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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine the weekly effects of job insecurity on employee voice and
silence. Specifically, the authors argue that because employment fulfils important needs, employees’ needs are
less fulfilled when they feel that their job is at risk (i.e. high job insecurity). Consequently, the authors argue
that employees engage in less voice and more silence because when employees’ needs are not fulfilled, they
are less committed to the organization and/or protect their personal resources.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors tested their hypotheses in a five-week long diary study
among 97 employees.
Findings – The authors found that employees reported lower need fulfilment in those weeks and the week
after job insecurity was higher, which, in turn, decreased employee voice and increased employee silence in
those weeks and the week after.
Research limitations/implications – The study shows that feelings about one’s job insecurity fluctuate
from week to week and that the weekly negative effects associated with increased job insecurity can be
explained from a needs fulfilment perspective. The study also highlights the importance of studying voice
and silence simultaneously.
Practical implications – Managers could indirectly increase employees’ voice and decrease employees’
silence by reducing feelings of job insecurity to increase employees’ feelings of predictability of and control
over their future.
Originality/value – The authors studied short-term effects of job insecurity on both employee voice and
silence, and examined need fulfilment as an underlying mechanism to explain the effects of job insecurity.
Keywords Job insecurity, Voice, Diary study, Silence, Need fulfilment
Paper type Research paper

The subjective fear of losing one’s job (for reviews see De Witte, 2005; Shoss, 2017) is
different from actual job loss. Yet, the consequences of this subjective fear of losing one’s job
seem to be as detrimental as actually losing one’s job (e.g. Dekker and Schaufeli, 1995;
Latack and Dozier, 1986). Whereas relatively stable differences between individuals in the
extent to which they feel insecure about their job result from relatively stable individual
differences, such as one’s personality (Debus et al., 2014; Låstad et al., 2014), intra-individual
fluctuations in feelings of job insecurity are likely to have situational antecedents such as
rumors or inconsistent communications (Brashers, 2001; DiFonzo and Bordia, 1998). As a
consequence, employees may worry about losing their job in one week because of rumors of
a planned merger or take-over, but these worries may quickly decrease when management
informs employees that they do everything they can to prevent a merger, or even be further

Career Development International
© Emerald Publishing Limited

1362-0436
DOI 10.1108/CDI-09-2018-0226

Received 10 September 2018
Revised 11 March 2019

23 July 2019
12 November 2019

Accepted 10 December 2019

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:
https://www.emerald.com/insight/1362-0436.htm

Immediate
consequences

of job
insecurity

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Erasmus University Digital Repository

https://core.ac.uk/display/286390987?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


increased when management confirms these plans. In support of the idea that job insecurity
fluctuates from week to week within the same person, Schreurs et al. (2015) showed that
employees’ in-role performance suffered in weeks in which they felt more insecure about
their job, but this effect was not as strong in weeks in which employees received social
support from their supervisor. To better understand the dynamic nature of job insecurity
and its short-term consequences, the current study focuses on intra-individual fluctuations
in job insecurity related to employee voice and silence.

Silence is a lack of voice and voice means not being silent. Yet, not voicing does not
automatically imply that employees are silent. That is, there may actually not be any
information to share and/or employees may not have ideas to improve ways of working
(Morrison, 2011). Similarly, not withholding important information (i.e. not being silent) does
not mean that one voices ideas for improvement, because there may not be any important
information to withhold. Therefore, it is important to distinguish between these two
constructs and to examine both simultaneously. Similar to job insecurity, voice and silence
have generally been shown to result from stable individual differences such as one’s
personality and commitment to the organization (e.g. Farndale et al., 2011; Nikolaou et al.,
2008). In the current study, we examine the dynamic nature of employee voice and silence,
considering that the generation of ideas for improvement (Breevaart and Zacher, 2019;
Weinberger et al., 2018) as well as the decision to voice or withhold these ideas is likely to
fluctuate within individuals depending on what happens at work. That is, opportunities to
voice may not always arise and whether employees use these opportunities to voice or
withhold information is dependent on the dynamics of the work environment, such as leader
behaviors, emotions, stress, and the belief that voice will result in the desired behavior (for a
review see Morrison, 2014). For example, Barnes et al. (2015) showed that leaders are more
abusive toward their employees after a night of bad sleep, which makes it unlikely for
employees to voice and more likely for employees to remain silent.

