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Introduction: As a distinctive form of relational leadership, the impact of inclusive leadership on employee work behavior has been widely considered by scholars. The purpose of this study was to examine the positive effects of inclusive leadership on employee voice (promotive voice and prohibitive voice), and the moderating role of organizational justice perception (distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice) on such positive effects.

Methods: Based on social exchange theory, this study used a multi-wave and multi-source survey to obtain data from 258 subordinates and 52 team leaders from construction companies located in China.

Results: The results showed that inclusive leadership was positively related to promotive voice and prohibitive voice. Distributive justice and interactional justice would strengthen the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and promotive voice. Distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice would strengthen the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and prohibitive voice.

Discussion: First, this study examined the impact of inclusive leadership on employee voice, emphasized the importance of inclusive leadership as the core of relational leadership, and provided guidance for improving employee promotive and prohibitive voice. Second, this study conceptualized organizational justice perception as distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice, comprehensively considered the impact of the three dimensions of justice perception on the effectiveness of inclusive leadership, and provided specific reference for employee management practice from the perspective of justice.
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1 Introduction

Scholars defined behaviors of providing suggestions as voice, which is intentionally expressing relevant ideas, thoughts, information, opinions, and concerns about possible work-related improvements (Van Dyne and LePine, 1998; Van Dyne et al., 2003). Voice can be beneficial in the workplace (Li and Tangirala, 2021). For instance, voice may promote higher performance (Mackenzie et al., 2011; Lam and Mayer, 2014) and greater management innovation (Guzman and Espejo, 2019) at the unit level, better team decision (Dooley and Fryxell, 1999) and more team productivity/safety performance gains (Li et al., 2017) at the team level, more work engagement (Alang et al., 2020) and higher employee performance evaluation (Howell et al., 2015) at the individual level. Given these benefits of voice, a growing number of studies explored the factors that foster or inhibit voice (Chamberlin et al., 2017).

Chamberlin, Newton, and LePine’s meta-analysis concluded that leader behavior is considered as a key antecedent of subordinate voice “because a leader can influence workplace norms regarding voice and directly encourage or hinder employee voice” (Chamberlin et al., 2017). Employees are highly attuned to the behavior of leaders and examine leader actions for information about what is expected and accepted (Tyler and Lind, 1992). Previous research verified that if a leader takes an authoritarian, unsupportive, or defensive stance, team members are more likely to feel that speaking up is unsafe (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006; Li and Sun, 2015). In contrast, if a leader is democratic, supportive, open, and welcomes questions and challenges, team members are likely to feel greater psychological safety in their interactions with each other (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006; Morrison, 2011). Inclusive leadership, as a special form of relational leadership (Chen and Cheng, 2021), emphasizes the two-way interaction and interdependence between leaders and employees and refers to the open, approachable, and tolerant style shown by leaders in their interaction with employees (Carmeli et al., 2010). Different from other leadership styles (e.g., transformational leadership, charismatic leadership, strategic leadership, and servant leadership), inclusive leadership pays more attention to supporting employees’ needs and expectations and tolerating failures and mistakes and tends to provide employees with opportunities to exercise their abilities and express their ideas (Ye et al., 2019). In an increasingly changing and complex organizational environment, inclusive leadership is particularly important (Guo et al., 2022). However, few studies have explored the relationship between inclusive leadership and subordinate voice (Qi and Liu, 2017; Guo et al., 2022; Jiang et al., 2022). Moreover, the boundary conditions of the effect of leader inclusiveness on subordinate voice remain unclear.

