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ABSTRACT
This article explores the relationships among employee moral
efficacy, coworker emotional support, coworker instrumental
support, and employee voice behavior regarding abusive
supervision in the hospitality industry in Ecuador: a high power
distance culture. The results indicate that employees’ moral
efficacy predicted their voice behavior with regards to abusive
supervision and that coworker emotional support strengthened
this relation. However, an interaction effect between moral
efficacy and coworker instrumental support on voice behavior
was not found. This study provides a theoretical extension of the
voice literature by introducing the roles of moral efficacy and
coworker support, and has practical implications for the
hospitality workplace.

KEYWORDS
Coworker emotional support;
coworker instrumental
support; Ecuador; hospitality;
moral efficacy; voice
behavior

Introduction

Workplace supervisors play a critical role in employees’ work lives: whereas a
supervisor’s positive attitude toward employees can enhance the workplace atmo-
sphere and thereby the functioning of the organization, negative and abusive
supervisor–employee relationships can be detrimental to employees and to the
organization. Abusive supervision has become a global organizational phenome-
non in recent years. Fourteen percent of U.S. workers are estimated to have experi-
enced negative or abusive supervisors (Tepper, 2007)—a trend that has increased
over time (Hannah et al., 2013)—and research has found that abusive supervision
is also prevalent in countries as diverse as Australia (Boddy, 2011), Sweden,
Poland, Italy (Nyberg et al., 2011), the United Kingdom (Monks et al., 2009), and
China (Liu & Wang, 2013).
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Abusive supervision is a costly workplace phenomenon in terms of employee
absenteeism, turnover, and lost productivity, and was estimated to cost U.S. organ-
izations $24 billion annually 7 years ago (Tepper, 2007). It has commanded
increased attention from both organizational academicians (Mitchell & Ambrose,
2007; Tepper, 2000) and practitioners (Tugend, 2013).

Abusive supervision has been defined as “subordinates’ perceptions of the extent
to which supervisors engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonver-
bal behaviors, excluding physical contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178). Examples of abu-
sive supervision include a supervisor ridiculing and invading the privacy of a
subordinate or putting a subordinate down in front of other people.

One of the difficulties associated with studying abusive supervision is the fact
that it is a very low base-rate phenomenon, which means that abusive supervision
happens in a low probability (Hannah et al., 2013; Tepper, Moss, Lockhart, &
Carr, 2007). Although the phenomenon is rare, abusive supervision exists and it is
particularly prevalent within relationship-oriented occupations such as hospitality
and public relations (Restubog, Scott, & Zagenczyk, 2011), blue-collar occupations
such as manufacturing and construction (Bamberger & Bacharach, 2006), and the
military (Hannah et al., 2013).

Abusive supervision might occur more frequently in high power distance cul-
tures such as India, China, and Ecuador, where less powerful individuals feel that
power is distributed highly unequally and are more accepting of the phenomenon
(Hofstede, 1980). According to Cultural Dimensions Theory, unequal power distri-
butions are more common in the workplace in high power distance cultures, and
the relationship between supervisors and subordinates is dependent rather than
interdependent, as is the case in low power distance cultures (Ilgen, Mitchell, &
Fredrickson, 1981).

Since abusive supervision was found to be harmful to employees and costly to
the organizations, it is prudent for employees to speak up or “voice” their concerns
about an abusive supervisor in an effort to reduce it. Yet, that might be particularly
difficult in a high power distance culture where unequal power distributions are
more acceptable and expected (Liu & Wang, 2013).

The purpose of the study was to investigate the relationships of moral efficacy,
coworker support, and employees’ voice behavior regarding abusive supervision in
a high power distance culture. In order to explore the purpose of the study, three
objectives were established:

(1) To examine the extent to which moral efficacy influences employees engag-
ing in prosocial behavior, such as standing up or speaking up (voice) in
order to protect their rights;

(2) To investigate the boundary conditions of coworker support under which
victims of abusive supervision in a high power distance culture might
engage in voice behavior.

Since coworker support includes two dimensions, coworker emotional support
and coworker instrumental support (Beehr, Jex, Stacy, & Murray, 2000; Tews,
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Michel, & Ellingson, 2013), the study compared which of the two mattered more in
terms of moderating the effect of moral efficacy on voice behavior about abusive
supervision.