Job insecurity research has mainly focused on differences between employees in the extent
to which they feel insecure about their job and how that affects employee voice
(for meta-analyses see Cheng and Chan, 2008; Jiang and Lavaysse, 2018; Sverke et al., 2019).
Studying both between- and within-person relations is important, because the former provides
information on stable individual differences, whereas the latter provides insights into
within-person dynamics. In the current study, we examine intra-individual fluctuations in job
insecurity, and argue that this causes unpredictability and uncontrollability of the future,
thereby thwarting the fulfilment of important psychological needs, which consequently
undermines employee voice and stimulates employee silence. Our study of within-person
differences in job insecurity brings us closer to the process through which job insecurity may
affect employee voice and silence, because we examine these relations in their spontaneous,
natural context, which is at work, closely after they have happened (i.e. the end of the week).

Self-determination theory
According to self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Van den Broeck et al., 2008),
psychological need fulfilment is an important precondition for employees to be motivated and
experience optimal psychological well-being. In other words, the more employees’ needs are
fulfilled, the more likely they are to grow and flourish. Similarly, when the fulfilment of needs
is thwarted, individuals become energy-depleted and passive and experience suboptimal well-
being. Self-determination theory distinguishes three innate psychological needs: the need for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and considers the fulfilment of these needs more
important to explain well-being than the magnitude of these needs. The need for autonomy
refers to the need for psychological freedom and a sense of volition in carrying out work
(deCharms, 1968). Next, the need for competence is the need to feel effective at work (White,
1959), and last, the need for relatedness refers to the need to have meaningful relationships
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with, and to feel connected to, others at work (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). The extent to
which these needs are fulfilled are subject to change, even on a daily basis (e.g. van Hooff and
Geurts, 2014; Verstuyf et al., 2013). In the current study, we argue that these changes fluctuate
with employees’ feelings of job insecurity and are associated with fluctuations in the extent to
which employees are motivated to voice or be silent.

Job insecurity and need fulfilment
The possibility of losing one’s job in the near future is a highly unattractive perspective,
especially because “in most contemporary societies, a job holds the key to social integration,
social participation, and recognition” (De Witte, 2005, p. 3). As such, job insecurity can be
considered a job stressor that thwarts the fulfilment of employees’ basic needs for a number of
reasons. First, job insecurity implies unpredictability and uncontrollability of the future,
meaning that one does not know what will happen in the near future, which may undermine
one’s sense of volition and psychological freedom and therefore, thwart the fulfilment of one’s
need for autonomy. Feelings of job insecurity may thwart the fulfilment of the need for
competence, because the achievement of work goals becomes insecure. Next, research shows
that job insecurity negatively affects employees’ health and performance (for meta-analyses see
Cheng and Chan, 2008; Jiang and Lavaysse, 2018; Sverke et al., 2019), which may further
contribute to employees feeling less autonomous and competent at work. In addition, the
feeling of your job being at risk is a subjective experience, meaning that while one employee
may experience high job insecurity, his or her colleague(s) may have very different experiences.
Thus, when someone experiences high job insecurity, this person may feel that his/her social
contacts with colleagues, and consequently the fulfilment of his/her need for relatedness, are at
risk too. Because job insecurity is a stressor (DeWitte et al., 2015; Mauno et al., 2014) that
threatens employees’ resources (De Cuyper et al., 2012; Jahoda, 1981), employees may become
protective of their resources and invest less resources in their relationship with their colleagues
when they experience high job insecurity. In support of this claim, Dekker and Schaufeli (1995)
showed that as the experience of job insecurity continued, employees withdrew more and more
from their job and their organization. Additionally, Breevaart and Tims (2019) showed that
employees did not proactively look for social support from their colleagues on the days that
they needed it when they felt that their job was at risk. Finally, job insecurity is a job stressor
that increases job dissatisfaction and turnover intentions, and reduces health and performance
(Cheng and Chan, 2008; Shoss, 2017; Sverke et al., 2002), and research has shown that job
stressors, such as workload and emotional demands, thwart basic need fulfilment (e.g.
Van den Broeck et al., 2008). Accordingly, we hypothesize that employees’ need fulfilment is
thwarted in the weeks that they feel more insecure about their job.

Need fulfilment and employee voice and silence
Voice refers to employees’ informal communication of ideas, suggestions, concerns,
information, and/or opinions to the person responsible for the specific issue (Detert and
Burris, 2007; Van Dyne and LePine, 1998). By voicing, employees challenge the status quo
(Van Dyne et al., 2003) and thereby try to elicit improvements and/or positive change.
Contrary to voice, silence refers to withholding input that is potentially important (Morrison
and Milliken, 2000; Pinder and Harlos, 2001). Compared to voice, research on silence in
organizations is relatively new (Morrison and Milliken, 2000), and systematic empirical
research on voice and silence is lacking (for a review see Morrison, 2014). Conceptually, one
could argue that silence is similar to not voicing and voicing is similar to not remaining
silent. Yet, employees who do not voice any ideas for improvement do not necessarily
withhold their ideas (i.e. be silent). On the contrary, they may not have any suggestions for
improvements, which means they do not voice, but they are not silent either. Another reason
why research on employee voice and silence is not as integrated as they could be is that
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silence is difficult for others, such as supervisors or colleagues, to observe. When an
employee does not engage in voice, (s)he may not have any ideas to voice (i.e. low voice) or
may willingly withhold these ideas (i.e. silence).