Previous research indicated that it is important to define a boundary condition under which leader influence becomes more or less effective (Guo et al., 2022). Employees’ voice is not only the results of leaders’ behavior and leadership (Ehrhart, 2004; Abd El Majid and Cohen, 2015; Abu Nasra and Heilbrunn, 2016), but also the reaction of organizational contextual factors (Wong et al., 2006; Hoffman et al., 2007; Lavelle, 2010). An important characteristic of inclusive leadership is the emphasis on justice and fairness, which promotes proactive behaviors by providing employees with fair opportunities to meet their needs for a sense of belonging and value (Guo et al., 2022; Santos et al., 2022). Nonetheless, organizational justice, as an important organizational situational factor, its impact on employee behavior cannot be overlooked as well (Shoaib and Baruch, 2017; Abuelhassan and AlGassim, 2022). If employees perceive low organizational justice, they will respond with negative strategies even if inclusive leaders strive to create a fair work environment for them. Social exchange theory provides a powerful explanation for research in the field of organizational justice, pointing out that when organizations give employees higher perceptions of justice, employees will return to the organization for the principle of reciprocity (Farid et al., 2023). Following this logic, organizational justice affects the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice, but the research in this area has been overlooked, creating a significant research gap. According to Cropanzano et al. (2007), we divide organizational justice into three dimensions: distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice, which is one of the most common divisions. Distributive justice refers to employee assessments of the fairness of rewards they receive due to their contributions at work (Greenberg, 1990). Procedural justice refers to employees’ assessments of the fairness of the organization’s decision process (Lind and Tyler, 1988; Niehoff and Moorman, 1993). Interactional justice refers to the perception of the quality of the interpersonal treatment received during the decision-making procedures in the organization (Bies, 1986). According to Adams (1963), when one perceives the inequity compared with others, it’s likely that one will adjust the unpleasant status (Greenberg, 1990) and translate it into negative actions (Walster and Berscheid, 1973; Frey et al., 2013), such as keeping silence (Pinder and Harlos, 2001).

Based on the above analysis and the theoretical foundation of social exchange theory, the current study considers employee perception of workplace distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice as moderating variables to examine the boundary conditions of inclusive leadership on subordinate voice. This research contributes to the extant literature in two ways. On the one hand, we broaden the understanding of inclusive leadership as a predictor of voice and that it responds to the call for more studies exploring issues concerning promotive and prohibitive voice (Chamberlin et al., 2017). On the other hand, our findings on the moderation role of organizational justice perception, enrich the knowledge on the contextual effectiveness of inclusive leadership. Figure 1 shows the conceptual model.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.




2 Theoretical background and hypotheses


2.1 Theoretical background

Based on social exchange theory, individuals will engage in and maintain exchange relationships with others with the expectation of getting returns, and choose a positive or negative response based on the principle of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960). Social exchange theory further posits that the extent to which individuals choose positive strategies or negative strategies in return depends on whether they perceive reciprocity in the exchange process (Homans, 1958).

Exchange relationships are prevalent in organizations between employees and leaders (Settoon et al., 1996; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Inclusive leadership, as the core of relational leadership, focuses on building good interactions with employees, which itself a concrete manifestation of exchange relationships (Carmeli et al., 2010; Duc and Tho, 2023). The openness, accessibility, and effectiveness of inclusive leadership provide employees with the necessary resources to support and demonstrate recognition and affirmation of their value, which promotes employees to take positive strategies to reciprocate and facilitate the occurrence of employee voice (Qi and Liu, 2017). Specifically, employees may engage in more promotive and prohibitive voices. Promotive voice refers to employees actively putting forward new suggestions to improve the operation of the organization (Liang et al., 2012). Inclusive leaders’ recognition and appreciation of employees make employees feel that their leaders value their opinions, which promotes their promotive voice (Guo et al., 2022). Prohibitive advice refers to employees actively pointing out potential problems to prevent damage to organizational development (Liang et al., 2012). Inclusive leaders’ acceptance and tolerance of employees reduces employees’ perception of risk, which promotes their prohibitive advice (Wei et al., 2015).

However, organizational justice affects employees’ perceptions of reciprocity (Farid et al., 2023), that is, the impact of inclusive leadership on employee voice will be influenced by the extent of organizational justice. According to the classification standard of Cropanzano et al. (2007), we considered three dimensions of organizational justice (i.e., distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice). Since distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice have different emphases (Cropanzano et al., 2007), they may have different effects on the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice. We further elaborate on this point in the hypotheses section.



2.2 Research hypotheses


2.2.1 Inclusive leadership and subordinate voice

Voice as employee openly communicate with either their colleagues or superiors about workplace matters and propose constructive suggestions or concerns even when others disagree (Premeaux and Bedeian, 2003; Van Dyne et al., 2003; Tangirala and Ramanujam, 2008), which will not happen in a vacuum, and the key triggering components involve the motives, individual, and situational factors (Morrison, 2011). To capture the various forms of voice occurring in practice, we follow Liang et al. (2012) to classify employee voice as promotive voice and prohibitive voice. The former refers to new ideas and suggestions for improving the work unit or organization, and the latter involves concerns about harmful work-related practices, incidents, or behavior (Liang et al., 2012). Among a variety of contextual factors (e.g., leader personality, relationship with supervisor, and leadership style) that have been proven to influence employee voice (Detert and Burris, 2007; Walumbwa and Schaubroeck, 2009; Morrison, 2011; Ng and Feldman, 2011; Avey et al., 2012; Hsiung, 2012; Li and Sun, 2015; Lee et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2017; Chen et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2019), one of the most important sources of cues about whether it is worthwhile and safe to voice is the behavior of one’s immediate supervisor (Detert and Burris, 2007; Morrison, 2011; Li and Sun, 2015). Employees who perceived more safety and less workplace stressors are more likely to speak up (Morrison, 2011; Ng and Feldman, 2011; Hsiung, 2012; Wei et al., 2015).

