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Abstract 

The supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice and unavailability of communication channels are 

considered significant predictors of defensive silence. However, lesser consideration has been given to 

provide an in-depth explanation of how and why these motivational forces influence employees’ step by 

step conscious decision to engage in defensive silence. This qualitative study incorporates semi-structured 

interviews with bank employees of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. Thematic coding and causal networking 

techniques were used to transcribe and analyse data and derive emerging themes. Taking influence from 

the elements of Expectancy Theory, this paper extends theory in the context of service sector by presenting 

two expectancy theory based defensive silence models. The first model provides reasons such as favoritism, 

political appointment, supervisor’s self-interest etc., to explain how and why the supervisor’s negative 

attitude towards voice influences employees’ cognitive mechanism to adopt defensive silence. Similarly, the 

second model presents the emerging themes like centralized decision system, career ladder, leg pulling, 

professional jealousy etc., to explain how and why unavailability of communication channels predicts 

defensive silence. Thus, the study extends the application of expectancy theory and defensive silence 

phenomenon to new empirical context. The paper concludes with a discussion on implications and 

recommendations for future work. 

 

Keywords: Defensive Silence; Supervisor’s Negative Attitude Towards Voice; Unavailability of 

Communication Channels. 

 

 

Introduction 
 

Since employee input is one of the main sources of gaining competitive advantage, a significant and active 

involvement of employees is necessary for the better performance of the organization (Jiang, Le & Gollan, 

2017; Morrison, 2014; Mowbray, 2017). The success of the firm is rigorously weakened unless employees 

willingly deliver quality input, hence firms motivate their employees to raise voice. However, based on 

some self-desired outcomes, employees intentionally remain silent (Vakola & Badorus, 2005). This 

intentionality to engage in silence behavior is described as defensive silence, which is a conscious decision 

of an employee, based on desired outcome to protect oneself from the risk of negative consequences 

(Khalid & Ahmed, 2015; Pilař, Pokorná, & Balcarová, 2014).  
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According to Prouska and Psychogios (2016) voice and silence are not just the presence or absence of 

freedom of expression; instead the key insight that differentiate silence and voice is one’s motivation 

behind the behavior of withholding or sharing relevant information, opinions and concerns about firm 

issues.  

 

A lot of past researches reveals that a variety of work focused on the different ways in which employees are 

motivated to speak up at work such as issue selling, whistle-blowing, championing, dissent, and boat-

rocking, employee safety calculus etc.  (Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Hatipoglu & IneImen, 2017; Miceli & 

Near, 1992; Mowbray, 2017; Withey & Cooper, 1989). Each of these streams of research, in one way or 

another, helps us to understand the motives that can encourage an employee to inform organizational 

decision makers about problems, strategic issues, new ideas, and ethical breaches. But these efforts have 

generally not considered the unique nature or implications of defensive silence neither shed light on the 

understanding the motivational forces that motivates employees to intentionally remain silent about the 

organizational issues (Jiang et al., 2017; McNulty, McPhail, Inversi, Dundon & Nechanska, 2018).  

 

Literature on employee motivation to intentionally remain silent (defensive silence) have suggested that the 

decision to choose silence rather than voice behavior as a response to voice opportunity is a conscious 

decision and stems more from motivational forces in the organization (Khalid & Ahmed, 2015; Prouska & 

Psychogios, 2016). Morrison and Millken (2000) highlighted supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice 

and unavailability of communication channels to be the significant motivational forces which significantly 

leads to defensive silence. However very few studies have empirically analyzed that how these 

motivational forces influence employees’ step by step conscious decision to engage in defensive silence.  

 

Applying motivation theories and models to the process of employees’ decision making to choose 

defensive silence has not commonly been done. (McConville, Arnold & Smith, 2018), presented that 

expectancy theory can provide suitable theoretical framework for research to investigate individual 

motivation to perform in varied working context. Additionally, expectancy theory has been acknowledged 

as one of the most promising conceptualizations of individual motivation (Redmond, 2014). The theory 

proposed that an individual selects the behavior and the level of effort that he exert, based on his subjective 

estimation of the expectancy that the selected behavior will lead to desired outcomes (Wei, Piaw, Kannan, 

& Moulod, 2016). 