We argue that when job insecurity thwarts employees’ needs fulfilment at work,
employees will engage in less voice and more silence. That is, when employees’ needs are not
fulfilled, they are less committed to their organization (Van den Broeck et al., 2010), and
therefore less likely to go the extra mile and engage in pro-organizational behavior (Stamper
et al., 2009; Turnley and Feldman, 1999). Being a type of pro- and anti-organizational
behavior (Van Dyne and LePine, 1998), employees are more likely to refrain from voice and
engage in silence when their needs are not fulfilled (Morrison, 2014). Similarly, positive work
environments, consisting of sufficient job resources, should contribute to employee voice
and inhibit employee silence (for a meta-analysis see Ng and Feldman, 2015). In those weeks
that job insecurity thwarts employees’ need fulfilment, important job resources are lacking
(see e.g. Breevaart, Bakker, Demerouti, Sleebos and Maduro, 2014; Van den Broeck et al.,
2008) and the work environment can hardly be considered positive. Following this
reasoning, we expect that employees will engage in less voice and more silence in those
weeks that their basic need fulfilment is thwarted.

The abovementioned reasoning assumes that voice and silence are prosocially
motivated, that is, employees engage in or refrain from voice and silence depending on their
relationship with others (e.g. coworkers, supervisor, organization). Ng and Feldman (2015)
argue that there is another, complementary perspective, which is that voice and silence can
be self-directed (Bolino et al., 2004; Van Dyne et al., 2003). That is, voice and silence are a way
to regulate one’s personal resources. People are motivated to protect, maintain and obtain
resources, such as time and energy, because losing such valued resources is stressful
(Brotheridge and Lee, 2002; Hobfoll, 1989, 2002). In stressful situations, such as those that
thwart individuals’ need fulfilment (Van den Broeck et al., 2008), employees may engage in
silence and refrain from voice to protect their personal resources. That is, challenging the
status quo requires resources such as time and energy (i.e. communicating your idea,
defending it, and dealing with counterarguments), and there may not be an immediate
return on investment. In line with the idea that voice requires resources, Bolino and Turnley
(2005) found that personal initiative is positively associated with higher levels of job stress.
Thus, to protect their personal resources, employees may refrain from voice and engage in
silence in those weeks that job insecurity thwarts their basic need fulfilment. To date, two
between-person studies examined need fulfilment to explain the effects of job insecurity on
organizational behaviors, showing that need frustration mediates the relation between job
insecurity and well-being (Vander Elst et al., 2012) and between job insecurity and
counterproductive work behavior (Van den Broeck et al., 2014). Following these previous
findings and our theoretical arguments, we propose the following two hypotheses:

H1. Weekly job insecurity is indirectly related to weekly voice via weekly need
fulfilment. That is, in those weeks in which job insecurity is higher, employees’ need
fulfilment is thwarted, and therefore, employees are less likely to voice.

H2. Weekly job insecurity is indirectly related to weekly silence via weekly need
fulfilment. That is, in those weeks in which job insecurity is higher, employees’ need
fulfilment is thwarted, and therefore, employees are more likely to be silent.

Method
Participants and procedure
The study was conducted among employees in various organizations in Chile. All
participants were professionals who attended a part-time MBA program offered by one of
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the major universities in the country. Research assistants at the university helped with data
collection by distributing paper-and-pencil diary questionnaires to participants. They
introduced the project to participants in groups of 15, explained the purpose and value of the
study, and highlighted participants’ rights to confidentiality and voluntary participation. In
all surveys, a cover letter accompanying the questionnaire indicated that the survey was
being conducted solely for scientific purposes. The research did not involve any form of
deception or risk to the participants beyond that encountered in everyday life and the
official research ethics committee of University of Santiago approved our study. A personal
identification code was used to allow for linking data across time.