Inclusive leaders usually exhibit words and deeds that invite and appreciate followers’ contributions and actively establish a two-way relationship with subordinates based on respect, recognition, feedback, and responsibility (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006; Hollander, 2012; Gallegos, 2013). According to the social exchange theory and the norm of reciprocity (Wayne et al., 1997), individual reciprocity is realized through mutual exchange and help, and leaders influence employee behavior through the social exchange process (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Inclusive leaders willing to build interactional relationships with subordinates (Hollander, 2012), pay more attention to them, acknowledge their contributions, and provide necessary needs to stimulate their potential (Randel et al., 2018). Thus, subordinates are likely to show corresponding positive job attitudes and behaviors such as voice as a return.

Inclusive leadership has a positive effect on employee prohibitive voice. First, prohibitive voice featured by challenge-oriented and potentially risky (Liu et al., 2010) challenge organizational status as well as others especially their superiors’ authority (Graham and Van Dyne, 2006), thus sometimes may impede one’s development or cause interpersonal conflict (Adler and Kwon, 2002; Milliken et al., 2003; Detert and Burris, 2007). Given the circumstance, employees will weigh the costs and safety before they choose to reflect concerns on undesirable practices in work units (Chamberlin et al., 2017). However, inclusive leaders who are always democratic and supportive show openness and respect to followers and attach great importance to employees’ thoughts and feelings in the workplace (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006). It is expected that the high-quality relationship between leader and employee will motivate employees to take risks in showing their concerns about the organization (Carnevale et al., 2017). This is conducive to enhancing trust and psychological safety (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006; Carmeli et al., 2010; Hirak et al., 2012; Javed et al., 2017), which are positively related to employee voice (Brockner et al., 2001; Detert and Burris, 2007; Walumbwa and Schaubroeck, 2009). Second, according to Nembhard and Edmondson’s research (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006), leader inclusiveness not only accepts and encourages team members’ heterogeneity and diversity (Hollander, 2012; Jin et al., 2017), but also promotes followers’ perception of belongingness and helps them get the best of their uniqueness to capture unite success (Randel et al., 2018). Prohibitive voice involves characteristics of creativity and initiative (Ng and Feldman, 2011), which connect with the full use of one’s uniqueness (Dollinger, 2003; Chu and Lin, 2013). At the same time, inclusive leadership also plays an important role in fostering inclusive cultures (Ainscow and Sandill, 2010), in which employees do not need to tread on eggs or worry about negative treatment. Thus, it’s highly likely that they will give prohibitive advice. We thus hypothesize:


Hypothesis 1a. Inclusive leadership will be positively related to employee prohibitive voice.
 

Employee promotive voice will also be influenced by inclusive leadership. First, the openness, accessibility, and availability manifested by leader inclusiveness, send a signal to subordinates that their leader is competent and willing to build close interpersonal relationships and provide needs if necessary (Carmeli et al., 2010). Inclusive leaders ask subordinates for ideas about the improvement of unit work and can take timely action on the issues identified by employees (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006). The more efficacy of voice an employee perceives, the more likely for one to do such behavior (Morrison, 2011). Second, inclusive leaders cultivate a harmonious context in which employees are welcome and have the opportunity to exchange ideas, provide constructive suggestions, and be involved in the unit business (Carmeli et al., 2010). Under the inclusive and participatory circumstance, considering the social exchange theory and the norm of reciprocity (Wayne et al., 1997), employees will do extra-role behaviors such as promotive voice in return (Liang et al., 2012; Harris et al., 2014; Chenevert et al., 2015). Therefore, we contend that inclusive leadership is positively linked to both employee promotive voice and prohibitive voice. We thus hypothesize:


Hypothesis 1b. Inclusive leadership will be positively related to employee promotive voice.
 



2.2.2 Organizational justice perception as moderator


2.2.2.1 The moderating role of distributive justice

Based on equity theory (Adams, 1963) and social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976), employees will weigh their engagement and output during the workplace compared with other colleagues (Cohen-Charash and Spector, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001), and the results will further affect their initiative and work behaviors (Adams, 1965; Asghar Pourezzat and Zeinali Someh, 2009). High perceptions of workplace distributive justice will enhance the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice.