 

Therefore, primary purpose of this study is to incorporates the expectancy theory with the domain of 

employee silence to get deeper understanding of how the elements of expectancy theory, i.e. expectancy, 

instrumentality and valence, determine the step by step cognitive decision making process of engaging in 

defensive silence and how motivational forces (like supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice and 

unavailability of communication channels) influence this decision process. 

 

Research Aim 
 

The overall aim of this research is to generate an in-depth understanding of how the determinants of 

employee silence influence employees’ cognitive decision making process to choose defensive silence 

using the elements of expectancy theory.  

 

Research Question  
 

This study aims to answer the following question through empirical investigation: 

 
 RQ1: How and why certain motivational forces such as supervisor’s negative attitude towards 

openness and unavailability of communication channels influence employees’ step by step conscious 

decision to engage in defensive silence, through expectancy theory? 
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Review of Literature 
 

Employee silence is described as withholding of important ideas, suggestions and information (Holland, 

Cooper & Hecker, 2016; Morrison, 2014; Wilkinson, Gollan, Kalfa & Xu, 2018). There are three main 

types of employee silences based on certain underlying motives. Acquiescent silence, refers to silence 

because of resignation motive, however Prosocial silence is based on cooperation motive, whereas 

Defensive silence is defined as silence based on fear motive (Khalid & Ahmed, 2015; Pinder & Harlos, 

2001).  

 

The focus of this study is on the particular type of silence i.e. defensive silence which takes place as a 

response to a desire of avoiding the risk of facing negative outcomes It is evident from the literature that 

defensive silence is intentional in nature. Based on the influence of certain motivational forces that are 

existing in the work setting, and due to the desire outcome of avoiding negative consequences, employees 

deliberately opt for silence as a safe communicative behaviour (Prouska & Psychogios, 2016).  

 

Furthermore, Defensive silence is considered as pre-emptive behavior (Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003). While 

taking a decision to remain silent, an individual is well aware of the alternative behaviors and after 

analyzing the cost and benefits associated with each alternative, takes a conscious decision to opt for 

silence as the safest response (Pinder & Harlos, 2001).  

 

Motivational Forces Behind Defensive Silence 

 

In today’s competitive world of business, service industry such banks are in a dire need of creativity and 

innovation to expand its competitive edge over competitors. However, employees feel hesitation to share 

creative ideas and suggestions to achieve organizational goals more effectively and efficiently (Jiang et al., 

2017). This in return leads to low level of commitment, reduced motivation, poor job performance etc. 

(Morrison & Milliken, 2000). In such work setting, certain organizational factors, such as supervisor’s 

positive attitude towards voice and availability of communication channels, act as motivational forces and 

can encourage the employees to speak up their voice (Holland et al., 2016; Mowbray, 2017; Rees, Alfes, & 

Gatenby, 2013). Likewise, it is suggested that to deal with the fear and insecurity of employees, supportive 

supervisor who encourage employees’ participation and involvement; and open communication opportunity 

are needed; or organization will face downfall in profitability and poor performance (Alparslan, Can, & 

Erdem, 2015; Hatipoglu & IneImen, 2017). Yet, most of the firms ignores these above mentioned 

motivational forces which than leads to supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice and unavailability of 

communication channels and result in heavy cost to the business.  

 

Supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice is described as incompetency of the supervisor to promote 

voice behavior (Detert & Edmondson, 2011). It acts as a motivational force behind defensive silence and 

motivate employees to deliberately hold on relevant information to avoid the risk of facing negative 

consequences (Rees et al., 2013). Whereas, unavailability of communication channels refers to as inability 

to freely exchange ideas and information with the top management and colleagues (Lu & Xie, 2013). In 

support of this argument, it is reported that these motivational forces motivate employees to opt for 

defensive silence as a safe response, but in return the organization faces heavy financial loss (Ng. & 

Feldman, 2012).  