Participants filled out weekly questionnaires on Friday afternoon at the end of the
working week for five weeks, when they attended their activities at the university. The
analyses were conducted on the participants who filled out at least three weekly
questionnaires to ensure that the data were sufficiently representative of weekly
variations. The final sample therefore consisted of 97 participants (65.1 percent of the
original sample); 45 men (46.4 percent) and 51 women (52.6 percent; one participant did not
indicate his/her gender). The age of participants ranged between 22 and 49 years, with an
average age of 31.30 years (SD¼ 6.35). Out of all the participants, 13.4 percent worked on
an administrative level, 42.3 percent had technician positions, 11.3 percent were
professionals, 6.2 percent were supervisors, 3.1 percent were managers and 14.4 percent
were executives. Regarding the educational level of the participants, 1 percent of them
had a maximum of high school education, 1 percent had completed technical education,
43.3 percent had undergraduate training and 48.5 percent finished postgraduate studies.
The mean organizational tenure was 5.11 years (SD¼ 4.90), varying from a minimum of
one month to a maximum of 22 years.

Measures
Following Brislin’s (1970) translation-back translation procedure, two of the authors
independently translated and back translated all the measures used in this study between
English and Spanish. In cases of translation discrepancies, the two translators discussed the
implications of these differences and decided on a final version of the respective item
together. All following measures used a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 – strongly
disagree to 5 – strongly agree.

Job insecurity was measured with the four-item scale from De Witte (2000). Items were
adapted such that they reflected the experiences of employees during the particular week
they looked back upon. An example item is: “This week, I worried about losing my job.” The
α reliability ranged from 0.83 to 0.91 across weeks.

Basic need fulfilment: the Work-Related Basic Needs Satisfaction Scale (Van den Broeck
et al., 2010) was used to measure basic need fulfilment. This scale measures the need for
autonomy (e.g. “This week, I felt free to do my job the way I think it could best be done.”),
the need for competence (e.g. “This week, I felt competent at my job.”), and the need
for relatedness (e.g. “This week, I did not really feel connected with other people at my job.”)
with three items each. This scale had good α reliability, ranging from 0.72 to 0.84
across weeks.

Voice was measured with three items of the prosocial voice scale (Van Dyne et al.,
2003). The scale had good α reliability (ranging from 0.70 to 0.90) and consisted of
items such as: “This week, I suggested ideas for change, based on constructive concern
for the organization.”

Silence was measured with the five-item scale from Detert and Edmondson (2011). An
example item is: “This week, I withheld ideas from my boss for changing inefficient work
policies.” In our questionnaire, we included three items that had a good α reliability, ranging
from 0.88 to 0.90 across weeks.
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Negative affect was measured as a control variable using the six-item scale for the multi-
affect indicator (Warr and Parker, 2010). Participants rated how often they had felt
depressed, anxious, dejected, worried, despondent and tense during the last week. α’s
ranged from 0.75 to 0.85 across weeks.

Analytical strategy
We tested our measurement model and indirect effects model using latent variables with
structural equation modeling in Mplus (Muthén and Muthén, 1998 – 2015). Our data have a
nested structure, with weeks (n¼ 3.65 weeks on average × 97 persons¼ 354 data points)
nested in persons (n¼ 97). We used the TYPE¼COMPLEX option in Mplus to account for
the non-independence of observations and analyze our data on the week level. We calculated
the intra-class correlations (ICCs) to examine the variance of our study variables at the
within-person (i.e. week) level by dividing the between-person variance by the sum of the
between- and within-person variance. The ICC values reflect how much variance in each
variable is attributable to differences between individuals, and subtracting the ICC-values
from 1 reflects the amount of variance attributable to intra-individual differences for each
variable. The ICCs showed that around half of the variance in our study variables
was explained at the within-person level: 50.92 percent in negative affect, 47.78 percent
in job insecurity, 39.63 percent in need fulfilment, 56.03 percent in silence and 52.87 percent
in voice.

Results
Descriptive statistics, correlations and variance components
Table I shows the means, standard deviations and within-person correlations between the
control variable (i.e. negative affect) and the study variables. We controlled for weekly
negative affect because in the weeks in which participants experience more negative affect,
they may report higher levels of job insecurity (De Witte, 2005) and silence, and lower need
fulfilment and voice compared to weeks in which they experience less negative affect.

Measurement model
First, we tested the measurement model, consisting of our four study variables (i.e. weekly
job insecurity, need fulfilment, voice and silence), and our control variable (i.e. negative
affect). Accordingly, our measurement model included five latent variables and their
indicators; job insecurity (four items), need fulfilment (three dimensions: need for autonomy,
need for competence, and need for relatedness), voice (three items), silence (three items), and

M SD
1–ICC
(%) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

1. Weekly negative
affect

2.324 0.738 50.92 (0.754–
0.850)

2. Weekly job
insecurity

1.822 0.908 47.78 0.411*** (0.830–
0.907)

3. Weekly need
fulfilment

3.944 0.614 39.63 −0.531*** −0.347*** (0.724–
0.835)

