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Abstract

Purpose: This paper examines employee voice as a crucial mechanism for enhancing
transparency, accountability, and organizational effectiveness in public institutions, focusing on
judicial organizations. Although employee voice is widely recognized as valuable, it is often
constrained in highly bureaucratic and hierarchical systems, where rigid authority structures,
entrenched cultural norms, and risk-averse environments discourage employees from speaking up.
Focusing on the Judiciary of Gilan Province in Iran, the study explores the lived experiences of
judicial employees to understand how employee voice emerges, flows, is filtered, and influences—
or fails to influence—organizational action. Adopting a process-oriented perspective, the research
moves beyond static notions of voice and silence by tracing the origins, pathways, bottlenecks,
and outcomes of voice. The study aims to develop a qualitative, context-sensitive framework that
explains employee voice dynamics in judicial settings and identifies leverage points for improving
its effectiveness.

Design/Methodology/Approach: This study adopts a qualitative research design based on
Heideggerian interpretative phenomenology to explore how meaning is experienced and
interpreted by individuals within their organizational and cultural contexts. Anchored in an
interpretivist philosophical stance, the research examines the interaction between employees’
subjective sense-making and the structural and cultural features of a bureaucratic judicial
organization. Data were gathered through semi-structured, in-depth, face-to-face interviews with
sixteen participants from the Judiciary of Gilan Province, representing diverse organizational roles,
including judges, branch and headquarters managers, and administrative staff. Participants were
purposively selected due to their direct involvement in organizational communication and
experiences with opportunities or constraints related to voice expression. Interviews, lasting 45 to
60 minutes, were audio-recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim. Trustworthiness
was strengthened through member checking, field notes, reflexive journaling, and role variation
across hierarchical levels. Data analysis followed a two-stage iterative process: Gadamer’s
hermeneutic circle guided interpretive understanding, followed by Braun and Clarke’s reflexive
thematic analysis to identify and refine patterns of meaning. Rigor was ensured through credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
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Findings: The findings indicate that employee voice within the Judiciary of Gilan Province does
not function as a continuous or institutionalized feedback mechanism but rather as a conditional,
selective, and context-dependent phenomenon. Three interrelated themes capture the essence of
participants’ experiences. First, cultural and psychological constraints strongly shape voice
expression. Employees often engage in self-censorship due to perceived risks, fear of negative
consequences, concerns about social labeling, and past experiences with ineffective or ignored
feedback. These dynamics create a conservative organizational climate in which voice becomes
calculated, reactive, and largely confined to low-risk issues. Second, hierarchical position and
organizational status play a decisive role in determining whether voice is heard and acted upon.
The analysis reveals that hierarchical filters and informal power relations—particularly at the level
of middle management—serve as key bottlenecks in the upward flow of voice. In many cases, the
identity of the speaker and their proximity to authority outweigh the substantive content of the
message. Third, the study identifies limited but meaningful positive experiences of voice, typically
associated with supportive and receptive direct supervisors. While such experiences temporarily
enhance motivation and perceived value among employees, their impact remains localized and
short-lived due to the absence of formal mechanisms for institutionalization and organizational
diffusion.

Discussion and Conclusion: This study demonstrates that employee voice in the judicial context
is fundamentally relational and processual rather than systemic. Consistent with the broader
literature on public-sector organizations, the findings show that voice tends to manifest primarily
in reactive and warning-oriented forms rather than proactive, developmental, or change-driven
expressions. By introducing a qualitative “voice flow map” encompassing origins, pathways,
bottlenecks, and outcomes, the study extends existing employee voice theory through a dynamic,
process-based framework tailored to bureaucratic and judicial settings. Theoretically, the research
highlights how psychological safety, hierarchical filtering, and informal networks jointly shape the
trajectory of voice in public organizations. Practically, the findings underscore the limitations of
relying on individual managerial openness and emphasize the necessity of institutionalized voice
mechanisms. Strengthening psychological safety, clarifying and legitimizing voice channels,
reducing hierarchical bottlenecks, and scaling up localized successes into formal feedback loops
are essential steps for transforming fragmented and situational voices into sustainable
organizational resources. Overall, this study provides a rigorous and contextually grounded
understanding of employee voice in a judicial setting and offers actionable insights for
policymakers and managers seeking to enhance participation, accountability, and organizational
effectiveness in complex public-sector environments.
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