(3) To discuss voice behavior with regards to abusive supervision in a high
power distance environment and in a relationship-oriented industry like
the hospitality industry.

The key to a hospitality organization’s success is delivering prompt and outstand-
ing service to customers, and hospitality supervisors have been found to be strict and
even dictatorial. Their subordinates have been shown to be emotionally exhausted—
not only because of the high demands at work, but also because of the poor support
they received from their supervisors (Nyberg et al., 2011). A research focused on the
supervisor–subordinate relationship in the hospitality industry in a high power dis-
tance culture is therefore warranted. This article introduces a theoretical model on
employee voice behavior about abusive supervision and highlights one potential pre-
dictor, moral efficacy, and one moderator, coworker support. As shown in Figure 1,
the model proposes that moral efficacy and coworker support jointly affect employee
voice behavior toward abusive supervision in such a way that coworker support
strengthens the positive relationship between moral efficacy and voice behavior.

Review of literature

Voice behavior

Voice behavior entails a challenge to the status quo (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998).
Voice in a workplace setting has been defined as “openly stating one’s views or
opinions about workplace matters, including the actions or ideas of others, sug-
gested or needed changes, and alternative approaches or different lines of reason-
ing for addressing job-related issues” (Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003, p. 1538). Voice
behavior includes several important features: First, voice is an act of verbal expres-
sion, where a message is conveyed from a sender to a recipient. Second, voice is
discretionary behavior and employees can choose whether or not to engage in this
behavior. Third, the purpose of voice is to be constructive: The central theme of
employee voice is the notion that concerns are expressed in the spirit of improving
organizational outcomes (Morrison, 2011).

Employees will engage in voice behavior when they discover a problem that
should be addressed. Importantly, they should be intrinsically motivated to report

Figure 1. The hypothesized model of the study.
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the problem, because voicing a problem is not part of their job descriptions. The
hospitality industry provides frequent opportunities to engage in voice behavior
and employees can suggest effective improvement tactics (e.g., Raub & Robert,
2013; Stamper & Van Dyne, 2001).

Subordinate voice behaviors about abusive supervision

With respect to voice in response to abusive supervision, the subordinate may be
describing a situation of unfairness or misconduct on the part of the supervisor
and ask the skip-level leader (i.e., those above the abusive supervisor) or a human
resource representative to take action. This may likely be due to the fact that there
are social norms that dictate fairness, politeness, and professional decorum in
workplace contexts (Roberts, 1985). Research on the Value Protection Model
(VPM) suggests that when personal moral values are threatened, individuals will
respond by expressing and protecting their values and identity to alleviate the
effect of abuse (Skitka, 2002; Skitka & Mullen, 2002). For instance, past research
has shown that employees are more likely to engage in voice behaviors when they
feel like the unspoken psychological contract between supervisors and subordi-
nates has been violated (Turnley & Feldman, 1999). Voice behavior about abusive
supervision is constructive since it can prevent deterioration in work practices and
will have a positive impact on organizational functioning (Maynes & Podsakoff,
2014).

Moral efficacy

When experiencing an abusive supervisor, not all subordinates will report or
address this behavior. A key consideration of whether to voice or not is moral effi-
cacy, which refers to employees’ perceptions about whether their voice will be
effective or not (Hannah, Avolio, & May, 2011). Moral efficacy is “an individual’s
belief in his or her capabilities to organize and mobilize the motivation, cognitive
resources, means, and courses of action needed to attain moral performance,
within a given moral domain, while persisting in the face of moral adversity”
(Hannah et al., 2011, p. 675). It determines whether a subordinate believes that
voicing concerns about the abusive supervisor will lead to the appropriate and
desired actions, including coaching the behavior of a supervisor or the discharge of
a supervisor.

