison, 2011). Employee voice be-
haviour refers to “the expression of constructive opinions, concerns, 
or ideas about work-related issues” (LePine & Van Dyne, 2001, p. 
327). Liang et al. (2012) divided voice behaviour into promotive voice 
and prohibitive voice. Promotive voice refers to putting forward 
new ideas and methods to improve the efficiency of enterprises. 
Prohibitive voice refers to expressing the inhibitive viewpoint and 

the harmful problem that hinders the efficiency of the organization. 
Studies have largely found employee voice behaviour was positively 
related to organizational outcomes (Morrison, 2011). For example, 
voice behaviour can establish and stabilize employment relation-
ships, improve employees' work–life quality and job satisfaction and 
promote organizational learning and innovation (Morrison, 2011). 
However, despite supervisors encouraging employees' voice, sub-
ordinates may still decide to keep silent when they have new ideas 
(Morrison, 2014).

In China context, the voice speaker is good at the visualization of 
success and increasing their control over the organization through 
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Abstract
Aim: Less empirical attention has been paid to the positive relationship between 
voice behaviour and voice speaker development, such as self-leadership. The present 
study explores the relationship among nurses’ voice, perceived insider status and 
self-leadership.
Method: This study was based on time-lagged survey data collected from 608 front-
line nurses. jamovi and PROCESS macro were used for analysis.
Results: Promotive voice and prohibitive voice were positively associated with self-
leadership. Perceived inside status mediated the relationship between promotive 
voice/prohibitive voice and self-leadership. Prohibitive voice was more strongly re-
lated to self-leadership than promotive voice.
Conclusions: When nurses dare to voice, nurses’ self-leadership can be enhanced 
through perceived insider status improving, especially for nurses who dare to pro-
hibitive voice.
Implications for nursing management: Nurse managers should protect the privacy of 
voice, continually provide feedback on voice and set up special encouragement for 
prohibitive voice.
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self-talk, encouragement and punishment, which are all related to 
improving self-leadership (Gong & Li, 2019). Besides, someone who 
proposes to improve the collective outcomes, even though they face 
risks, may be perceived by coworkers as altruistic and public-ori-
ented and gain the natural rewards of the organization such as the 
sense of competence and control. A means by which nurses help 
their hospitals to innovate and successfully adapt to dynamic envi-
ronments is through “voice”—the expression of constructive opin-
ions, concerns or ideas about work-related issues. Indeed, nurses’ 
voice about improvements to or existing failures in the work process 
has been associated with positive organizational outcomes such as 
crisis prevention, improved work processes and innovation and team 
learning (Detert & Edmondson, 2011).

When choosing to keep silent or voice, the individual will engage 
in voice calculus, where they weight the expected benefits against 
risks (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). These risks are important to con-
sider because research has found a negative relationship between 
voice behaviour and personal outcomes. Supervisors do not always 
respond positively to subordinates who voice their opinions (Howell 
et al., 2015). Employees who speak up may also consider the social 
results of voice. Because the changes brought by voice could make 
other coworkers feel embarrassed and bring more work, coworkers 
may blame the speaker (Dyne et al., 2003). The speaker faces real 
risks (Morrison, 2014), such as damage to their public image (per-
ceived as complainers or troublemakers), lower performance evalua-
tion and job assignment adverseness (Chamberlin et al., 2017).

Previous studies emphasized the value of voice behaviour to 
organizations and the risks to the voice speaker, but less empirical 
attention has been paid to the value to the individual who speaks 
up to the organization (Chamberlin et al., 2017). The omission of the 
research may result in voice vacuum in the literature, even if orga-
nizations encourage employees to voice. Addressing this omission 
is important. There are theoretical reasons to expect leaders and 
coworkers could evaluate the speaker positively in ways that could 
benefit the voice speaker. First, voice behaviour benefits the orga-
nization (McClean et al., 2018). Although changes in the status quo 
may threaten some leaders (Burris, 2012), it is less likely to threaten 
coworkers, because the original intention of voice behaviour is to 
make the organization better. Secondly, voice is regarded as key to 
leadership (McClean et al., 2018). Therefore, the harder the subject 
of voice behaviour tries to address organizational development, the 
more this may improve their self-regulation, self-management and 
self-leadership. Finally, studies from multiple fields have shown that 
people who actively participate in teams can achieve higher social 
status (McClean et al., 2018). People who are speaking up can be 
perceived as having higher insider status in the team because team 
members identify the speaker's ability and social skills (Kennedy 
et al., 2013).

Following the above idea, we infer that voice was positively 
and indirectly associated with self-leadership via perceived inside 
status. Reviewing previous studies, scholars have analysed the in-
fluence mechanism of voice behaviour from different perspectives, 
both theoretically and empirically (Liang et al., 2012). However, 

after reviewing the literature, there are issues in need of further 
clarification.