First, based on social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976), whether employees choose to speak up or not mainly lies on the expected results of voice (Detert and Burris, 2007). With high distributive justice, inclusive leaders’ support and help proved to work and employees get satisfactory rewards. Employees are encouraged and feel obliged to express a promotive voice in return (Wayne et al., 1997). Second, the high perception of distributive justice convinces employees that the organization will distribute according to established principles (Colquitt et al., 2001). This sense can provide messages that inclusive leaders are worthy of trust (Hopkins and Weathington, 2006), employee’s psychological safety is improved and thus will be more likely to provide a prohibitive voice (Liang et al., 2012).

On the contrary, when employees perceive low workplace distributive justice, they will distort their perceptions of their leaders and organization (Hartman et al., 1999; Thierry, 2002), the positive effect of inclusive leadership on employee voice will be weak. Low perceptions of distributive justice make employees believe that their contributions and performance are not reasonably considered by their leaders (Adams, 1963) and thus weaken subordinates’ trust to respect and support leaders’ inclusiveness (Lipponen et al., 2004). According to social exchange theory, now that their value is not accepted or measured by the organization, employees can hardly get satisfactory remuneration, they are not willing to put in a lot of effort as before (Nahrgang et al., 2011). As a result, subordinates will seldom or even refuse to propose constructive advice and promotive voice (Holland et al., 2016; Kwon et al., 2016). In addition, although inclusive leaders are accessible and provide opportunities for subordinates to speak up (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006; Hollander, 2012), the distorted cognition caused by the unfairness (Adams, 1963) contributed to the risk and suspicion, which also impede them from showing their prohibitive voice. According to the above, the hypothesis is proposed:


Hypothesis 2. Distributive justice moderates the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee (a) promotive voice and (b) prohibitive voice, such that the relationships are more positive at higher (versus lower) levels of distributive justice.
 



2.2.2.2 The moderating role of procedural justice

Thibaut and Walker (1975) brought procedural research into justice theory and proposed procedural justice, which is defined as employees’ assessments of the fairness of the organization’s decision process (Lind and Tyler, 1988; Niehoff and Moorman, 1993). Engagement, explanation, and clarity of expectations are three criteria of procedural justice in a business setting (Kim and Mauborgne, 1997), which has already included the components that affecting employee voice. We proposed that procedural justice can influence the relationship between inclusive leadership and voice.

Previous studies on procedural justice perceptions argue that, if the implementation of organizational decision procedures is just and unbiased, signals of goodwill from inclusive leaders are easier to recognize because employees will see their organization as both reliable and trustworthy (Hon and Lu, 2010; Tremblay et al., 2010; Guh et al., 2013; Agarwal, 2014). Then, the inclusive climate in the team will be more effective and thus motivate employees to conduct prohibitive voice. In addition, in the inclusive climate, heterogeneity and the presence of different voices are allowed (Ainscow and Sandill, 2010). At the same time, the organization, furnished with fair procedures, will consider employees’ opinions when making decisions (Konovsky, 2000; Pichler et al., 2015). Based on organizational justice theory (Colquitt et al., 2001), employees’ control needs are satisfied and the efficacy of voice is improved (Morrison, 2011). Thus, employees are more likely to provide promotive voice.

On the contrary, when procedural justice is low, the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and voice will be weakened. First, compared with the unfairness of distribution, procedural unfairness further increases the team members’ doubts about the rationality of the performance results (Thibaut and Walker, 1975). In this case, even if leaders are open and available, employees will keep silent because they are not allowed to participate in the decision process (Niehoff and Moorman, 1993) and their voice is useless to some extent (Morrison, 2011). In addition, people collect information about their social identity by analyzing the fairness of the program (Lind and Tyler, 1988). Low level of procedural justice leads employees to believe that the organization does not respect them as valued members of the group (Lind, 2001), which in turn restrains the unique value of employees and from putting forward a prohibitive voice. Hence, the following hypothesis is suggested.


Hypothesis 3. Procedural justice moderates the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee (a) promotive voice and (b) prohibitive voice, such that the relationships are more positive at higher (versus lower) levels of procedural justice.
 



