Title:  Does work status give you power to voice? A qualitative exploration of employee voice determinants from the perspective of female managers in Mongolia
There is a general consensus that enabling employees to speak up enhances organisational effectiveness by reinforcing trust and promoting fairness and transparency. Employee voice is crucial for identifying organisational issues and serves as a direct channel for employees to express their opinions, concerns, and suggestions to management. It is linked to higher job satisfaction, increased engagement, and improved organisational performance. Research shows that organisations that encourage employee voice experience lower turnover rates and higher levels of innovation and creativity. Therefore, fostering employee voice is essential for problem-solving, innovation, and overall performance improvement (references).
In organisational behaviour literature, employee voice is viewed as discretionary actions expressed informally in face-to-face interactions (references). Human resource management literature defines voice as formalised communications, categorised into indirect and direct modes (Barry & Wilkinson, 2016; Mowbray, Wilkinson, & Tse, 2015). In industrial relations, voice is understood collectively to advocate for employees' interests (Freeman & Medoff, 1984).
A recent conceptual paper by Mori et al. (2022) outlines the evolution of research on employee voice, identifying key themes and research streams from 1986 to 2019. It divides voice research into three periods: industrial relations and organisational justice (period one), human resources management and organisational behaviour (period two), and integration of literature (period three). Using bibliometric analysis, the paper systematically reviews 470 papers in voice research, showing a shift from viewing voice as a perception of organisational fairness to focusing on individual voice forms and leadership styles. Furthermore, it suggests a shift in voice research from the individual to the organisational level, emphasising the need for effective voice structures and channels within contemporary organisations.
While we agree on the importance of integrative approaches and further research on enabling multinational employee voice to improve organisational effectiveness, we propose shifting our focus to enabling the voices of multinational employees; we must go beyond unpacking the complex socio-cultural context and its influence on voice in order to develop an organisational-level model. 
Using voice to manage both up and down within an organisational hierarchy is a dynamic process, requiring legitimacy to gain acceptance from all levels. Status is often considered a critical enabler in voice legitimacy, suggesting that higher status (power) equals greater legitimacy. However, we challenge the idea that status (work ranking) is the critical enabler in voice legitimacy, by investigating the potentially constraining or enabling role of gender.  
We explore this further through a study of 41-women line managers in Mongolia. Our findings identify how sociocultural perceptions of gender limit voice legitimacy.  
We suggest that sociocultural acceptance of gender at the macro level and being female at the micro level mediate the relationship between status and voice. Despite their status as manager, macro and micro-level influences combine to constrain women’s voices and have a negative effect on the extent to which their voiced ideas and messages are endorsed by those above and below them. 
We conceptualise this as an Invisible Hierarchy of Voice at the organisational (meso) level which has been overlooked in the creation of effective voice mechanisms. Identifying these invisible hierarchies is critical for allowing input from individuals from various sociocultural contexts in international organisations, as their voices can represent a competitive advantage by leveraging employees' capabilities, perspectives, insights, and experiences.
Despite the non-Western context of our empirical study, we posit that these findings may have broader implications beyond this post-communist context. There is longstanding academic and empirical evidence of the under-representation and diminished weight of female voices in organisations, despite their importance to 
In summary, this study seeks to develop a multi-level view to identify the invisible hierarchies in voice by investigating: 
a. The nuanced intersections between status and legitimacy for women managers who seek to use their voice
b. How the broader macro-economic and sociocultural environment influence their legitimacy to speak 
c. Any hierarchy of voice which emerges from the integration of macro factors together with those found at meso, and micro-levels. 
Existing studies in voice literature have explored the role of line managers in organisations by influencing both upwards and downward, acting as intermediaries between top management and front-line staff (Townsend, 2014; Offurum, 2017; Zheng et al., 2022) and examining how line managers facilitate either encourage or inhibit employee voice (Mowbray, 2018; Mowbray et al., 2021). While some research exists on managers escalating employee voice (Venkataramani et al., 2016), utilising line managers’ voices in high-performance strategies (Mowbray et al., 2021), voice facilitation (Townsend & Mowbray, 2020), and voice promotion (Adler-Milstein et al., 2010), there is limited focus on managers voicing ideas themselves and a little focus on managers as the actual voicers in the process (e.g., Burris, 2012; Fast et al., 2014; Mowbray, 2018; Wåhlin-Jacobsen, 2020; Mowbray et al., 2021). 
Line managers face various challenges when voicing their ideas, including a lack of decision-making authority, described as an ‘authority gap’ (Hales, 2005, p. 492) and challenges in voicing their opinions due to not having the power to make decisions independently. This can lead to them feeling the need to consult senior managers on critical operational matters, impacting their autonomy. Further barriers identified include limited consultation on strategic issues, not being able to voice their views on strategic decisions, which are usually made unilaterally by senior managers (Terhalle, 2009; Mowbray et al., 2018), perceived psychological safety concerns (Wåhlin-Jacobsen, 2020), and structural and hierarchical constraints (Donnagehy et al., 2011). Additionally, middle managers facing challenges like being promoted from within the team may struggle with managing ‘up’ to higher management while also supervising former peers (Della Rocca, 1992). Understanding the emotional responses of middle managers during times of organisational change, such as downsizing, is crucial for successful leadership, as their voices of anger, withdrawal, and scepticism need to be heard and addressed by CEOs for the effective implementation of strategies (O’Neil, 1995).
Following the voice barriers, line managers have two choices: either find a way to raise voices through productive resistance and proactive tactics to address challenges in expressing their voices, creating new informal channels for communication and influence within the organisation (Mowbray, 2018), and developing their own voice mechanism with less HR support for high-performance strategies (Mowbray et al., 2021) or become withdrawn and silent due to internal issues such as organisational conditions and lack of support (Dellve & Jendeby, 2022); and external circumstances such as economic crisis (Schlosser & Zolin, 2012; Prouska & Psychogios, 2019). 
To help scholars understand why some individuals may choose to speak up at work, or not, Pfrombeck et al. (2022) highlight the critical role of hierarchy in voice behaviour. They link both the rank of the voicer and the target to individuals’ decisions to use their voice or remain silent, and to appraisals and endorsement of voice behaviours. They argue that people with higher status perceive a greater impact in using their voice, while any negative perceptions of how their voice will be appraised are reduced. The centrality of those with high status, such as managers, within the organisational network is also seen to provide more opportunities to influence discussions and decision-making. However, while their arguments are well evidenced, this framework overlooks the role of gender. 