The notion of moral efficacy is consistent with Expectancy Theory, which con-
siders the link between effort and expectancy beliefs (Vroom, 1964). According to
Expectancy Theory, employees make conscious decisions about their efforts and
whether they will lead to the realization of goals. In a study predicting when dissat-
isfied employees engage in exit, voice, loyalty, or neglect behaviors, Withey and
Cooper (1989) argued that employees did not voice their dissatisfaction and other
concerns because they did not think anything beneficial would result from the
action. In this study, leaders were perceived to be too hard to find, too busy to
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listen to employee concerns, or not willing to help—even when they were available.
Thus, futility or perceived low efficacy is a major barrier to employees engaging in
voicing behaviors. In other words, for individuals low in moral efficacy, the percep-
tion is that voice behavior will not accomplish anything. Similarly, Detert and
Trevi~no (2010) argued that subordinates may feel it is futile to speak up to skip-
level leaders because of the disinterest of those leaders or their unwillingness to
incorporate employee input in their decision-making. Pinder and Harlos (2001)
created the term “quiescent silence,” which refers to situations when employees
deliberately withhold concerns about injustice from those in positions of higher
status and power due to fear of negative consequences.

Moral efficacy and voice behavior

Moral efficacy is an important factor to help determine whether an individual will act
in reporting abusive behavior. When reporting abusive behavior, subordinates will
evaluate the probability of successfully getting the attention of management. If the
subordinates want to report the behavior anonymously, such as through hotlines,
they may think that “nobody will listen” or “nothing will change” if their moral effi-
cacy is low. If subordinates want to report abusive behavior in person to the skip-
level leaders, they might feel that leaders will not be interested in the issue or not act
on it when their efficacy is low. Thus, moral efficacy plays an important role in
whether or not the subordinates will voice their concerns about an abusive supervi-
sor, and this might be even more prominent in a high power distance culture.

Voicing concerns and making suggestions entail the risk of material or social
losses for the individual and requires initiative and a willingness to accept those
risks. The theoretical rationale for a positive relationship between moral efficacy
and voice behavior presented here builds upon the inherently discretionary and
risky nature of the behavior. Under conditions of high moral efficacy, employees
are more strongly involved and can exert greater influence on decision-making.
This should thereby increase their perceptions of negotiating latitude; that is, the
extent to which management supports and aids subordinates in role definition
(Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975). Accordingly, this study proposes the following:

Hypothesis 1: The moral efficacy of employees is positively associated with engagement in
voice behaviors about abusive supervision.

Moderating effects of coworker support

Like other South American collectivist countries, such as Costa Rica, Colombia,
Peru, Chile, and Brazil, Ecuador’s culture is high in collectivism (e.g., Hattrup,
Ghorpade, & Lackritz, 2007; Hofstede, 1980). Collectivist cultures are those in
which “people from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups,
which throughout people’s lifetime continue to protect them in exchange for
unquestioning loyalty” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 2). Collectivists live in an interrelated
world that emphasizes social interdependence (Singelis & Brown, 1995) and enjoy
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closer and more supportive networks (Triandis, McCusker, & Hui, 1990). In the
collectivistic cultural context of Ecuador, emphasis is placed on maintaining har-
mony within the social group, and Ecuadorians tend to view a person primarily as
a relational entity interdependent with others; social support and group solidarity
typically are fundamental to social behavior (Taylor et al., 2004).

Social support refers to “behaviors that are intended to assist others”
(Hobman, Restubog, Bordia, & Tang, 2009, p. 237) and it is a useful resource
in enhancing employees’ proper functioning in organizations. In the work-
place, coworker support is arguably one of the most relevant forms of social
support for employees (Mayo, Sanchez, Pastor, & Rodriguez, 2012). Specifi-
cally, coworker support includes two dimensions—coworker emotional sup-
port and coworker instrumental support. This research focuses on both
dimensions and delineates their roles in strengthening the relation between
moral efficacy and voice behavior about abusive supervision. Emotional sup-
port is person-focused and provides concern for personal well-being, while
instrumental support is task-focused and aimed at resolving work-related
issues (Beehr et al., 2000). This study hypothesizes that coworker emotional
support will strengthen the positive relation between moral efficacy and voice
behavior about abusive supervision, while coworker instrumental support will
not have such an effect.