 

Moreover, Morrison and Milliken (2000) found that due to the existence of aforementioned organizational 

factors employees perceive the context to be unfavorable and not dare to raise voice. Further, to avoid the 

risk of facing negative outcomes they deliberately remain silent even if they have creative ideas and 

suggestions regarding organizational development (Holland et al., 2016; Morrison, 2014; Mowbray, 2017).  
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Conscious Decision to Engage in Defensive Silence: Expectancy Theory Perspective 

 

The aforementioned studies found that supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice and unavailability of 

communication channels negatively influence employees’ decision to raise voice and employees 

intentionally adopt defensive silence, due to the risk of negative consequences (Detert & Edmondson, 

2011; Hatipoglu & IneImen, 2017; Morrison, 2011; Pacheco et al., 2015). However, these researches lack 

to empirically elaborate how and why these motivational forces impacts step by step conscious decision 

making process to engage in defensive silence (Milliken, Morrison, & Hewlin, 2003; Wilkinson et al., 

2018). Applying Expectancy Theory of Motivation and Process (Vroom, 1964) to the concept of employee 

silence answer this theoretical gap (Lunenburg, 2011).  

 

According to Vroom (1964) there are three components of Expectancy Theory i.e. expectancy, 

instrumentality and valence. These components when joins together forms the motivational force to engage 

in a particular behavior out of available alternatives. Expectancy refers to one’s belief that exerted effort 

leads towards desired performance. If efforts do not result in desired performance than expectancy is low 

and an individual is not motivated to adopt that behavior (Lunenburg, 2011). However, instrumentality is 

described as an individual perception that if performance expectations are met, the desired outcome will be 

achieved. If it is said to be no relationship between performance and expected outcome, then 

instrumentality is low and individual is less motivated to engage in that behavior (Mercer, Carpenter, & 

Wyman, 2010).  

 

Whereas, valence measures the extent to which an individual values the outcome. This value could be -1 

which means negative valence, hence individual tries to avoid the outcome; 0 value which indicates an 

indifferent attitude towards the outcome; or +1 which refers to positive valence and an individual prefers 

the outcome (Hellriegel & Slocum, 2011; McShane & Von Glinow, 2011). When these components are 

combined, it forms the Motivational Force to adopt a particular behavior amongst the available alternatives 

(Greenberg, 2011; Redmond, 2014). If there is low level of expectancy and instrumentality followed by 

negative or zero valence, Motivational Force also becomes zero. Hence, a particular behavior is not 

adopted (McConville et al., 2018; Vroom, 1964).  

 

Expectancy Theory model treats individual as an active agent who rationally takes a decision to opt for any 

alternative behavior based on the environmental scanning to predict the influence of the existing 

motivational forcers as well as the desired outcomes (Fred, 2011; Wei et. al., 2016). It also provides an in-

depth and step by step explanation of one’s cognitive decision (McConville et al., 2018; Parijat & Bagga, 

2014). Furthermore, it is stated that the selection of an alternative behavior is based on expectancy that the 

selected behavior will help to achieve the probable satisfaction and the desired output. Similarly, Redmond 

(2014) mentioned that the selected alternative behavior is the outcome of one’s attitudes, perceptions and 

beliefs about maximizing gains and minimizing losses, which ultimately determine one’s motivation, 

actions, choices and performance in different working environment. 

 

Steps by Step Decision Towards Defensive Silence  
 

Based on the literature on Expectancy Theory, the following three steps are conceptualized to indicate the 

cognitive mechanism involved while taking a decision to engage in defensive silence.   

 

Existence of Voice Opportunity  

 

Most of the time employees have voice opportunity that is a situation when they have something important 

to share but they must make a wise decision either to raise voice or to remain silent (Pacheco, de Serpa 

Arruda, & Caldeira, 2015). This decision is based on the influence of certain motivational forces present in 

the working environment and their desired outcome (i.e. to avoid the risk of facing negative consequences) 

(Dyne et al., 2003).  
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Environmental Scanning 

 

To judge the favorability of the context, individual scan the environment to against the prevailing 

motivational forces (Detert & Trevino, 2010; Grant, 2013). When these motivational forces ensure 

favorable context, employees feel safe to speak up and raise their voice (McNulty et al., 2018). Whereas 

under unfavorable context these motivational forces motivate employees to engage in defensive silence to 

avoid the risk of negative outcomes (Moore, Hester, & Yager, 2016). 