First, the existing research on voice has focused mainly on the 
antecedents of voice and the relationship between voice and collec-
tive outcome (Liang et al., 2012), but empirical studies on the per-
sonal results of voice behaviour are sparse (Chamberlin et al., 2017). 
An employee who expresses new and useful ideas is viewed as being 
a conscientiousness and autonomous employee, and if the ideas 
that are expressed by speaker are put to use, this could result in the 
speaker have more self-control and responsibility for the unit (Gilal 
et al., 2020). Self-leadership is a process of self-influence carried 
out by people for self-guidance and self-motivation (Manz, 2011). 
Research has found a positive correlation between internal locus of 
control and self-leadership (Manz, 2011). Thus, characteristic levels 
of voice may develop in units through a reinforcing cycle of attrac-
tion–selection–attrition that influence self-leadership outcomes.

Second, there is still a debate about the potency and strength of 
promotive voice behaviour or prohibitive voice behaviour. Although 
studies have consistently found that both voice behaviours could 
promote task performance, each had a special relationship with orga-
nizational citizenship behaviour, innovation performance, safety per-
formance and counterproductive work behaviour (Morrison, 2014). 
Previous research emphasized the positive association between pro-
motive voice and the unit-level outcomes, but prohibitive voice may 
have stronger positive relationship with the individual-level outcome 
(Chamberlin et al., 2017). We believe that promotive voice and pro-
hibitive voice behaviours have different relationship strength with 
the speaker's perceived insider status and self-leadership.

Thirdly, previous studies on the influence mechanism of voice 
behaviour have mainly focused on the improvement of job satisfac-
tion, the reduction in psychological pressure and procedural fairness 
(Ng & Feldman, 2012). However, prior research and theory do not 
always translate into practice. When the external organizational 
situation and leaders have solved the above issues, why are some 
subordinates still reticent to engage in voice? Further, even if some 
employees’ self-esteem is not high, they still dare to engage in voice, 
even though they know that voice behaviour is risky, but they en-
gage in voice due to having developed a strong sense of belonging 
and obligation for the organization. Previous research has not ad-
dressed these situations. Perceived insider status can address this 
gap. Perceived insider status is the degree to which an employee 
can perceive his or her insider identity and acceptance (Stamper & 
Masterson, 2002). Individuals with collectivist tendencies focus on 
the goals of their group (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). In this cultural 
context, whether employees' voice behaviour can promote their 
perception of the identity of "internal group members" will directly 
affect their self-leadership.

The aim of this study was to analyse the association among 
nurses’ voice behaviour, perceived insider status and self-leadership. 
In addition, we argue the positive relationship between promotive 
voice and self-leadership is weaker than the positive relationship be-
tween prohibitive voice and self-leadership. From a historical point 
of view, whether a historical figure like Wei Zheng (politician, thinker 
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and historian in Tang Dynasty China, who was later called “a famous 
prime minister” in ancient China because he engaged in voice to 
speak truthfully and directly to assist Tang Taizong to jointly cre-
ate the “Governance of Zhenguan Conception”) or another dares to 
speak truth to power, their voice can increase identity with the em-
peror, to increase its auxiliary dynasty with high sense of belonging, 
which in turn can improve the effectiveness of self-management. So, 
can a similar process happen in the hospital? Do promotive voice and 
prohibitive voice improve the internal identity perception of nurses 
and then promote the improvement of self-leadership? This is the 
core question this study seeks to answer.

1.1 | Voice and self-leadership

Self-leadership strategies can be divided into three strategies, be-
havioural focus strategy, natural reward strategy and constructive 
thinking strategies (Houghton & Neck, 2002). Prior literature has 
shown that voice is associated with some dimensions of self-lead-
ership. Voice behaviour is a change-oriented behaviour, and voice 
represents public orientation and a willingness to take others' risks 
(Houghton & Neck, 2002). Prior literature has shown that voice is 
associated with some dimensions of self-leadership. Voice behav-
iour is a change-oriented behaviour and voice represents public 
orientation and a willingness to take others' risks. Individuals need 
to master enough information about the organization and the work 
process, and then, they can voice suggestions for changing it. Thus, 
someone engaging in voice has a clear understanding of goal setting 
(Morrison, 2014). Previous studies have confirmed that people who 
dare to voice their opinions were considered more competent and 
confident (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). Cody and McGarry (2012) 
used student samples to find that individual autonomous voice can 
enhance self-confidence. One possible explanation is that when 
there are many opportunities to express opinions, subordinates 
would gain a sense of fairness, value and control over their work. 
Thus, proactive/prohibitive voice behaviour may positively related 
to self-leadership.