2.2.2.3 The moderating role of interactional justice

Interactional justice refers to the perception of the quality of the interpersonal treatment received during the decision-making procedures in the organization (Bies, 1986), which is mainly related to social exchange between employees and their supervisors (Cropanzano et al., 2001). The quality of the social exchange relationship will affect the play of leadership influence and employees’ reciprocal behaviors (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). We proposed that interactional justice can influence the relationship between inclusive leadership and voice.

In the context of high interactional justice, inclusive leaders have a stronger positive relationship with employee promotive voice, because employees are more likely to grasp access to advice. In addition, a high level of interactional justice promotes employees’ perception of the quality of their relationship with leaders (Colquitt et al., 2001), and leads to trust in leaders (Ambrose and Schminke, 2003). At this time, the role of inclusive leadership is effectively played, and the openness, accessibility, and support from leaders further enhance the psychological security of employees (Carmeli et al., 2010; Javed et al., 2017) and facilitate prohibitive voice (Detert and Burris, 2007).

On the contrary, low interactional justice makes employees feel their needs were not considered and they are treated badly (Colquitt et al., 2001). The experience of contacting superiors is so unpleasant that employees will ignore the opportunity and channel the inclusive leaders provide. Additionally, since employees’ self-respect and control needs are not met, employees will not do extra-role behavior (e.g., promotive voice) in return (Nohe and Hertel, 2017). Moreover, as the prohibitive voice involves authority challenge as well as interpersonal risk (Graham and Van Dyne, 2006; Liu et al., 2010), it may spoil the image and cause interactional conflict (Adler and Kwon, 2002; Milliken et al., 2003; Detert and Burris, 2007). Under low interactional justice circumstances, employees may have more strained relationships with their bosses and co-workers (He et al., 2017). Even if leaders are open and available, subordinates still see prohibitive voice as unpleasant behavior and question the value of voice. Thus, the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and voice is weaker. The hypothesis is proposed:


Hypothesis 4. Interactional justice moderates the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee (a) promotive voice and (b) prohibitive voice, such that the relationships are more positive at higher (versus lower) levels of interactional justice.
 






3 Methods


3.1 Participants and procedure

To test the conceptual model, we collected data from subordinates and their direct supervisors in project teams of Chinese construction companies. The project teams of Chinese construction companies are ideal samples for three reasons. First, the team as the basic unit of task execution has become the foundation stone of modern organization. The project team is the typical operation unit in the construction industry, providing a great platform to observe team factors. Second, influenced by factors such as project size and cycle length, different project teams in the construction industry are representative as they have different personnel composition and team status. Third, the senior managers of the target companies were the EMBA students who had great interest in our research. We adopted the questionnaire survey and set up a research team to communicate with senior managers, human resource directors, and project team leaders of relevant enterprises. In our initial contact with the participants, we provided a general overview of the research but did not disclose any specific research hypotheses to them.

To minimize the common method variance, multi-time and multi-source data were collected. We prepared two types of questionnaires and collected two waves of data with a three-month time lag. “Team supervisor- subordinates” mutual evaluation method is used. At Time 1, employees assessed inclusive leadership, authentic leadership, humble leadership, and organizational justice and provided personal information. At Time 2, supervisors assessed employee voice and provided personal information. After supervisors completed their evaluations, we formulated codes for the questionnaire to ensure that the supervisor data matched those of their subordinates. Each participant was compensated with 5–10 RMB and their personal information was promised to be kept to maximize the response rate.

We distributed 350 questionnaires to 60 project teams. After matching the questionnaires of supervisors and subordinates, we received 322 responses from 53 groups (92.0% response rate). Samples with missing or invalid information on core variables were excluded. As a result, 258 effective questionnaires (73.7% response rate) from 52 groups remained for our analyses. Of the 258 subordinates sampled, 73.6% were men, the average age was 30.09, 76.4% had received post-graduate degrees, and the average working experience was 7.32 years.



3.2 Measures


3.2.1 Inclusive leadership

We measured inclusive leadership with a sixteen-item scale constructed by Hollander (Hollander, 2012). Respondents reported the respect, understanding, and feedback that employees perceived from their leaders. Sample items include “My leader often asks me for ideas about my work,” “My leader can take timely action on the issues identified by employees” and “My leader always criticizes me in front of others when things go wrong (R)” (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The Cronbach alpha for this measure was 0.90.



3.2.2 Organizational justice perception

A twenty-item scale developed by Niehoff and Moorman was used to measure organizational justice perception (Niehoff and Moorman, 1993). Of the 20 items, 5 items measured distributive justice (e.g., “I consider my workload to be quite fair”), 6 items measured procedural justice (e.g., “Job decisions are made by the general manager in an unbiased manner.”), 9 items measured interactional justice (e.g., “When decisions are made about my job, the general manager treats me with kindness and consideration”). The Cronbach alpha of procedural justice, interactional justice, and distributive justice were 0.91, 0.95, and 0.91, respectively.