4. Weekly voice 3.779 0.823 52.87 −0.153 −0.041 0.579*** (0.702–
0.902)

5. Weekly silence 2.321 0.949 56.03 0.359*** 0.155 −0.434*** −0.267** (0.875–
0.895)

Notes: n¼ 97 persons and n¼ 354 weeks. 1–ICC refers to the percentage of within-person variance observed
in that variable. *po 0.05; **po0.01; ***po0.001

Table I.
Means, standard
deviations, ICC’s,
within-week level
inter-correlations and
internal consistencies
(Cronbach’s αs on the
diagonal) between the
study variables
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negative affect (six items). The measurement model fitted the data well ( χ2 (142)¼ 320.785,
CFI¼ 0.922; TLI¼ 0.907, RMSEA¼ 0.060; SRMR¼ 0.063) and all indicators loaded
significantly onto their intended latent factors (po0.01). Next, we performed Harman’s
single factor test to get an idea of the likelihood of common method variance biasing our
results. This single factor model consisted of all variables that were included in the
measurement model and showed a very poor fit to our data ( χ2 (152)¼ 1,938.215,
CFI¼ 0.224; TLI¼ 0.127, RMSEA¼ 0.182; SRMR¼ 0.151). Based on this test, it is unlikely
that common method has biased our results. Finally, we tested a model in which voice and
silence (reversed scores) were combined into one model, which did not fit the data well and
therefore further supported the distinctiveness of these two constructs ( χ2 (146)¼ 761.467,
CFI¼ 0.733; TLI¼ 0.687, RMSEA¼ 0.109; SRMR¼ 0.111).

Indirect effects hypotheses
We tested two different models (see Table II). First, we tested our indirect effects hypotheses
while controlling for weekly negative affect (M0). In the second model (M1), we added the
direct effects from weekly job insecurity to weekly voice and silence and compared the fit of
both models. H1 and H2 state that weekly voice (H1) and silence (H2) are indirectly related
to weekly job insecurity through weekly need fulfillment. We estimated a latent structural
equation model to test these hypotheses simultaneously. First, weekly job insecurity was
negatively related to weekly need fulfilment (b*¼−0.323, SE¼ 0.096, po0.001, 95%CI
[−0.481, −0.165]). Next, weekly need fulfilment was positively related to voice (b*¼ 0.560,
SE¼ 0.067, po0.001, 95%CI [0.450, 0.671]) and negatively related to silence (b*¼−0.435,
SE¼ 0.073, po0.001, 95%CI [–0.555, −0.315]). In addition, we found support for the two
indirect effects. Weekly need fulfilment explains the relation between weekly job insecurity
on the one hand and silence (b*¼ 0.140, SE¼ 0.048, po0.01, 95%CI [0.061, 0.220]) and voice
(b*¼−0.181, SE¼ 0.052, po0.001, 95%CI [−0.266, −0.096]) on the other hand. That is,
employees’ need fulfilment is thwarted in the weeks that employees experience more job
insecurity, which in turn is associated with less voice and more silence. Our indirect effects
model fitted well to the data ( χ2 (144)¼ 326.281, CFI¼ 0.921; TLI¼ 0.906, RMSEA¼ 0.060;
SRMR¼ 0.069) and explained 10.4 percent of the variance in weekly need fulfilment,
31.4 percent in weekly voice, and 18.9 percent in weekly silence.

We also tested a model including the direct effects from job insecurity to employee voice
and silence and compared the fit of this model to the model without the direct effects. We
found that job insecurity was unrelated to both employee voice (b*¼ 0.137, SE¼ 0.071,
p¼ 0.052), and silence (b*¼−0.045, SE¼ 0.097, p¼ 0.322). Additionally, both indirect
effects became non-significant after including the direct effects from weekly job insecurity
to weekly voice and silence (see Table II). Next, we compared the fit of the model including
the direct effects (M1) to the model excluding the direct effects (M0). We used the –2Log-
likelihood difference test to assess the fit of our models (please see Satorra and Bentler, 1999,
for the formulas to compute the chi-square difference test based on the log-likelihood values
and scaling correction factors in Mplus). The results showed that there was a non-
significant increase in fit for the model including the direct effects compared to the null
model excluding the direct effects from job insecurity to employee voice and silence
(Δ–2Log-likelihood (2)¼ 5.141; p¼ 0.076). Therefore, and because job insecurity was not
significantly related to voice and silence directly, we preferred our hypothesized, more
parsimonious model. Figure 1 represents our final indirect effects model.