 

Desired Outcome 

 

Besides the influence of the motivational forces prevailing in the environment, the desired outcome also 

influences ones’ decision to either raise voice or to remain silent (Hassan, Bano, Shaukat, & Nawaz, 2013; 

Pinder & Harlos, 2001). It is stated that the desired outcome to protect oneself from the risk of facing 

negative consequences influences one’s decision to deliberately engage in defensive silence behavior 

(Dyne et al., 2003; Pilař et al., 2014). 

 

This relationship is shown in fig.1 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

Expectancy Theory-Based Defensive Silence Model 

 

By synergizing the Expectancy Theory with the employee silence phenomenon, helps to understand the 

conscious decision process. It further facilitates to explain how the components of Expectancy Theory i.e. 

expectancy, instrumentality and valence forms a Motivational Force to propel and employee to exert his 

efforts and to engage in silence behavior (Vroom, 1964). These components further help to elaborate the 

step by step conscious decision process to engage in defensive silence, based on the influence of certain 

motivation forces and the desired outcomes (McConville et al., 2018).  
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 Figure 1: Conceptualization of Steps by Step Defensive Silence 
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Based on the above literature on Defensive Silence and Expectancy Theory it is extracted that when there is 

unfavorable environment which promotes supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice and unavailability of 

communication channels (Imran & Nouman, 2017), employees perceive that the supervisor will discourage 

their voice behavior and will not listen to their problems (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; Prouska & 

Psychogios, 2016; Rees et al., 2013). Furthermore, employees perceive management to be reluctant 

towards free flow of information sharing with the top management and colleagues (Cakici, 2010), (high 

expectancy). Under such circumstances, employees’ probability of facing negative consequences increases 

(high instrumentality). 

 

Moreover, the desired outcome of an employee is to avoid the risk of facing negative consequences. Hence, 

under unfavorable conditions employee perceives it futile to raise voice (negative valence). This ultimately 

results in low Motivational Force to speak up and therefore he takes a rational decision to choose defensive 

silence as a safe behavior (Prouska & Psychogios, 2016). 

 

Hypothesis and Conceptual Framework 

 

Based on the above discussion, following hypothesis and conceptual framework are derived.  

 

H1: Supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice impacts decision to choose defensive silence, through the 

elements of expectancy theory. 

 

 

 

 

H2: Unavailability of communication channels impacts decision to choose defensive silence, through the 

elements of expectancy theory. 

 

 

H2V 

Valence 

H2I 

Instrumentality 

H2E 

Expectancy Unavailability of Communication 

Channels 

Risk of negative consequences 

 
Decision to choose Defensive 

silence 

Organization discourage availability of 

open communication channel to openly and 

fairly exchange information with top 

management and colleagues 

H2MF 

Motivational force 

Figure 3:  Conceptual Framework:  Unavailability of Communication Channels Impacts Decision to 

Choose   Defensive Silence, Through Elements of Expectancy Theory 
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Expectancy 
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Decision to choose Defensive 

silence 

Supervisor’s Negative Attitude 

Towards Voice 

 

Supervisor does not listen and handle 

employee problems 

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework: Supervisor’s Negative Attitude Towards Voice Impacts Decision to 

Choose Defensive Silence, Through Elements of Expectancy Theory 
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Research Methodology  
 

Due to the high pressure of globalization, Pakistan’s banking sector is facing highly competitive and 

stressful environment. These circumstances create many job-related issues for the employees but they 

hesitate to speak up about these issues due to the fear and risk of confronting negative results, hence they 

indulge in defensive silence. Therefore, this condition makes it more conducive to study how and why 

certain motivational forces such as supervisor’s negative attitude and unavailability of communication 

channel influence step by step conscious decision to engage defensive silence behaviour in the banking 

context. 