3.2.3 Voice

We used Liang et al.’s (2012) 10-item scale to assess voice. Of the 10 items, 5 items measured promotive voice (e.g., “Proactively develop and make suggestions for issues that may influence the group”), 5 items measured prohibitive voice (e.g., “Advise other colleagues against undesirable behaviors that would hamper job performance”). The Cronbach alpha of promotive voice and prohibitive voice were 0.88 and 0.83, respectively.



3.2.4 Control variables

We included employees’ age, gender, education level, and job tenure as control variables because of their potential impact on employee voice. Besides, we also controlled for prior voice antecedents: authentic leadership and humble leadership. Given that these two different types of leadership may also affect employees’ voice (Wong et al., 2010; Hsiung, 2012; Lin et al., 2017). A sixteen-item scale developed by Neider and Schriesheims was used to measure authentic leadership (Neider and Schriesheim, 2011). Sample items include (e.g., “My leader clearly states what he/she means,” “My leader shows consistency between his/her beliefs and actions,” “My leader asks for ideas that challenge his/her core beliefs,” and “My leader describes accurately the way that others view his/her abilities”) (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, α = 0.94). We used Owens et al.’s (2013) 9-item scale to assess humble leadership. Sample items include “This person often compliments others on their strengths” and “This person actively seeks feedback, even if it is critical” (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, α = 0.91).





4 Results


4.1 Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table 1. As shown in the table, inclusive leadership was positively related to both promotive voice (r = 0.206, p < 0.01) and prohibitive voice (r = 0.180, p < 0.01). In addition, authentic leadership (r = 0.134, p < 0.05, for prohibitive voice) and humble leadership (r = 0.137, p < 0.05; r = 0.128, p < 0.05, respectively) were also related to voice. These results were consistent with and provided initial support to our hypotheses.



TABLE 1 Means, standard deviation, and correlations between study variables.
[image: Table1]



4.2 Harman’s one-factor test

Since the data on inclusive leadership, procedural justice, distributive justice, and interactional justice were collected from the same source, we conducted Harman’s one-factor test to evaluate common method variance (CMV). According to the results, the first factor explained only 35.21% of the variance, below the critical value of 40%. In addition, the one-factor model also showed poor fit (χ2 = 2625.227, df = 299, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.174, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.508, Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.465), which provided that CMV was not a significant problem in this research (Podsakoff et al., 2003).



4.3 Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA)

We used the same analytical strategies for CFA and hypothesis testing that we used in Study 1. The hypothesized six-factor model (i.e., inclusive leadership, procedural justice, distributive justice, interactional justice, promotive voice, and prohibitive voice) suggested a good fit to the data: χ2 = 661.745, df = 284, χ2/df = 2.290, RMSEA = 0.072, CFI = 0.920, TLI = 0.909. Results (see Table 2) showed that the hypothesized six-factor model was superior compared with other models. Therefore, the empirical distinctiveness among the variables of our research was confirmed.



TABLE 2 Confirmatory factor analysis results.
[image: Table2]



4.4 Hypothesis testing

As shown in Table 3, when we controlled employees’ gender, age, education, and tenure, inclusive leadership was positively related to (a) promotive voice (β = 0.226, p < 0.01, Model 2) and (b) prohibitive voice (β = 0.178, p < 0.01, Model 4). While the results in Table 4 showed that when we added authentic leadership and humble leadership as control variables, inclusive leadership was also positively related to (a) promotive voice (β = 0.373, p < 0.01, Model 2) and (b) prohibitive voice (β = 0.211, p < 0.05, Model 4). Moreover, compared with the two tables, the effects between inclusive leadership and employee voice were changed obviously, which partially proved that inclusive leadership influenced employees’ voice more efficiently after controlling the other two kinds of leadership. Thus, Hypothesis 1a and 1b were supported.