Sonnentag (2003) showed that positive interactions with coworkers can serve as
a recovery mechanism. When facing an abusive supervisor, coworker emotional
support is important to buffer the negative impact of abusive supervision because
coworkers are regarded as agents of organizations (Karatepe, 2012). If coworkers
are showing concern and courtesy in another employee’s situation—appearing to
be understanding and sympathetic and trying to cheer the employee up—it will
make the employee feel that coworkers care about him/her and thereby might be
encouraged to speak up. Thus, coworker emotional support could act as a facilita-
tor between the positive relation between moral efficacy and voice behavior about
abusive supervision.

On the other hand, the main idea of coworker instrumental support is that the
coworker provides help by taking over some of the employee’s work tasks or by
offering suggestions about how to perform tasks efficiently. Instrumental support
is provided to address stressful work-related demand directly. Coworker instru-
mental support is focused on work and may therefore not be directly related to
help increase voice behavior in the organization. These arguments thereby lead to
the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a: The positive relation between moral efficacy and voice behavior is moder-
ated by coworker emotional support in such a way that the relation will be strengthened
under conditions of high coworker emotional support.

Hypothesis 2b: The positive relation between moral efficacy and voice behavior will not dif-
fer based on coworker instrumental support.
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Methodology

Sample

Hospitality senior undergraduate students from two large universities in Ecuador
were invited to participate in the paper-and-pencil-administered survey. All of the
student participants were preselected based on the fact that they either had prior
work experience in the hospitality industry for at least one month or were
employed in the industry at the time of the study. Participants had experience in
various areas in the hospitality industry including hotels, bars, restaurants, clubs,
and event management. Three of the authors distributed the paper-and-pencil sur-
veys to the students. The study participants were all informed verbally and in writ-
ing that the study was for academic research purposes only and that their
participation was voluntary and anonymous. At the beginning of the survey, all
the participants were asked to think about their most recent job, their place of
work (organization), their coworkers, and their most recent supervisor prior to
answering the questionnaire.

Measures

All surveys were administered in Spanish. In order to ensure that these Spanish
language surveys accurately reflected the original surveys that were developed
based on sources in the English language, survey instructions and survey items
were translated into Spanish using the conventional method of back translation
(Brislin, 1980). After translation from English to Spanish by a bilingual speaker,
two other bilingual researchers who were not part of the research team translated
the Spanish version back to English to verify its accuracy. All measures used a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 D strongly disagree to 7 D strongly agree. The
instrument consisted of four parts.

Moral efficacy
Five items designed by Hannah and Avolio (2010) were used to measure moral

efficacy (e.g., I am confident that I can … “confront others who behave unethically
to resolve the issue”). Cronbach’s alpha for moral efficacy was 0.90.

Voice behavior
Three items of voice behavior about abusive supervision were adapted and

revised from Van Dyne, Ang, and Botero (2003). Sample items included: “I express
solutions to problems of my supervisor’s misconduct” and “I communicate my
opinions with a manager or HR about my supervisor’s abusive behavior in the
workplace.” Cronbach’s alpha for voice behavior was 0.76.

Coworker support
For this construct, Settoon and Mossholder’s (2002) measures were used.

Coworker emotional support was measured by six items; sample items included:
“My coworkers take time to listen to my problems and worries” and “My cow-
orkers try to cheer me up when I am having a bad day.” Five items were used to
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measure coworker instrumental support; sample items included: “My coworkers
help me with work when I have been absent” and “My coworkers go out of their
way to help me with work-related problems.” Cronbach’s alphas for coworker
emotional support and instrumental support were 0.94 and 0.93, respectively.

Control variables
In order to rule out any complicating demographic effects, the respondents’ age,

gender, and work tenure were controlled.

Results

Out of the 390 students approached for the study, there were 313 students who had
the appropriate work experience at the time of the study and who were thereby
selected to participate. In total, 306 students fully completed the surveys—resulting
in a usable response rate of 97.8%. The average age of the respondents was 22 years
old (SD D 3.16) and 63% were female.

Table 1 provides the means, standard deviations, reliability estimates, and corre-
lations among the variables assessed in the study. As can be seen from the table,
moral efficacy was significantly related to voice behavior about abusive supervision
(r D 0.30, p < 0.01), providing some initial support for Hypothesis 1, which states
the moral efficacy of subordinates is positively associated with engagement in voice
behaviors. However, none of the demographic variables (i.e., gender, age, and ten-
ure) were correlated with the focal variables that were investigated.