 

This study was conducted in banking sector of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP). There are 26 commercial banks 

(out of which 5 were public and 21 were private) in 25 districts of KP. A sample of 8 banks, based on 

substantial branch network, and 12 districts of KP, based on population density were selected. The two 

motivational forces i.e. supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice and unavailability of communication 

channel were considered as the independent variables whereas defensive silence was considered as 

dependent variable. 

 

Data Collection 

 

Semi structured interview was used for data collection. 2 interviewees from each district were selected 

through stratified purposive sampling. The interview guide was developed based on three steps (Gilbert, 

2008). The first step was determining the framework of the interview guide. Second, clearly identifying the 

themes that will be used to analyze the interview feedback and lastly developing the list of questions to 

asked during the interview. To ensure the reliability and validity of the interview guide, it was reviewed by 

the experts in the field and necessary changes were made as per their advice (see Appendix A). Moreover, 

to analyze the data collected and to develop themes based on the transcribed data thematic coding 

technique was used (see Appendix B). Whereas causal networking technique was used  for the visual 

presentation of the analyzed data and to develop the expectancy theory based defensive silence model. 

 

Data Analysis and Results  
 

Relationship Between Supervisor’s Negative Attitude to Voice and Defensive Silence  
 

The feedback of the informants helped to generate new themes to get an in-depth explanation of as to how 

and why supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice leads to defensive silence in banks. The themes are 

discussed as under:  

 

Misuse of Authority  

 

The feedback of the informants highlighted that in most of the branch manager is the sole authority. He is 

empowered by the head office to take decision regarding employees’ roles, responsibilities and job rotation. 

In this case, he doesn’t encourage more ideas and innovations by the employees rather impose his decision. 

This environment signals risk of negative outcomes and employees are forced to remain silent. 

 

Subjective Appraisal System 
 

Informants mentioned that their performance appraisal is in the hand of branch manager. He is responsible 

for evaluating and appraising the performance of all employees, which is mostly done based on good 

relation with the manager. Under such circumstances they are forced to accept work overload, work from 

home, extra working hours etc. informants reported that due to the fear of negative performance appraisal 

they can never say no to their manager even for the extra work burden and hence remain silent.  
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Favoritism 

 

The feedback of the informants highlighted the fact that branch manager doesn’t treat all employees equally 

rather favoritism is encouraged. Those who have some family terms or have good relation with the manager 

are given preference in terms of fringe benefit, half day, more sick leaves, training and development, less 

job rotation and promotion opportunity etc. This situation increase the risk of facing negative outcomes and 

employees perceive it risky to speak up. 

 

Political Appointment 

 

During the interview, most of the informants revels the fact that most of the job appointments are done 

based on political influence rather than competency. The incompetent individuals are hired due to political 

pressure. These political appointees not only pressurize managers for extra benefits but also discourage 

competent employees to work hard and attain higher targets. This unfavorable context propels other 

employees to remain silent even if they have innovative ideas and suggestion for better work performance.  

 

Supervisor’s Self-Interest Decision  

 

While sharing the personal experiences, informants expose the reality that while voucher postings, 

sometimes mistakes may happen. It is the responsibility of the branch manager to counter check all work 

and is liable to ask employees to rectify mistakes if any, before sending it to higher ups. Due to negligence 

if wrong voucher posting is reported to the head office, instead of accepting his mistake, branch manager 

take disciplinary action against the employee and report it to Head office.  

 

High Insecurity 

 

Informants reported that due to the branch manager’s negative attitude, their feeling of insecurity is very 

high, for if they raise voice about their issues of work overload, job monotonous, stressful work setting etc., 

they will be considered as lazy and incompetent by the manager. Hence, they perceive defensive silence as 

a safe communicative behavior under such conditions.   

 

Supervisor’s Incompetency 

 

Based on the informants’ responses, it was discovered that when managers feel incompetent in their skills 

and expertise, they discourage ideas and suggestions by the employees regarding work simplification 

techniques and adoption of new technology.  When branch managers lack certain skills to cope with new 

technology, he criticizes employees to apply advance technological work practices. In return employees 

feel no point to share their ideas and creativity and remain silent.  