TABLE 3 Results of hierarchical regression analysis without two control variables.
[image: Table3]



TABLE 4 Results of hierarchical regression analysis with two control variables.
[image: Table4]

We conducted bootstrapping analyses (bootstrap = 5,000) to test our Hypothesis 2–4 with PROCESS macro in SPSS 20 (Hayes, 2017). Hypothesis 2–4 predicts that organizational justice perception [(a) distributive justice, (b) procedural justice, (c) interactional justice] moderate the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice. We first test Hypothesis 2, the moderation effect of distributing justice. As shown in Table 5, results suggested that the interaction terms were significant for both employee promotive voice (β = 0.151, p < 0.05) and prohibitive voice (β = 0.144, p < 0.05). Thus, H2 was supported. Figures 2, 3 depicts in more detail the nature of this moderation, showing that inclusive leadership had a more significantly positive effect on employee promotive and prohibitive voice among those who reported higher levels of distributed justice (β = 0.517, p < 0.01; β = 0.350, p < 0.01, respectively).



TABLE 5 Results of the moderating role of distributive justice.
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FIGURE 2
 Interactive effects of inclusive leadership and distributive justice on promotive voice.


[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Interactive effects of inclusive leadership and distributive justice on prohibitive voice.


H3 proposes that procedural justice moderates the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice [(a) promotive voice and (b) prohibitive voice]. As shown in Table 6, the interaction was not significant in predicting employee promotive voice (β = 0.112, ns), but was significant in predicting employees’ prohibitive voice (β = 0.120, p < 0.05, R2 change = 0.014, p < 0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 3a was not supported, and 3b was supported. To illustrate the nature of the interaction effect, Aiken et al. (1991) procedure of computing slopes at one standard deviation above and below the mean of power distance was used to plot the interaction. Figure 4 presents the interaction patterns, the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and prohibitive voice is stronger when procedural justice is higher (β = 0.307, p < 0.05) than lower (β = 0.132, ns).



TABLE 6 Results of the moderating role of procedural justice.
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FIGURE 4
 Interactive effects of inclusive leadership and procedural justice on prohibitive voice.


H4 predicts that interactional justice moderates the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice [(a) promotive voice and (b) prohibitive voice]. The results (see Table 7) for the interaction terms were significant for both employee promotive voice (β = 0.160, p < 0.01, R2 change = 0.025, p < 0.01) and prohibitive voice (β = 0.152, p < 0.05, R2 change = 0.024, p < 0.05). Therefore, H4 was supported. Figures 5, 6 provide additional evidence, which is consistent with our expectation: when the level of interactional justice was high, the effect of inclusive leadership on employee voice is higher [(a) promotive voice and (b) prohibitive voice] (β = 0.529, p < 0.01; β = 0.349, p < 0.01, respectively).



TABLE 7 Results of the moderating role of interactional justice.
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FIGURE 5
 Interactive effects of inclusive leadership and interactional justice on promotive voice.
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FIGURE 6
 Interactive effects of inclusive leadership and interactional justice on prohibitive voice.





5 Discussion

It is critical to examine the impact of inclusive leadership on employee work behavior and how to better play the positive role of inclusive leadership (Guo et al., 2022; Jiang et al., 2022). Based on the social exchange theory, we explored how inclusive leadership affects employee promotive voice and prohibitive voice and whether the three dimensions of organizational justice perception affect the effectiveness of inclusive leadership. We found that inclusive leadership is positively related to employee promotive and prohibitive voice. The support and respect manifested by inclusive leaders enhance employees’ psychological safety, exert employees’ uniqueness, and encourage employees to give prohibitive advice. At the same time, inclusive leaders with openness and accessibility actively seek suggestions from subordinates and create a participatory circumstance to encourage employees to give promotive suggestions. In addition, the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice was strengthened at higher levels of organizational justice perception. Specifically, distributive justice and interactional justice strengthen the positive impact of inclusive leadership on employee promotive voice, and distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice strengthen the positive impact of inclusive leadership on employee prohibitive voice.


5.1 Theoretical implications

The theoretical implications of this study can be discussed in several ways. First, we contribute to the literature of voice, by examining the impact of inclusive leadership on both employee promotive voice and prohibitive voice. Although the antecedents of employee voice have been widely explored, such as individual factors (e.g., personality, role definitions) and contextual factors (e.g., leader personality, relationship with supervisor; leadership style) (Detert and Burris, 2007; Morrison, 2011; Lin et al., 2017), the relationship-based leader perspectives that emphasize relationship and more process- and context-focused are ignored. Based on the social exchange theory, our study explores exchange patterns between inclusive leaders and employees, broadening the understanding of inclusive leadership as a predictor of voice and that it responds to the call for more studies exploring issues concerning promotive and prohibitive voice (Chamberlin et al., 2017). Besides, due to the findings of previous studies (Wong et al., 2010; Hsiung, 2012; Lin et al., 2017), we add humble leadership and authentic leadership as control variables. The results showed that the effect of inclusive leadership became more significant, which proved evidence that humble leadership and authentic leadership are positively related to employee voice. Thus, the results of our study highlight that leadership style plays an important role in an individual’s extra-role behaviors and ascertains the positive influence of inclusive leadership on employee voice.