Additional analyses
Although we were interested in immediate, same week effects, we also examined lagged
effects to further explore the causal order of our indirect effects model. That is, we created
lagged variables for need fulfilment, voice, and silence to examine the effects of weekly job
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insecurity (T1) on next week’s need fulfilment (T2), and consequently, employees’ use of
voice and silence the following week (T3). The results supported our proposed directionality,
showing that job insecurity at time 1 predicted employees’ need fulfilment the next week
(b*¼−0.257, SE¼ 0.109, po0.05, 95%CI [−0.436, −0.077]), which consequently predicted
employee voice (b*¼ 0.500, SE¼ 0.083, po0.001, 95%CI [0.364, 0.636]) and silence the
following week (b*¼−0.455, SE¼ 0.082, po0.001, 95%CI [−0.589, −0.320]). Again, the
indirect effects from weekly job insecurity to silence (b*¼ 0.117, SE¼ 0.053, po0.05, 95%
CI [0.029, 0.205]) and voice (b*¼−0.128, SE¼ 0.055, po0.05, 95%CI [−0.219, −0.038])
were significant. The lagged indirect effects model fitted well to the data ( χ2 (61)¼ 126.086,
CFI¼ 0.941; TLI¼ 0.925, RMSEA¼ 0.052; SRMR¼ 0.070) and explained 6.6 percent of
the variance in weekly need fulfilment, 25.0 percent in weekly voice, and 20.7 percent
in weekly silence.

Per request of one of our reviewers, we also analyzed our hypothesized indirect effects
model including all three separate needs. First, we tested a model including all three needs,
which showed that job insecurity was negatively related to the fulfillment of the need for
autonomy (b*¼−0.274, SE¼ 0.101, po0.05), competence (b*¼−0.242, SE¼ 0.089,
po0.01), and relatedness (b*¼−0.210, SE¼ 0.097, po0.05). Consequently, employees
engaged in more voice when their need for autonomy (b*¼ 0.307, SE¼ 0.116, po0.001) and
their need for competence (b*¼ 0.443, SE¼ 0.118, po0.001) were fulfilled to a higher
extent, but surprisingly, fulfillment of employees’ need for relatedness was unrelated to
voice (b*¼−0.070, SE¼ 0.084, p¼ 0.404). We found slightly different results for silence,
showing that employees were less likely to be silent in the weeks that their needs for
autonomy (b*¼−0.446, SE¼ 0.127, po0.001) and relatedness (b*¼−0.406, SE¼ 0.109,
po0.001) were more fulfilled. Fulfilment of the need for competence was unrelated to
weekly silence (b*¼−0.001, SE¼ 0.147, p¼ 0.995). Additionally, we analyzed the mediating
effects of the three needs one by one, in three different models, rather than in one model
including all three needs. We did this because the abovementioned results may be due to a
lack of power, as the model including three mediators (need for autonomy, competence and
relatedness) and two outcomes (voice and silence) is rather large compared to our sample
size (Bolger et al., 2012). We indeed found slightly different results. First, weekly job
insecurity was negatively related to the fulfilment of the need for autonomy (b*¼−0.310,
SE¼ 0.093, po0.001), which was negatively related to silence (b*¼−0.414, SE¼ 0.068,
po0.001) and positively related to voice (b*¼ 0.501, SE¼ 0.065, po0.001). Similarly,
weekly job insecurity was negatively related to the weekly fulfilment of the need for
competence (b*¼−0.310, SE¼ 0.094, po0.001), which was negatively related to silence
(b*¼−0.287, SE¼ 0.075, po0.001) and positively related to voice (b*¼ 0.534, SE¼ 0.063,
po0.001). Lastly, weekly job insecurity was negatively related to the weekly fulfillment of
the need for relatedness (b*¼−0.246, SE¼ 0.102, po0.05) which was negatively related to
silence (b*¼−0.395, SE¼ 0.066, po0.001), but unrelated to voice (b*¼ 0.079, SE¼ 0.099,
p¼ 0.426).

Weekly job
insecurity

–0.323***

0.560***

Weekly need
fulfilment

Weekly voice

Weekly
silence

–0.435***

Indirect: 0.181**

Indirect: –0.140***

Notes: **p<0.01; ***p<0.001

Figure 1.
Results of our

proposed mediated
model explaining the
relationship between
weekly job insecurity
on the one hand and

weekly voice and
silence on the

other hand
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Discussion
Our study focused on the dynamic part of job insecurity. That is, similar to the study by
Schreurs et al. (2012), we showed that the same employee may worry more or less about
losing his/her job from week to week. Schreurs et al. (2012) showed that in those weeks that
employees felt more insecure about their job, their in-role performance suffered, but when
employees received social support from their supervisor, this detrimental effect was
reduced. Our goal was to better understand the dynamic nature of job insecurity and its
short-term consequences, which is why we examined how weekly intra-individual
fluctuations in job insecurity were related to employee voice and silence, as explained by the
fulfilment of employees’ basic needs. Specifically, we argued that weekly feelings of job
insecurity as a job stressor would thwart employees’ basic need fulfilment and employees
would consequently engage in less voice and more silence in these weeks. Our results
generally supported our hypothesized model.