 

The Expectancy Theory based Defensive Silence Model in relation to supervisor’s negative attitude 

towards voice presents the new emerging themes to explains the association between the study variables. 

Whereas the elements of Expectancy Theory are discussed below to provide an in-depth explanation of 

how and why supervisor’s negative attitude leads to defensive silence in the banking context.  

 

Expectancy: Due to the prevailing Supervisor’s negative attitude, employees perceive that if voice is 

raised, it may result in misuse of authority by the supervisor, poor performance appraisal, favoritism, 

political appointment, supervisor’s self-interest decisions, high insecurity and discouragement of innovative 

ideas due to supervisor incompetency.  

 

Instrumentality:  if supervisor apply the above emerging themes, there will be a high risk of facing 

negative consequences in terms of poor performance evaluation and disciplinary action. 
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Valence: Employees discourage that behavior which may increase the risk of negative consequences. 

 

Motivational Force: hence, employees are motivated to take a conscious decision to engage in defensive 

silence as a safe communicative behavior.  

 

The above themes are presented below in the model in fig. 4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationship Between Unavailability of Communication Channels and Defensive Silence  
 

Based on the informants’ feedback following new emerging themes were derived to explain the association 

between unavailability of communication channels and defensive silence.  

 

Centralization 

 

In was revealed from the informants’ feedback that while taking a decision, the branch manager only listen 

to their ideas and suggestions but never incorporate them and take a sole decision that suits him. Moreover, 

the banking system is composed of centralized decision system. The decisions are imposed by the head 

office without any prior notification or consultation. In such circumstances employees get no opportunity to 

raise voice.  

 

Career Ladder 

 

The informants discussed that there is a very slow career path in the banking system. Promotions are not 

based on the competencies and there is no performance appreciation by either branch or head office. There 

is no communication opportunity to discuss their good performance with the top management, as they only 

rely on branch manager’s feedback about performance evaluation.  Hence, employees remain silent. 

 

Leg Pulling  

 

During the interview, most of the informants mentioned that due to lack of open communication channels 

there is leg pulling by the colleagues and often by the branch manager as well. Mostly the co-workers use 

Expectancy 

Motivational force 

Risk of negative consequences in 

form of negative performance 

evaluation and disciplinary action 

Instrumentality 

            Defensive  Silence  

 

Valence 

Supervisor’s Negative Attitude 

Towards Voice 

Misuse of Authority 

Subjective Performance System 

Favoritism 

Political appointment 

Supervisor’s Self-interest Decision  

High Insecurity 

Supervisor’s Incompetency 

Figure No. 4, Expectancy Theory- Based Defensive Silence Model: in Relation to Supervisor’s 

Negative Attitude Towards Voice 
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informal communication channels to covey negative feedback about other colleagues with the top 

management who have personal relation with them. Hence, to avoid the risk of facing negative 

consequences, employees remain silent and low profile.  

 

Professional Jealousy 

 

Informants mentioned that due to the centralized communication system, the good performers are not 

recognized by the top management, as head office only rely on branch manager feedback. On the other 

hand, the incompetent branch manager and seniors develop professional jealousy and discourage good 

performers for their hard efforts. In such unfavorable context, the hardworking employees get demotivated 

and don’t want to face any negative outcomes by going against the seniors or branch manager. Hence, they 

engage in defensive silence. 

 

Reduced Level of Trust  

 

Informants reported that they feel uncomfortable while discussing their job-related issues with other 

colleagues and branch manager due to lack of trust. They feel that if they discuss their matters they will be 

perceived as trouble maker and lazy by the branch manager and top management. Hence, they feel it as a 

safe response to remain silent and to avoid the risk of negative outcomes. 

 

Poor Recognition and Reward 

 

The feedback of information make it evident that banking system of KP, Pakistan lacks performance based 

reward and appreciation system. Informants mentioned that they are not given rewards and mostly 

managers get the bonuses and higher rewards. Only managers are appreciated and certified for the target 

achievements rather than the whole team. This leads to high level of demotivation and employees prefer to 

remain silent than to raise voice. 