Second, from the perspective of the feedback loop, voice be-
haviour is an active behaviour, which can bring positive feedback to 
the subject (Morrison, 2014). Studies have shown that individuals 
can improve self-leadership through a variety of proactive change 
behaviours, including doing things that demonstrate competence, 
acting selflessly on behalf of the team and improving individual 
value to the team in other ways (Houghton & Neck, 2002). The con-
structive nature of voice and the underlying intention to benefit the 
organization suggest that using voice may enhance the perceived 
value of an employee to the organization. As an instance of the pro-
motive voice, the ideas that are conveyed by a speaker can result in 
innovations attributable to the unit. As an instance of the prohibitive 
voice, the behaviour may bring to light counterproductive behaviour 
among individuals in the speaker's unit (Chamberlin et al., 2017). 
Voice is a means through which individuals determine and shape 
their work environment. In return, supervisors and coworkers in the 

organization will provide material and information support to help 
voice speakers improve self-leadership (Avery & Quiñones, 2002). 
We consider that proactive voice can address behaviour issues in 
ways that are dynamic (McClean et al., 2018). The sum of research 
highlights the importance of autonomy, personal control or influ-
ence in producing positive affective reactions in individuals. Voice 
behaviour about aspects of one's work role should lead to a bet-
ter match between the demands of the job and one's talents, needs 
and values. Such matching is a key element of self-leadership (Ng & 
Feldman, 2012).

Thirdly, promotive voice behaviour and prohibitive voice be-
haviour work through different mechanisms and differ in their effec-
tiveness. Promotive voice calls for novel ideas to accomplish goals 
and perform work tasks and long-term improvements and innovation 
(Qin et al., 2014). Central to the notion of promotive voice is the idea 
of enhancing organizational performance by doing new things with 
a future-oriented outlook (Liang et al., 2012). Thus, promotive mes-
sages are often drawn up as expressions of “what could be” and are 
embedded with good intentions that are often readily interpreted 
as being positive. In contrast, prohibitive voice focuses on harm-
ful or wrongful work practices or events that currently exist (Liang 
et al., 2012). Employees use prohibitive voice as a way of benefiting 
the organization by preventing negative consequences. Therefore, 
prohibitive messages are often framed as expressions of “what could 
not be” and generating attention to the status quo, actively high-
lighting problematic practices that misalign with the organization's 
values. Prohibitive voice is more effective than promotive voice be-
cause the process of generating creative ideas needs time and effort. 
In contrast, prohibitive voice focuses on stopping harm, especially in 
special work context where safety and counterproductive activities 
are consequential (Morrison, 2011). Employees engaging in prohib-
itive voice tend to be perceived as stricter in their self-monitoring, 
self-control and self-voice than employees who engage in promotive 
voice (Morrison, 2014). Promotive voice thus has a weaker associa-
tion with self-leadership. These observations lead us to propose the 
following set of hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: There will be a positive relationship between pro-
active voice behaviour and self-leadership.
Hypothesis 2: There will be a positive relationship between pro-
hibitive voice behaviour and self-leadership.
Hypothesis 3: The positive relationship between promotive voice 
and self-leadership is weaker than the positive relationship be-
tween prohibitive voice and self-leadership.

1.2 | Voice and perceived insider status

Voice behaviour is an interpersonal communication behaviour, and 
communication among team members has been demonstrated to 
have an important impact on team performance (Burris, 2012; Van 
Swol et al., 2018). By presenting ideas and suggestions repeat-
edly, members share knowledge and expertise within the team 
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(Chamberlin et al., 2017). Voice behaviour affects the insider's 
identity perception in many ways. Generating ideas formed by pro-
fessional thinking underlies voice behaviour. Specialized and hetero-
geneous knowledge of individual members is exchanged within the 
team frequently. This information exchange can promote labelling 
members as having expertise in a specialized field. Thus, the member 
is perceived to provide diversified knowledge for the promotion of 
the team, and this improves the member's insider identity from their 
voice behaviour. Voice behaviour is built on the team psychological 
safety (Chamberlin et al., 2017). The speaker puts forward sugges-
tions based on trust and positive expectations of voice behaviour 
results. Active voice helps in the formation of an open and trust-
ing atmosphere (Howell et al., 2015). This atmosphere will further 
stimulate voice behaviour, thus forming a cycle of mutual promotion 
between voice behaviour, team identification and a sense of integra-
tion and psychological safety.

People define themselves by their group memberships and de-
sire people they respect to join the team because individuals tend to 
choose members who can positively affect self-identity (Chamberlin 
et al., 2017). Group members benefit by choosing capable people 
as collaborators because through the voice of these members, the 
group can gain sufficient resources and the trust of stakeholders and 
ensure the development of the team by thinking about the opportuni-
ties and challenges of organizational development (Morrison, 2011). 
As a result, team members will benefit from their collaborators and 
feel fully integrated. The speaker actively points out the problems 
and solutions in the team, which can help other members to under-
stand the intention of the speaker and choose appropriate response 
methods accordingly. Therefore, voice behaviour helps members to 
achieve proper cooperation.