Second, this study contributes to research on the inclusive leadership-employee voice relationship by furthering an understanding of the contextual conditions that can influence the relationship. Inclusive leadership has a significant impact on employee voice, and it is also a generic stance of the previous researchers (Qi and Liu, 2017; Guo et al., 2022; Jiang et al., 2022). Our results are intriguing when linked with the conditionality of employee organizational justice perception. We adopt the organizational justice view, and theoretically consider how the three dimensions of organizational justice affect employees’ perceptions of reciprocity and urge employees to provide more suggestions and concerns from a social exchange perspective. Our findings on the moderation role of employee perceived workplace justice enrich the knowledge of the contextual effectiveness of inclusive leadership. In addition, the findings demonstrated that distributed justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice play different roles in promoting the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice. Employee perception of workplace procedural justice did not moderate the positive relationship between inclusive leadership and employee promotive voice as we hypothesized.



5.2 Practical implications

This study has two practical implications. First, the result shows that inclusive leadership is positively related to employee promotive and prohibitive voice. This finding implies that an inclusive and “safe to speak up” environment helps encourage employees to speak out. For leaders, they need to show openness, accessibility, and availability in contact with followers (Carmeli et al., 2010). Through showing respect, recognition, and timely feedback, leaders can establish a high-quality relationship with subordinates (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006; Hollander, 2012; Gallegos, 2013), alleviate their stress and strain, to encourage followers to speak up voluntarily. Enterprises can develop leadership training programs that emphasize self-development and expressions of inclusive behaviors to equip leaders with inclusive approaches and skills. At the same time, enterprises should shape an inclusive corporate culture and an inclusive organizational climate to develop and spread the concept of openness and fault tolerance within enterprises.

Second, the results of the moderating effect of workplace justice on the relationship between inclusive leadership and voice suggest that organizations and managers should strive to achieve and improve organizational justice. For distributive justice, organizations need to balance efficiency and equity in the distribution of salary, welfare, and promotions, and make timely adjustments to avoid excessive disparities (Choi et al., 2014). For procedural justice, organizations should ensure strict systems, fair standards, and transparent processes, and establish open information channels for employees to protect their right to know. For interactive justice, organizations should encourage leaders to actively interact with employees, improve the skills and methods of interaction between leaders and employees, and establish open and efficient communication channels for employees (Wong et al., 2006).



5.3 Limitations and future research directions

This study has several weaknesses. First, despite our time-lagged design in data collection, we cannot establish causality in the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee voice. Future research may adopt a longitudinal study to examine the possible dynamic relationship among the variables in this study. Second, workplace justice based on self-reporting was measured in the study. Hence, the employees’ perceptions of workplace justice are influenced by their subjective judgment. Future research may consider collecting other reported data to measure workplace justice. Third, although this study examined the direct relationship between inclusive leadership and employee promotive and prohibitive voice, we did not clarify the mechanism of the relationship. Further research can follow the social exchange approach and other approaches to explore mediators. Given the uncertain and potential outcome of voice (Liu et al., 2010), inclusive leadership may create a positive workplace climate, increase followers’ psychological security, and reduce power distance, thus enhancing their voice. Future studies could examine these potential mechanisms. Fourth, this study only examines employee perceptions of workplace justice as a moderator. Chamberlin et al. (2017) indicated, contextual factors such as workplace stressors (Morrison, 2011), positive or negative workplace climate may impact the effects of employee voice (George and Zhou, 2001; Lee et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2014). Future studies can examine more individual, organizational, and societal mediators and moderators using a multi-level study design. Fifth, according to the results of previous studies (Wong et al., 2010; Hsiung, 2012; Lin et al., 2017), this study takes humble leadership and authentic leadership as control variables. Further study can consider relevant leadership when examining the relationship between the leader style and employee voice, to ensure the effectiveness and preciseness of the findings. Sixth, our research samples are from the Chinese construction industry, which may limit the generalizability of the findings. Considering the emphasis of a highly collectivism culture on global awareness, employees in such cultures may be more outspoken in proposing ideas and suggestions that benefit the organization (Zhang et al., 2016). Therefore, we call for future studies to test our research model with samples from different countries and analyze whether our findings can be replicated in individualistic cultures.
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