Theoretical implications
Most studies on job insecurity focus on between person differences in job insecurity,
showing that some employees worry more about losing their job than others, which has
various negative effects, such as reduced commitment to the organization and job
performance, and increased turnover intentions (Cheng and Chan, 2008; Shoss, 2017; Sverke
et al., 2002). Additionally, between-level studies show that employees who feel more insecure
about their job show reduced well-being (Vander Elst et al., 2012) and increased
counterproductive work behavior (Van den Broeck et al., 2014), because their needs are
generally less satisfied. Our study adds to this literature and the nomological network
surrounding job insecurity by studying the dynamic nature of job insecurity and by
showing that when employees experience more job insecurity, their basic need fulfilment is
thwarted, which, in turn, reduces employee voice and increases employee silence in these
weeks. Our additional analyses demonstrated that weekly job insecurity was negatively
related to the fulfilment of all three different needs. We also found that the lower the
fulfilment of the needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness, the more likely it is that
employees are silent. Yet, whereas the fulfilment of the need for autonomy and the need for
competence increased employees’ likelihood to voice on a weekly basis, the fulfilment of the
need for relatedness was unrelated to employee voice. We can only cautiously interpret this
finding, considering that we did not hypothesize effects for the different needs and that we
may lack the power to estimate a model including three mediators and two outcome
variables. Yet, one possible explanation could be that reasons to engage in voice are more
individualistic and less dependent on colleagues, although one could also argue that voice
behaviors are risky and therefore require the feeling of support from important others such
as colleagues. Interestingly, Tangirala et al. (2013) showed that whether or not employees
voiced depended on the extent to which employees prioritize the interest of the group (i.e.
high duty orientation) or their self-interest (i.e. high achievement orientation), with the
former being more likely and the latter being less likely to engage in voice. This suggests
that the extent to which voice is prosocially motivated depends on individual differences
such as duty and achievement orientation, which may explain the non-significant weekly
relation between employees’ fulfillment of their need for relatedness and voice.

Our study, together with the study by Schreurs et al. (2012), is among the first to show
that job insecurity does not only have long-term but also short-term negative effects (Sverke
et al., 2002). That is, we showed that the extent to which employees feel that their job is at
risk fluctuates from week to week and accordingly, has different effects depending on
feelings and perceptions in those weeks. In the weeks that employees felt that their job was
more at risk, they also experienced less need fulfilment and consequently, shared less
information with others to bring about positive change (i.e. voice) and more actively
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withheld information (i.e. silence). Thus, our study shows that despite the actual risk of
losing one’s job, the feeling that one’s job is at risk can have serious consequences as well.
That is, organizations suffer when employees are silent and do not voice, because voice
improves learning and performance and silence causes dissatisfaction and stress, and has
even been associated with large scale organizational failures (see Morrison, 2014).

Between-level studies on the relation between job insecurity and employee voice yielded
inconsistent results, with some studies showing that job insecurity reduces voice (Berntson
et al., 2010; Schreurs et al., 2015), some showing that job insecurity increases employee voice
(Sverke and Hellgren, 2001) and others showing that there is no direct relation at all (Sverke
and Goslinga, 2003). Our study fits the latter category, as we did not find a direct significant
relation between job insecurity and employee voice and silence. We did, however, find
indirect effects, in which job insecurity negatively affected employee voice and positively
affected employee silence by thwarting employees need fulfilment. One way to explain the
inconsistent findings regarding the relation between general feelings of job insecurity and
employee voice, is that there may be different reasons why job insecure employees would
voice their ideas and/or withhold important information. On the one hand, one could argue
that employees would reduce their efforts at work when they feel insecure about losing their
job, because job insecurity thwarts employees’ needs and violates social exchange norms
(De Witte, 2005). On the other hand, when employees feel insecure about their job, they may
be more likely to put more effort into their work in an attempt to secure their position in the
organization, and therefore increase the use of voice (Huang et al., 2013; Probst, 2004). To
shed more light on how job insecurity affects voice and silence, more research is needed to
understand how and when employees decide to (not) engage in voice and silence when they
are worried about losing their job. Additionally, it would be interesting to examine whether
there are different mechanisms at play that explain employees’ decision to voice or be silent
on the long and the short run.