The longer the employees work for the organization, the 
deeper their understanding will become, which will generate a 
sense of integration into the organization and thus increase their 
identity as insiders (McClean et al., 2018). In addition, the more 
employees want to make suggestions for the organization, the 
more familiar they are with the procedures and codes of con-
duct within the organization and the more likely they have access 
to important people or information within the company (Liang 
et al., 2012). Therefore, they are most likely to acquire knowledge 
and experience belonging to "insiders," thus generating the per-
ception of "insiders." Employees who get more rewards will think 
that they should work hard and contribute to the organization 
(McClean et al., 2018). Because of this cycle, the organization 
treats employees differently, so that employees have different 
perceptions of "insiders" and "outsiders." Thus, proactive/prohibi-
tive voice behaviour may be positively related to perceived insider 
status. These observations lead us to propose the following set of 
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4: There will be a positive relationship between pro-
active voice behaviour and perceived insider status.
Hypothesis 5: There will be a positive relationship between pro-
hibitive voice behaviour and perceived insider status.

1.3 | The mediating role of perceived insider status 
between voice and self-leadership

When employees classify themselves as "insiders" of the organ-
ization, they will take the initiative to understand the role they 
play in the organization, adopt attitudes and behaviours that fit 
the insider role and fulfil the organization's norms. Previous stud-
ies have shown that employees with a higher awareness of their 
own insider identity would show more cooperative attitudes and 
behaviours with the organization (Li et al., 2014). Confidence and 
group participation are related to self-leadership growth (Stamper 
& Masterson, 2002). When employees see themselves as an in-
sider, they can communicate more easily with members due to 
their perceived responsibility and sense of duty. Employees can 
focus their actions directed by self-reward and punishment (Li 
et al., 2014). Perceived insider status signals trust and recognition 
to someone engaging voice behaviour, and it is an important signal 
for the team to invest in someone engaging in voice. Once the em-
ployee receives these signals, the employee often goes above and 
beyond his or her responsibility, in the hope that the reciprocal 
responsibility will be realized in the exchange. Perceived insider 
status can help to meet employees' needs for social and emotional 
connection and forms a self-cognition of citizenship (Stamper & 
Masterson, 2002). To avoid cognitive dissonance, people tend 
to behave in ways that are consistent with their perceptions. 
Therefore, the self-cognition of citizenship generated by high-
level insider identity perception will affect employees' behaviours. 
It inclines employees to act in a manner consistent with their sense 
of citizenship, regarding it as their responsibility to maintain the 
effective functioning of the organization as a whole:

Hypothesis 6: There will be a positive relationship between per-
ceived insider status and self-leadership.

Given the importance of voice, employees who exhibit voice 
tend to get more recognition and high-performance evaluations 
(Chamberlin et al., 2017). This perception will stimulate the utili-
tarian motivation of employees to use voice to actively obtain re-
sources. In other words, employees will take action to accumulate 
resources. Employees with a high sense of insider identity will try 
their best to cultivate the resources value-added and are more will-
ing to put it into self-leadership that is conducive to the operation 
of the organization (McClean et al., 2018). Research has shown that 
employees who were more willing to voice their opinions to the or-
ganization were more likely to bond with their team members. The 
closer the relationship between employees and the organization, the 
easier it is for them to regard themselves as "insiders" in the orga-
nization (Chamberlin et al., 2017). Thus, people construct self-con-
cepts through their interactions with others. Promotion not only 
brings the satisfaction of resources like power and status, but also 
makes employees feel recognized by the organization, and enhances 
the responsibility and obligation to the organization and the oppor-
tunity to improve themselves:
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Hypothesis 7: Perceived insider status mediates the relationship 
between voice and self-leadership.

2  | METHODS

2.1 | Study design

This study was a time-lagged survey design using a sample of 608 
registered nurses of China. We sent surveys to participants at three 
time points and there were 3 months between the periods.

2.2 | Data collection

With the agreement of the director of nursing of the hospital, all the 
questionnaires were completed during the nurses’ work hours. We 
obtained written informed consent before the survey. Participants 
completed the survey voluntarily and anonymously without any neg-
ative consequences. After signing and returning the consent form, 
each nurse was presented with the survey instrument by research-
ers. To match the 3-wave questionnaire and ensure anonymity, each 
participant was required to write out the last six digits of the ID card. 
Using convenience sampling, the questionnaires were sent to nurses 
at 18 community hospital branch units and 15 general hospital units. 
The nurses were measured by layer cluster sampling. Depending on 
the principle of convenience sampling, 683 questionnaires were dis-
tributed, and 608 valid questionnaires were returned to researchers 
directly (an effective response rate of 89.02%).