Hypotheses tests

As Figure 1 depicted, this study proposed a model of moderation in which
coworker support moderated the effect of moral efficacy on voice behavior about
abusive supervision. Thus, Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro (Model 1) was utilized
to analyze the data with the independent variables centered. In addition, three
demographic variables (age, gender, and pre-study work tenure) were controlled
before analyzing the data.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. ME 5.26 1.47 (0.90)
2. CES 5.11 1.51 0.45 �� (0.94)
3. CIS 4.72 1.59 0.32� 0.67 �� (0.93)
4. Voice 4.42 1.46 0.30 �� 0.29 �� 0.28 �� (0.76)
5. Gendera 1.66 0.50 ¡0.10 0.00 0.04 0.00 —
6. Age 21.80 3.16 0.02 ¡0.03 ¡0.02 0.03 ¡0.14� —
7. Tenure b 8 9.66 ¡0.00 0.01 ¡0.02 0.00 ¡0.14� 0.19 �� —

Note. ME: moral efficacy; CES: coworker emotional support; CIS: coworker instrumental support. The internal consis-
tency reliability estimates are presented on the diagonal.

a1 D male, 2 D female.
bTenure was coded in months.
�p < 0.05, ��p < 0.01; n D 305.
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Tables 2 and 3 present the results of the regression analyses following the PRO-
CESS procedure (Hayes, 2013). As can be seen from the two tables, the demo-
graphic variables (i.e., gender, age, and tenure) were related with voice behaviors.

Test of Hypothesis 1
Hypothesis 1 predicted that moral efficacy would be positively related to voice
behavior about abusive supervision. The coefficients for the direct effect of moral

Table 2. Results on the moderating role of coworker emotional support.

Panel A: Regression predicting voice behavior

Predictors Coefficient t

Constant 4.04�� 6.05
Gender ¡0.12 ¡0.71
Age 0.02 0.94
Tenure ¡0.01 ¡0.60
Moral efficacy 0.27�� 4.13
Emotional support 0.27�� 4.26
Interaction 0.08� 2.49
R2 0.43

Panel B: Conditional effect of moral efficacy on voice behavior at values of coworker emotional support

95% Confidence limits

Coworker emotional support Effect se t p Lower Upper

–1 SD 0.15 0.07 2.07 0.04 0.01 0.29
Mean 0.27 0.07 4.13 0.00 0.14 0.41
C1 SD 0.40 0.09 4.28 0.00 0.22 0.58

Note. n. = 360
�p < 0.05, ��p < 0.01.

Table 3. Results on the moderating role of coworker instrumental support.

Panel A: Regression predicting voice behavior

Predictors Coefficient t

Constant 4.08�� 6.01
Gender ¡0.08 ¡0.45
Age 0.02 0.77
Tenure ¡0.00 ¡0.22
Moral efficacy 0.28�� 4.48
Instrumental support 0.21�� 3.78
Interaction 0.04 1.28
R2 0.41

Panel B: Conditional effect of moral efficacy on voice behavior at values of coworker instrumental support

95% Confidence Limits

Coworker instrumental support Effect se t p Lower Upper

¡1 SD 0.22 0.07 2.98 0.00 0.07 0.36
Mean 0.28 0.06 4.48 0.00 0.16 0.41
C1 SD 0.35 0.09 3.98 0.00 0.17 0.52

Note. n D 306.
��p< 0.01.
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efficacy were significant (b D 0.27, p < 0.01 in Table 2 and b D 0.28, p < 0.01 in
Table 3). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported such that moral efficacy was positively
related to employee voice behavior.

Test of Hypothesis 2
Hypothesis 2a predicted that coworker emotional support would moderate the effect
of moral efficacy on voice behavior. The results of this analysis are presented in
Panel A of Table 2. Of greatest importance, the coefficient for the interaction (moral
efficacy £ coworker emotional support) was statistically significant (b D 0.08, p <

0.05). This moderating effect is depicted graphically in Figure 2, such that the effect
of moral efficacy on voice behavior was stronger for employees with high coworker
emotional support. Thus, Hypothesis 2a was supported. Coworker emotional sup-
port strengthened the relationship between moral efficacy and voice behavior.