In her review, Morrison (2014) states that systematic empirical research on voice and
silence is lacking and speculates that increased feelings of job insecurity “[…]will
make voice seem more risky and thus strengthen the tendency toward silence.” (p. 192).
Indeed, we showed that frustrating employees’ basic needs, and indirectly, job insecurity,
are antecedents of employee voice and silence. Moreover, we show that these effects are
immediate; job insecurity thwarts employee needs and consequently, inhibits employee
voice and encourages employee silence in that same week and the week after. Studying
proximal antecedents of voice and silence is important because it tells us something about
how to immediately encourage voice and discourage silence, which may prevent long-term
negative consequences, such as acquiescence. Acquiescence is a deep form of silence in
which employees feel powerless and have given up hope that voice is beneficial (Pinder and
Harlos, 2001). Besides our contribution to the nomological network surrounding voice and
silence, we also show that they are two distinct phenomena that should both be studied
(Morrison, 2011). That is, not voicing does not automatically imply that employees are silent,
because there simply may not be any information to share or withhold. Our data indeed
supported this idea, showing that voice and silence did not significantly correlate in
the overall model (r¼−0.030, p¼ 0.460) and that the study of the antecedents and
consequences of both constructs is important.

Practical implications
Our study shows that when employees are less worried about losing their job in the future,
their needs are more fulfilled, and consequently, they will engage in more voice and less
silence. Importantly, these feelings differ not only between employees, but also within the
same employee on a weekly basis. Thus, when employees feel temporarily more insecure
about keeping their job in the future, they may not use opportunities to voice and may
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decide to actively withhold important information at that moment. Accordingly, managers
should reduce feelings of job insecurity whenever possible to increase employees’ feelings
over predictability of and control over their future. In this way, employees will feel more
autonomous, effective, and connected, which, in turn, increases the likelihood that they will
engage in voice and refrain from silence. Based on our results, if managers invest in
reducing feelings of job insecurity on a weekly basis, they will receive an immediate return
on investment because employees will engage in more voice and be less silent in the week
that their needs are more fulfilled after experiencing less job insecurity.

Strengths, limitations and future research
Our weekly diary study allowed us to examine the short-term effects of job insecurity on
voice and silence and one of the underlying processes in its natural context (i.e. at work).
Because we measured employees’ experiences and behaviors closely after they happened
(i.e. at the end of the workweek), we reduced the impact of recall bias on our results and
increased the ecological validity of our findings (Ohly et al., 2010; Schwarz, 2012). We
consciously decided to use self-reports, because we were interested in mainly private
experiences (i.e. experienced job insecurity, need fulfilment, silence) that are difficult for
other sources (e.g. supervisors) to report. To reduce the impact of common method bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003), future research could however use supervisor and/or colleague
ratings of employee voice.

We proposed two possible explanations for the relation between the lack of need
fulfilment on the one hand and employee voice and silence on the other hand. First, we
argued that voice and silence are prosocially motivated (i.e. employees’ willingness) and
second, we argued that voice and silence are self-directed and may be a way for
employees to regulate their personal resources (i.e. employees’ ability). This duality of
pro-voice and anti-silence motives is also found in the existing literature. That is,
employees who, for example, have a higher sense of obligation (Liang et al., 2012), higher
organizational identification (Liu et al., 2010), and customer orientation (Lam and Mayer,
2014) are more likely to engage in voice. Yet, research also shows that employees who
have self-protective implicit voice theories are more likely to be silent (Detert and
Edmondson, 2011). From the current study, we cannot conclude whether voice and
silence were either prosocially motivated, self-directed, or both, but we believe that this is
an interesting venue for future research. Whether voicing is pro-socially or pro-self-
motivated may, for example, be dependent on the content of the voice message and/or the
recipient of the voice message.

Ng and Feldman (2015) argued that stressful situations may encourage employees to
conserve their resources, but also to acquire resources to buffer the stress effects. Specifically,
this would mean that employees engage in voice and refrain from silence, because this may
result in additional resources (e.g. asking for additional resources to alleviate problems).
Although our results provide support for the resource conservation hypothesis – i.e., lack of
need fulfilment reduced voice and increased silence – future research could contribute to the
literature on voice and silence by further exploring these theoretical explanations. For
example, whether employees will engage in voice and silence under stressful situations may
depend on their resource pool at that moment. Another possibility is that the investment of
resources in voice is dependent on the expected return on investment. Research has shown
that employees are more likely to engage in voice when they have a higher sense of
psychological safety (Detert and Burris, 2007; Detert and Trevino, 2010; Liang et al., 2012),
which indicates that employees may fear that there are negative consequences to voice. If
these are employees’ beliefs, it seems likely that they will not expect to gain resources from
engaging in voice. In support of this claim, Detert and Edmondson (2011) found that
employees’ implicit voice theories were predictive of workplace silence.
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