2.3 | Participants

According to the power analysis criteria (α = 0.05, β = 0.20, H1 
p2 = 0.1, H0 p2 = 0), we needed a sample of more than 136. A total 
of 608 nurses completed the survey. Of the 608 nurses completing 
a valid survey, 75% (N = 456) were female and 25% (N = 152) were 
male. As for their age, because nurses are mostly young women 
in China, 34.2% (N = 208) were under the age of 25 years, 39.5% 
(N = 240) were 26–35 years of age and 26.3% (N = 160) were more 
than 36 years old. With regard to their organizational tenure, 26.97% 
(N = 164) had worked for less than 5 years, 36.02% (N = 219) for 
6–15 years and 37.01% (N = 225) for more than 16 years. Concerning 
education, 84.05% (N = 511) held a bachelor's degree and below 
(junior college, technical secondary school, such as graduate from 
2–3 years of college and technical secondary school). The demo-
graphic information is provided in Table 1.

2.4 | Variables

All items use a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 (none at all)–7 (a 
great deal) for measurement. Promotive voice. We measured the 

promotive voice using Liang et al.’s (2012) scale (Time 1). We asked 
each sample to rate the frequency with which they voice promo-
tively by using three items (e.g. “I proactively suggest new projects 
which are beneficial to the work unit.”). The criteria of internal con-
sistency of Cronbach's α coefficient are above 0.70. The fit indices of 
this scale were χ2/df = 1.12, SRMR = 0.02, RMSEA = 0.03, CFI = 0.99, 
TLI = 0.98, CR = 0.96 and AVE = 0.82. Hence, this is an appropriate 
survey to measure promotive voice.

Prohibitive voice. We measured the prohibitive voice using Liang 
et al.’s (2012) scale (Time 1). We asked each sample to rate the fre-
quency with which they voice prohibitively using three items each 
(e.g. “I speak up honestly with problems that might cause serious 
loss to the work unit, even when/though dissenting opinions exist.”). 
Cronbach's α for the prohibitive voice was 0.89. The fit indices of 
this scale were χ2/df = 2.49, SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.94, 
TLI = 0.88, CR = 0.92 and AVE = 0.70.

Perceived insider status. To measure perceived insider status, a 
6-item scale by Stamper and Masterson (2002) was used (Time 2) 
(e.g. “I feel very much a part of my work organization.”). Cronbach's 
α for perceived insider status was 0.78. The fit indices of this scale 
were χ2/df = 2.2, SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA = 0.08, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.96, 
CR = 0.95 and AVE = 0.76.

Self-leadership. To measure status, we adapted items from 
Houghton and Neck (2002) (Time 3). This scale consists of 35 items 
(e.g. “when I do an assignment especially well, I like to treat myself to 
something or activity I especially enjoy.”). Cronbach's α for perceived 
insider status was 0.94. The fit indices of this scale were χ2/df = 3.8, 
SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92, CR = 0.90 and 
AVE = 0.83.

2.5 | Data analysis and availability

jamovi 1.2.2 and PROCESS macro 3.3 were used for statistical pro-
cedures. Jamovi was used for demographic distribution analysis, 
descriptive analysis, validity and reliability of the measurement anal-
ysis, correlation analysis and regression analysis. PROCESS macro 

TA B L E  1   Demographic characteristics of the participants

Variables Attributes Frequency %

Gender Male 152 25

Female 456 75

Age Under 25 208 34.2

25 ~ 35 240 39.5

Above 36 160 26.3

Tenure Under 5 164 26.97

In 6~15 219 36.02

Hospital Above 15 225 37.01

Education Below Bachelor 511 84.05

Above Bachelor 97 15.95

Total 608 100.0
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3.3 was used to confirm the relationships between variables and 
significance by bootstrapping (Hayes, 2013). We used the proce-
dure to test the difference between 2 beta coefficients (Cumming 
& Finch, 2005). There is a possibility of CMB (common method 
bias) when measuring all constructs in the same survey. This study 
adopted a single factor test to clear the CMB issue. When conducted 
principal component analysis (non-rotation) with all factor fixed as 
1 component, the factor with the most massive explanatory power 
was not greater than half of the total variance (39.87%), confirming 
that there was no problem. The data used to support the findings of 
this study are available from the corresponding author on request.

2.6 | Ethical considerations

This study was conducted with the approval of the ethics committee 
of Liaocheng University (17_7_14).