Hypothesis 2b predicted that coworker instrumental support would not moder-
ate the effect of moral efficacy on voice behavior. The results of this analysis are
presented in Panel A of Table 3. The coefficient for the interaction (moral efficacy
£ coworker instrumental support) was not significant (b D 0.04, p > 0.10). Thus,
Hypothesis 2b was supported, such that coworker instrumental support did not
affect the relationship between moral efficacy and voice behavior.

Discussion and conclusions

In a high power distance workplace, employees, by nature, might expect to occupy
a less active work role, make fewer autonomous decisions, and have little direct dis-
cretion on their work environment beyond what their boss asks them to do than in
a low power distance environment. The purpose of the research presented here
was to investigate the factors that might encourage employees to speak up and
challenge the status quo in a high power distance hospitality environment. Implicit
in the definition of voice is the idea that this behavior often entails risk, because
offering seemingly constructive feedback implies a challenge to the status quo. In

Figure 2. The interaction effect of moral efficacy and coworker emotional support on voice behav-
ior about abusive supervision. Note. ME: moral efficacy; CES: coworker emotional support.
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fact, people rarely voice concerns about higher-status abusers (Tepper et al., 2007)
since subordinates depend on their supervisor for valued resources such as promo-
tions, pay raises, tenure, or a reference letter. Regardless of the cultural environ-
ment, they will consciously withhold concerns about potentially important
work- or organization-related issues from persons who might be able to take
actions to address those issues (Kish-Gephart, Detert, Trevi~no, & Edmondson,
2009). Ironically, this silence often exacerbates the situation in that the abuse is
allowed to continue and might worsen if not stopped or reported. This study pro-
vides strong evidence that the silence could be broken not only by individual atti-
tudes and perceptions such as moral efficacy, but also by coworker emotional
support. Taken together, this article expands the understanding of voice behavior
and provides a person–situation interaction model (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) to
depict this phenomenon.

The results suggest that subordinates’ moral efficacy predicted voice behavior
about abusive supervision. People can make a sound moral judgment and feel a
responsibility to confront a moral incident, but still remain silent because they lack
confidence, thereby lowering moral conation. Moral efficacy has been recognized
as an important factor that can potentially address the issue whether individuals
act ethically (Hannah et al., 2011). It can promote prosocial behavior by showing
help, cooperation, and sharing (Bandura, 1991). Stajkovic and Luthans (1998)
demonstrated the influential role of self-efficacy in driving employee intentions
and actions. Therefore, based on findings that efficacy beliefs help to explain the
intention–behavior linkage, this study found that moral efficacy will similarly trig-
ger voice behavior about abusive supervision.

This study also demonstrated that the interaction of moral efficacy and
coworker emotional support had a significant effect on employee voice behavior—
making a compelling case for coworker emotional support as an important emer-
gent construct in the study of employee voice behavior. These results provide sup-
port for the idea that people are influenced not only by their own individual beliefs
(i.e., moral efficacy), but also by their social environment (i.e., coworker emotional
support). Coworker emotional support is a supporting means available to allow
employees to act successfully. This could be explained by Social Cognitive Theory
(SCT) (Bandura, 1986), which states that people translate moral reasoning into
moral behavior through self-regulatory processes. Bandura (1986) proposed mech-
anisms that explain how the components of the person/environment/behavior
triad interact. In this particular case, the social aspect of SCT indicates that the
way in which employees think and behave is influenced by their coworkers; the
cognitive aspect of SCT is captured in the belief subordinates hold that voicing
concerns about the abusive supervisor could lead to appropriate actions. Through
the interaction of moral efficacy and coworker support, voice behavior about abu-
sive supervision could thus be strengthened.