 

The above new emerging themes are shown in the model below in fig. 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This model represents, centralization, career ladder, leg pulling, professional jealousy and reduced level of 

trust as the key themes to explain how and why unavailability of communication channel influence ones’ 

step by step conscious decision to engage in defensive silence, in the banking sector of KP Pakistan.  The 

above model, with the help of the elements of Expectancy Theory is discussed as follows. 

Expectancy 

Risk of negative consequences in 
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evaluation and disciplinary action 
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Figure No. 5, Expectancy Theory- Based Defensive Silence Model: in Relation to Unavailability of 

Communication Channel. 
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Expectancy: When there is unavailability of communication channel, employees perceive that if voice is 

raised it might not create a difference due to the centralized decision system, weak career path, leg pulling 

by colleagues, professional jealousy and lack of trust. 

 

Instrumentality: Under the prevalence of aforementioned practices, employees perceive high risk of 

facing negative outcomes in terms of negative performance evaluation or disciplinary action. 

 

Valence: Employees does not engage in such behavior that raise the risk of negative consequences. 

 

Motivational Force: Hence, Employees take a conscious decision to engage in defensive silence behavior 

as a safe response.  

 

Discussion 
 

This study aimed at investigating the association between the motivational forces (supervisor’s negative 

attitude towards voice and unavailability of communication channels) and defensive silence, through the 

elements of Expectancy Theory. To get an in-depth explanation for how and why supervisor’s negative 

attitude and unavailability of communication channels act as a motivational force behind ones’ conscious 

decision to engage in defensive silence this study was conducted in the banking sector of Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa (KP). Semi structure interview was conducted to collect data. Based on the data collected, 

this paper develops the Expectancy Theory- based defensive silence models for the banking sector of KP, 

Pakistan.  

 

Moreover, this study synergizes the concept of defensive silence with Expectancy theory and with the help 

of the elements of Expectancy theory i.e. expectancy, instrumentality and valence give an in-depth 

explanation of the step by step conscious decision making process to engage in defensive silence. It further 

helps to explain the reasons for how and why such relationship exist among the study variables (Dyne et 

al., 2003; Morrison, 2014; Prouska & Psychogios, 2016). 

 

Based on the informants’ feedback following new emerging themes were drawn to explain the reason for 

how and why supervisor’s negative attitude influence step by step conscious decision to engage in 

defensive silence, particularly in the banking sector of KP, Pakistan. These themes are: misuse of authority, 

subjective performance system, favouritism, political appointment, self-interest decision by manager, high 

insecurity, and incompetency of leader.  

 

Moreover, the findings of the study further reveal the reasons for how and why unavailability of 

communication channels influence ones’ cognitive decision process to opt for defensive silence as a safe 

response. These themes are: centralization, career ladder, leg pulling, professional jealousy and reduced 

trust level.  

 

Conclusion 
 

These resulting models of the study identified the new emerging themes which help the researchers, 

practitioners and academicians to develop new strategies in overcoming defensive silence. It further helps 

to understand what are the motivational forces organizations should avoid in their efforts to encourage 

employee voice behaviour. Based on the findings of the study provides sound theoretical contributions for 

the HR managers, banks management and the policy makers to give more attention to supervisor positive 

attitude towards voice and to provide open communication channels to allow free flow for exchange of 

information up the hierarchy. Similarly, the results of the study promote further research in the same filed 

by exploring the new emerging themes to understand the relationship among the study variables.  
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Research Implications 
 

This study not only contributes to the expansion of employee silence phenomenon but also provides 

theoretical contribution by extending the application of Expectancy Theory in the field of employee silence 

particularly with respect to banking sector of KP, Pakistan. This theoretical stance provides new avenues to 

the policy maker and practitioners in terms of strategy development and their implication. The study 

concludes that the service industry like banks should support employee voice behaviour by provision of 

free flow of information through open communication channels and supervisor’s positive attitude towards 

voice. In the prevalence of these motivational forces employees perceived risk of facing negative 

consequence will decrease and they will speak up about issues and problems and will feel free to provide 

suggestions and ideas for problem solving and innovation. This is the only way to gain competitive 

advantage in today’s world of business.  