3  | RESULTS

Table 2 presents the standard deviations, means and correlations. 
Promotive voice (r = .55, p < .01) and prohibitive voice (r = .43, 
p < .01) were significantly correlated with self-leadership. Promotive 
voice (r = .23, p < .01) and prohibitive voice (r = .25, p < .01) were 
positively correlated with perceived insider status. Furthermore, 
perceived insider status was positively correlated with self-leader-
ship (r = .36, p < .01).

To examine whether promotive voice and prohibitive voice was 
associated with nurses’ self-leadership via perceived insider status, 
we adopted the PROCESS analysis that was conducted to verify the 
effect size on direct and indirect relationships simultaneously. By 
default, 5,000 re-sampling of the percentile bootstrapping method 
is used to estimate the parameters. The absence of 0 in the 95% con-
fidence interval identifies the statistical significance (see Table 3).

As shown in Table 3, with gender, age, job tenure and education 
used as control variables, promotive voice (β = 0.42; p < .01; Model 
3) and prohibitive voice (β = 0.53; p < .01; Model 5) were signifi-
cantly associated with self-leadership, in support of Hypothesis 1 

and Hypothesis 2. With gender, age, job tenure and education used 
as control variables, promotive voice (β = 0.15; p < .01; Model 1) 
and prohibitive voice (β = 0.16; p < .01; Model 2) were significantly 
associated with perceived insider status.

When perceived insider status was present, the relationship be-
tween promotive voice and self-leadership became less-significant 
(β = 0.37; p < .01; Model 4), but perceived insider status (β = 0.30; 
p < .01; Model 4) was significantly associated with self-leadership. 
The effect size of an indirect relationship between promotive voice 
and self-leadership via perceived insider status was confirmed (indi-
rect effect = 0.05; p < .01), with a bootstrap 95% confidence interval 
of 0.01 to 0.09 that did not contain 0.

When perceived insider status was present, the relationship be-
tween prohibitive voice and self-leadership became less-significant 
(β = 0.48; p < .01; Model 6), but perceived insider status (β = 0.28; 
p < .01; Model 6) was significantly associated with self-leadership. 
The effect size of an indirect relationship between prohibitive voice 
and self-leadership via perceived insider status was confirmed (indi-
rect effect = 0.06; p < .01), with a bootstrap 95% confidence interval 
of 0.01 to 0.11 that did not contain 0.

As can be observed in Figure 1, there appeared to be approxi-
mately 50% overlap in the confidence intervals. To assess the hy-
pothesis more precisely, we used 3 decimal places here. Half of 
the average of the overlapping confidence intervals was calculated 
(0.031) and added to the prohibitive voice beta weight lower bound 
estimate (0.465) which yielded 0.496. As the promotive voice, upper 
bound estimate of 0.481 did not exceed the value of 0.496. The pos-
itive relationship between prohibitive voice and self-leadership stan-
dardized beta weight was considered significantly weaker than the 
promotive voice beta weight.

4  | DISCUSSION

4.1 | Interpreting the findings

In this study, we examined how different types of voice were as-
sociated with individual nurses’ perceived insider status and self-
leadership. The study showed that, compared with promotive voice 

Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Promotive voice 3.61 0.97 —

2. Prohibitive voice 3.44 0.87 0.47** —

3. Perceived insider 
status

3.02 0.58 0.23** 0.25** —

4. Self-leadership 3.44 0.71 0.55** 0.43** 0.36** —

5. Gender 1.75 0.43 −0.02 0.04 −0.05 0.13*

6. Age 3.70 1.15 −0.05 0.03 0.03 −0.04

7. Job tenure 4.74 1.67 −0.06 −0.04 0.02 0.01

8. Education 1.43 0.49 −0.07 −0.02 0.16* 0.05

Note: N = 608; *p < .05, **p < .01.

TA B L E  2   Means, standard deviations 
and correlations of all measures
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behaviour, prohibitive voice behaviour was more likely to improve 
self-leadership and voice behaviour indirectly affected self-leader-
ship through perceived insider status. These findings have theoreti-
cal contributions to the literature on voice and self-leadership which 
we discuss next.

The main contribution of this study is that it expands the the-
oretical understanding of voice behaviour by exploring voice from 
the perspective of the speaker. This change of perspective high-
lights how voice is a potential way for the group insiders to im-
prove self-leadership. This fills a gap given the limited research on 
the personal outcomes of voice. Prior research has almost entirely 
focused on external performance evaluation and voice behaviour 
recognition (Howell et al., 2015). While external perceptions are 
critical to success in an organization, individual growth is an inter-
nal social process and depends on the recognition of self-leadership. 
Without considering the individual's views on voice behaviour, it 
cannot fully show people's weighing the advantages and disadvan-
tages of voice behaviour when deciding whether to conduct voice. 
However, from the perspective of the speaker, previous studies have 

paid more attention to the risks of voice speaker. Such research re-
sults are difficult to explain since if voice behaviour is not beneficial, 
then what are the motives of voice speaker? Why are people will-
ing to take the risk of continuing to voice their opinions when it is 
not good for them? We found that from the point of view of voice 
speaker, voice behaviour has a positive impact on the speaker. This 
finding is consistent with previous studies (Liang et al., 2012). People 
who presume to voice are more likely to engage in managing one's 
own career actively (McClean et al., 2018). This research confirms 
the general proposition that prior research treats people as pas-
sive, emphasizing organizational context influences on behaviour. 
In contrast, researchers argued that people could actively shape 
environments and thus create favourable outcomes for themselves 
(Chamberlin et al., 2017).