In contrast, interaction between moral efficacy and coworker instrumental sup-
port was not significant, as was expected. Coworker instrumental support can
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reduce work overload and has the potential to mitigate work-related stressors, yet
it is mainly focused on work-related issues (Tews et al., 2013) and may not directly
be related to help increase voice behavior about abusive supervision in the organi-
zation. However, this study does not suggest that instrumental support is not
important; rather, that it has less of an impact than emotional support on increas-
ing voice behavior. Coworker emotional support is more personal and has a greater
impact on voice behaviors than coworker instrumental support (Zellars & Perrew�e,
2001).

The relationship between moral efficacy, coworker support, and voice behavior
is of particular relevance to the hospitality industry. It has long been argued that
the success of hospitality organizations depends a large extent on the performance
of frontline employees (e.g., Moon, Hur, & Jun, 2013; Sla

�
tten & Mehmetoglu,

2011). When frontline employees feel empowered to take initiative and address
work-related problems by making constructive suggestions for improvement of
the supervisor–subordinate relationship, their contributions are likely to lead to
improved service quality and will thereby enhance the overall performance of the
organization.

In conclusion, this study demonstrated that moral efficacy plays an important
role in predicting voice behavior in the workplace. Moreover, the findings under-
scored the importance of coworker interactions in the workplace. In particular,
coworker emotional support stands out as an important factor that strengthens the
relationship between moral efficacy and voice behavior about abusive supervision.
In addition, the current study introduced the concept of voice behavior in hospital-
ity research. The hospitality literature has mostly ignored voice behavior as a topic
of study and there is an overall lack of voice behavior in the industry (Raub, 2008).

This study explains the antecedents and moderators that could facilitate voice
behaviors about abusive supervision. High-quality service generally requires good
training and monitoring from supervisors (Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2012). When front-
line employees feel supervisors are abusive, they will display unsatisfactory perfor-
mance via the mediating role of organization-based self-esteem (Jian, Kwan, Qiu,
Liu, & Yim, 2012). When the employees are high in moral efficacy and coworkers
show emotional support, they will feel free to explain supervisor-related problems
by making constructive suggestions for organizational improvement, which in
turn could lead to improved employee well-being and service quality (Van De
Voorde, Paauwe, & Van Veldhoven, 2012). Based on the findings with this study,
hospitality organizations may have a closer look at the subordinate–supervisor
relationship and address supervisor abusive behavior.

Practical implications

Abusive behavior is a concern in any social and cultural environment, and one
obvious way to reduce it is by encouraging employees to speak up and report abu-
sive behavior and abusive supervision. However, this is more easily said than done,
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as employees may worry that voicing their concerns about an abusive supervisor
will result in being labeled as a “complainer” and that it could lead to negative per-
formance evaluations, supervisor retaliation, or even termination. In addition,
even if concerns are voiced anonymously, the victim of abuse may still suspect that
the abusive supervisor might discover his/her identity through either guessing or
by breaking the rules of anonymity. This might be the case in the high power dis-
tance culture in particular like the one investigated here, where followers/subordi-
nates tend to be more accepting of the phenomenon of abusive supervision than in
low power distance cultures.

In order to improve subordinates’ moral efficacy and their willingness to voice
their concerns, managers need to be aware of the effect of their roles as authority fig-
ures and pay close attention to the opportunities they have to impact employee voice
behavior. A large part of the responsibility to accomplish this therefore falls to skip-
level leaders and managers (i.e., those who are one or two levels above an abusive
supervisor), who need to make repeated efforts to break down the barriers that might
prevent subordinates from speaking up about abusive behavior. These leaders could
engage in “management by wandering around” (MBWA) and by having a regular,
hands-on presence in the operation. This style of management not only creates
opportunities for direct influence of skip-level leaders on employees and their direct
supervisors by showing an interest in them and their well-being, it also has an indi-
rect influence on subordinates’ perceptions about voicing their concerns. The more
the skip-level leader or manager is seen and perceived as genuinely interested in the
employees’ well-being, the more employees might be inclined to voice their concerns
about an abusive supervisor. As has been documented, many employees believe that
the visibility problem is huge, and that their low exposure to skip-level managers cre-
ates barriers to feedback (Detert & Trevino, 2010). Skip-level leaders and managers
need to be aware of the inherent obstacles their lack of presence creates and strongly
advocate an atmosphere in which abusive supervision is not tolerated, in which
employees feel comfortable reporting it when it occurs, and in which instances of
abuse are investigated without divulging the reporting party.