Our study seeks to better reflect organisational reality and address this gap in the literature by considering the experience of the growing numbers of women in management. Although a nascent stream within the voice literature has started to consider voice and gender, with scholars identifying how women’s voices are often seen as less legitimate than men's, but empirical studies to date have focussed on the voice behaviours of women working lower down in organisational hierarchies (Cooper et al., 2021; Eibl et al., 2020; McClean et al., 2022; Taiyi Yan et al., 2022). 

Consequently, we apply the theoretical concept of legitimacy to frame our study of women middle managers in Mongolia, to consider the extent to which the voices of women with the status of manager are given legitimacy to speak up to senior management and down to their teams and direct reports.    

Legitimacy is seen as a form of social evaluation (Biketine et al., 2020). It is defined as a “generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p.574). Those who are deemed legitimate will be subject to less scrutiny and receive less opposition, whereas those without it can be more vulnerable to criticism and questions of how it is. In their review of the legitimacy literature, Suddaby et al. (2017) consider different perspectives on how notions of what is and is not legitimate emerge. Firstly, they identify extant literature that suggests judgements of legitimacy might result from a good degree of “fit” between an entity or a person and normative expectations. Alternatively, legitimacy might be in the eye of the beholder and depend on individual perceptions, which both inform and are informed by the sociocultural environment. While most studies consider legitimacy to be something that is conferred rather than cultivated, some scholars also recognise that legitimacy might also be acquired through contestation between social actors and agentic processes. 

Through this lens, initial analysis of our data suggests that women managers are involved in ongoing contestation to acquire legitimacy for their voice without sufficient support. Instead, women are subject to legitimacy evaluations of their voice made by colleagues and team members at the micro level, undeveloped HR mechanisms at the meso level, and sociocultural expectations of gender at the macro level. 
We conceptualise this multi-level view as an invisible hierarchy of voice which women must navigate.   
We, therefore, challenge the Hierarchy of Voice Framework offered by Pfrombeck et al. (2022) for its overreliance on status in voice and for overlooking the concept of legitimacy within the social construct of an organisational hierarchy. Instead, we highlight a disconnect between status and voice by highlighting the influence of gender. Women cannot continue alone for the right to be heard. Instead, our multi-level view suggests legitimacy for their voices necessitates socio-cultural acceptance of women in leadership at the macro level, the development of organisational voice mechanisms which enable women’s voices at the meso level, and more positive evaluations of women’s voice behaviours by men, and indeed other women, at the micro level. 
This integrated model of voice might be adopted by international organisations and could provide an enabling framework for global companies committed to the United Nation's sustainability goals, particularly the fifth goal of gender equality, to amplify women's voices worldwide.


1732 words 

 
2