We also combine voice behaviour research with the research on 
insider perception and self-leadership, providing important condi-
tions for the long-held belief that voice behaviour in groups is asso-
ciated with status and leadership (McClean et al., 2018). By taking 
the initiative to learn about the organization and other relevant per-
sonnel, employees can find opportunities and problems in the devel-
opment of the organization. Especially, new employees can reduce 
uncertainty, understand the new environment better and increase 
psychological safety. Through searching for information, employees 
can improve their job competence and cultural integration (Howell 
et al., 2015). Employees can take the initiative to make suggestions 
and provide information for leaders and organizations. Providing 
valuable information will make new employees more identify them-
selves with the organization, especially their role in the new organi-
zation. Employees provide information or innovative ideas to others 
not only prove their ability and improve their status in the organiza-
tion, but also bring their own innovation results, thus accelerating 
the process of socialization. Employees with a high desire for control 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Model 
6

Perceived insider 
status as dependent 
variable Self-leadership as dependent variable

Constant 2.24 2.31 1.28 0.60 1.26 0.62

Promotive voice 0.15** 0.42** 0.37**

Prohibitive voice 0.16** 0.53** 0.48**

Perceived insider 
status

0.30** 0.28**

Gender 0.09 −0.11 0.28** 0.31** 0.23* 0.26*

Age 0.08 0.05 −0.07 −0.09 −0.14* −0.16*

Job tenure −0.05 −0.04 0.06 0.08 0.10* 0.11*

Education 0.25* 0.22* 0.09 0.01 0.02 −0.04

R2 0.31 0.31 0.59 0.64 0.66 0.7

△R2 0.1 0.1 0.35 0.40 0.44 0.49

F 3.18 3.14 15.61** 16.38** 22.96** 22.98**

Note: N = 608; *p < .05, **p < .01.

TA B L E  3   Hierarchical regression 
results about mediation effect

F I G U R E  1   Means with 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for a two-
independent example

0.3

0.35

0.4

0.45

0.5

0.55

0.6

Se
lf-

le
ad

er
sh

ip

Promotive voice Prohibitive voice



     |  1045GONG et al.

are more likely to think positively and to respond to information to 
boost their confidence and self-efficacy. Compared with passive em-
ployees, employees who show an active image are more likely to be 
accepted and recognized by coworkers.

Our research also helps us to understand the results of promo-
tive and prohibitive voice behaviour. Most prior empirical research 
has paid more attention to “promotive” aspects of voice, rather 
than the different effects of different voice, leading to inconsis-
tent results (Liang et al., 2012). For example, empirical associa-
tions between voice and job performance have been inconsistent 
and there are conceptual reasons to think that the influence of 
voice may vary as a function of whether the voice is promotive or 
prohibitive. Researchers have considered that a promotive voice 
was positive in tone, and consequently, employees who engaged 
in promotive voice were likely to be recognized for their voice in 
the form of higher ratings of job performance (Liang et al., 2012). 
In contrast, prohibitive voice focused on the presence of risks and 
harmful situations, but the message may evoke defensive reac-
tions, so research has found a negative relationship between voice 
and job performance. Although promotive voice can put forward 
constructive suggestions to improve the working process and 
improve the organizational capacity, it can also prevent the orga-
nization from being confronted with difficulties and avoid signifi-
cant negative losses. Nevertheless, the effect of prohibitive voice 
does not seem to be positive in empirical studies (Chamberlin 
et al., 2017). In the current study, we established and tested the 
theory to demonstrate why promotive voice behaviour and pro-
hibitive voice behaviour have different results for individuals and 
prohibitive voice behaviour is more conducive to the improvement 
of self-leadership than promotive voice behaviour according prior 
researchers’ advocating (Chamberlin et al., 2017). Since the sam-
ple of this study focuses on nurses, professional reasons of nurses 
require nurses to avoid making mistakes and obtain safety perfor-
mance as much as possible. Thus, nurses focus more on safety per-
formance and counterproductive behaviour in terms of personal 
focus, so prohibitive voice behaviour has a greater effect.