However, formally declaring an “open door” policy is unlikely to be enough to
encourage employees to speak up, because it is still perceived to be a formal chan-
nel and signals an underlying authority structure (Detert & Trevino, 2010; Likert,
1961). Yet, when leaders create opportunities for informal interaction with
employees, sit down face-to-face, play down authority differences, and sincerely
express their desire for the truth, employees might feel more comfortable about
expressing their concerns. A skip-level manager’s cordial responses build trust and
let followers know that, if their concerns about abusive supervisors are valid,
actions will be taken to address them—regardless of how well the abusive supervi-
sors perform in their tasks and how well they behave in front of the leaders. Man-
agers should not be seen as being in support of either the employee or the
supervisor, but rather as being in support of an abuse-free workplace, where con-
cerns can be voiced without fear for retaliation.
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Yet, some of the responsibility to enhance voicing behavior also rests with the
employees. As this study shows, coworker emotional support is key to increasing
voice behavior about abusive supervision. Workers in a high collectivist culture
such as Ecuador especially value and need coworker emotional support, because
the emphasis in a collectivist culture is on maintaining harmony in the group, and
social support is fundamental to social behavior. Speaking up in such an environ-
ment is an even bigger challenge for employees than in a low collectivistic environ-
ment, and if they feel their efforts will not lead to any changes, they may not voice
their concerns.

The results of this study suggest the effect of employees’ moral efficacy on voic-
ing concerns and opinions could be enhanced by coworker emotional support, and
thus organizations in any environment should appropriately socialize employees
and provide ongoing team-building efforts throughout the course of their
employment in order to enhance group cohesion. When coworkers are perceived
as helpful and caring, employees know that they will have their support when
problems arise and that coworkers will be more willing to share their own experi-
ences with abusive supervision if necessary. When employees want to report abu-
sive supervision, a coworker could be present as a witness to provide both
emotional and factual support to the abused subordinates, as such support has
been found to buffer the negative effect of abusive supervision (Duffy, Ganster, &
Pagon, 2002), and to strengthen the positive effect of moral efficacy.

Fang, Duffy, and Shaw (2011) also found that personality traits such as proactiv-
ity (individuals characterized by a “readiness for responsibility”) and self-
monitoring (acuteness of perception, discernment, and understanding of social sit-
uations) could also lead to the development of close and cohesive relationships
with other employees. Prior research has shown that proactive and self-monitoring
behavior—like most other behavior—is determined by both personal and situa-
tional factors (Belschak & Den Hartog, 2010). Managers could use this in the
selection and hiring processes and could actively encourage workers to be proac-
tive in their decision-making by empowering them where possible. Some managers
might not like to employ proactive employees and might feel threatened by them.
If so, this is more of a reflection of the manager’s insecurities than anything else.
Providing employees with more autonomy and the freedom to make decisions at
work not only makes them more efficient, but also makes them care more about
other employees’ well-being, and thereby more supportive of their potential voice
behavior (Bindl & Parker, 2010; Fang et al., 2011).

Limitations and future research

This investigation was limited to the influence of one cultural setting (i.e., high
power distance culture) on voice behavior and focused on a relatively small num-
ber of study subjects in Ecuador, which limits the generalizability of its results.
Another limitation concerns the fact that its measures of moral efficacy, coworker
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support, and voice behavior relied on self-reported questionnaires, raising con-
cerns about common method bias. A final limitation is that the cross-sectional
nature of the data does not allow for unambiguous causal inferences. It is therefore
important to conduct longitudinal studies on voice behavior from multi-sources
and include ratings from management in future studies.

Future research could also employ other measures of social support such as
support from family members or intimate friends. Support from those sources is
expected to be significant for voice behavior—particularly in collectivist cultures,
where interactions within the in-group are more rewarding and valued (Triandis,
1995). Future researchers are encouraged to extend the emphasis to multiple
forms and providers of support, to wider-diversified populations, and to further
explore the possibility of cultural differences in voice behavior about abusive
supervision.
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