 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 
 

Besides empirically testing the effect of supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice and unavailability of 

communication channels, other motivational forces like grapevine, personality types, cross cultural 

differences etc. could be considered as defensive silence motives. Moreover, some other factors could be 

added to the existing theoretical framework as the consequences of defensive silence such as job 

satisfaction, anxiety, job stress, depression, conflict among employees etc. These limitations present avenue 

for the future research and may allow further extension of the expectancy theory based defensive silence 

model.   
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Appendix A 

 
                                             Interview Questions 

 

o What are the reasons for Supervisor’s negative attitude towards voice to be the predictor of defensive 

silence in the banks of KP Pakistan. 

o What are the reasons for Unavailability of communication channels to be the predictor of defensive 

silence in the banks of KP Pakistan. 

 

Demographic Information 

Gender Male  Female  

Age   

Qualification Bchelors Masters Other   

Ethnic group Pushtoon Hindko speaking Chitrali Hzara Other 

Marital Status Single  Married  Divorced  Widow   

# of Children  

# of Dependents  

Bank Name  

Bank Type Public Private    

      

Branch Category Category 1 Category 2 Category 3   

Management Level OG1 OG2 OG3   

Operation  Credit  Cash 

Designation  

Nature of Job Permanent Contractual 

Salary  

Experience on same designation 

Overall year of experience in banking sector 

Year of experience with this bank 

Vehicle you own Car Motorcycle Bicycle Do not own any vehicle 

Do you own home Yes No  

Designation of your 

reporting line 

   

 

Thank you for your time to complete this questionnaire! We appreciate your cooperation.  

Mobile #of the respondent  

Name of the researcher  

Date of Survey  
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Appendix B: Interview Coding (Sample) 

 

Overarching 

Themes/ 

A priori codes/ 

Pre-

determined 

Themes 

Interpretive 

Codes 

Interviewees # Excerpt Inductive 

sub-themes 

Descriptive 

Codes 

Motivational 

Force 

Supervisor 

negative 

attitude 

towards 

voice 

Int 1 In banks mostly managers don’t 

care about what his subordinates 

are feeling. He takes decisions 

on basis of his interest. He plays 

safe game and don’t want to 

take any responsibility on his 

shoulders.  Only ALLAH can do 

justice.  

Supervisor’s 

Self-interest 

decision 

 

MFLD-SI 

  Int 2 Managers mostly do favouritism 

with their friends and with those 

people who are his relative or 

belong to same village. Manager 

gives them relaxment in work, 

allow them for half day leave, 

give them less responsibility etc. 

Favouritism MFLD-F 

  Int 3 Our manager doesn’t discuss our 

appraisal with us and secretly 

sent it to the top management 

based on his observation. He do 

subjective judgement. There is a 

not objective criteria for 

performance appraisal.  

Subjective 

performance 

system 

MFLD-SPA 

  Int 4 Our manager take decisions for 

personal interest. During 

decision making process he 

listens for suggestions but don’t 

allow criticism. He use 

autocratic style of leadership 

and  force us to do whatever he 

want us to do. 

Misuse of 

Authority 

MFLD-MA 

Motivational 

force 

Unavailabilit

y of 

Communicat

ion Channels 

Int 13 In banks decisions are not 

informed to us. We are not 

involved in the decision making 

process. Decisions are imposed 

on us and we are not allowed to 

disagree. We are forced to 

follow otherwise we have to 

face negative consequences. 

Direct circular – no change is 

informed beforehand. 

Centralizatio

n 

 

MFCD-

CDM 

 Int19 In banks we 

employees are not 

given any reward 

and appreciation. 

Only managers get 

reward and 

bonuses and that’s 

why we feel 

ignored. 

Poor Recognition and Reward MFCD-LA Int19 