4.2 | Implications for nursing management

Although there are many good stories about voice and speaking 
truth to power in Chinese history, such as Wei Zheng's frank words 
and Tang Taizong's kindness, employees in Chinese organizations 
often ignore the problems existing in the organization. The doctrine 
of the mean, relationship, face and favour is all cultural character-
istics in China, which have an important influence on the Chinese 
people's thinking and behaviour. Chinese culture shows strong col-
lectivism, high-power distance and long-term concept tendency. The 
integration concept of mean thinking is not conducive to the prohibi-
tive voice. Collectivism focuses on the characteristics of organiza-
tional harmony and inhibits employees from expressing conflicting 
voice. In addition, power distance is one of the important cultural 
roots of the lack of voice in Chinese organizations. To promote voice 

in the context of Chinese culture, the unique influence of Chinese 
culture on voice behaviour should be more fully considered. The or-
ganization needs to verify the ways of voice, protect the privacy of 
voice behaviour, continually provide feedback on voice behaviour 
and set up special encouragement for prohibitive voice. In the work 
situation, the supervisor should encourage informal communica-
tion among supervisors, subordinates and coworkers to enhance 
personal relationships. In view of the strong concept of face main-
tenance and high-power distance of employees in Chinese culture, 
the implementation of informal voice behaviour mechanism may be 
conducive to promote voice behaviour.

Individuals spend most of their time in the organization, and it is 
their lifelong pursuit to become an insider of the team. Especially in-
fluenced by traditional culture and collectivism, being a member of the 
"big family" as an organization member is an important symbol of work-
place success. Under the cultural origin of “Death for a confidant," em-
ployees with insider identity perception will be loyal to the organization, 
carry forward the spirit of ownership and make more contributions to 
the organization. Therefore, hospitals should take humanized manage-
ment measures such as respecting nurses and treating nurses fairly, so 
that nurses can truly become "insiders" of enterprises.

In essence, becoming embedded in one's workplace is a concrete 
reflection of the quality of the relationship between employees and 
the organization. High-work embedding means that employees have 
a close relationship with the work organization and employees will 
carry out behaviours that are more positive. Embedded human re-
source strategy is an important measure for enterprises to improve 
the embedding level of employees. Therefore, hospitals should for-
mulate a series of resource management policies from a strategic 
perspective. For example, long-term employment security, enter-
prise pension plan and work–family balance plan can enhance their 
loyalty and attachment to the organization and reduce their turnover 
intention, thus increasing the work embedding level of employees.

4.3 | Limitations and future research

This study only focused on the individual voice behaviour itself, but 
the voice process can be divided into two stages: information pro-
cessing stage and idea implementation stage. This hypothesis model 
is not supported by empirical evidence. Future studies can test these 
two stages in a unified model. For example, existing research seldom 
considered voice behaviour quality in the stage of information pro-
cessing. A large number of scholars have focused on voice behav-
iour itself but considered the quantity and quality of voice behaviour 
less. Therefore, future studies can expand the construction of voice 
from perspective of voice behaviour quality. In the stage of idea im-
plementation, different characteristics of managers, such as execu-
tive power, adjust focus, control point and power motive, may also 
affect the effect of idea implementation.

Measurement of employee's voice was taken by the self-assess-
ment approach. The homologous variance may influence on the re-
sults of the study. In addition to the supervisor, the staff can speak 
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up to co-workers. Therefore, only the supervisor evaluation method 
to measure employee voice behaviour limits the objectivity of the 
results of the study. Given this, future research should adopt the 
method of multiple evaluations to collect data about voice behaviour 
to different people, to draw more accurate research conclusions.

One strength of this study is it is a cross-cultural study of voice 
behaviour. At present, foreign scholars' research on voice behaviour 
was mainly based on data from Western culture, with more a more 
individualistic cultural orientation. While under the Eastern cultural 
background, scholars may have different interpretations of voice be-
haviour. Voice behaviour is closely related to individual demographic 
characteristics, organizational environment and social environment, 
which is deeply influenced by social culture. East and West have differ-
ent cultural traditions and institutional arrangements, so the influencing 
factors, generating mechanisms and results of voice behaviour in the 
context of Eastern and Western cultures should be different. For ex-
ample, in the context of Eastern culture, people's strong sense of face 
and large power distance within the organization was not conducive to 
the implementation of voice behaviour. Therefore, it is necessary for 
future scholars to conduct cross-cultural research on employee voice 
behaviour to improve the universality of research conclusions.

5  | CONCLUSION

This study offers new perspective of voice by analysing voice value 
from the perspective of the speaker. This change of perspective 
highlights how voice is a potential way for the group insiders to im-
prove self-leadership. Based on our findings, when nurses dare to 
voice, nurses’ self-leadership can be enhanced through perceived 
insider status improving, especially for nurses who dare to prohibi-
tive voice.
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