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ABSTRACT 

 
JOHN J. SUMANTH:  Be Careful What You Ask For: How Highly Inclusive Leaders  

Diminish Upward Communication Quality  
(Under the direction of David A. Hofmann and Adam M. Grant) 

 

As organizations have come to realize the value of having employees offer ideas, 

suggestions, and observations that can improve organizational effectiveness, scholars have 

sought to better understand how leaders can cultivate higher levels of upward communication 

within their organizations.  To date, research has shown that leaders who signal inclusiveness 

and openness to their followers’ ideas and concerns are able to create a psychologically safe 

environment that encourages individuals to take the risk of communicating upwards.  

However, an implicit and untested assumption across this literature is that inclusive 

leadership also has a similar positive effect on the quality of communication subordinates 

provide.  In this dissertation, I challenge conventional wisdom that “more is better” by 

suggesting that highly inclusive leaders may elicit a higher quantity of upward 

communication from their followers, but potentially a lower quality.  Drawing from 

established literatures on motivation, social exchange and self-censorship, I propose and find 

evidence for an inverted U-shaped relationship between inclusive leadership and individuals’ 

upward communication quality, such that both highly exclusive and highly inclusive leaders 

negatively influence the quality of comments individuals provide.  In doing so, I advance 

established theory by providing conceptual and empirical guidance on how managers should 

be mindful of the benefits of inclusive leadership while recognizing its potential costs. 
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I.     INTRODUCTION 
 

“Too much of a good thing can be taxing.” ~ Mae West 

As the global economy continues to become increasingly competitive and knowledge-

based, organizations have sought to leverage their human capital more effectively by 

encouraging frontline employees to “speak up” with new ideas that may help enhance 

organizational effectiveness (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; George, 2007; Pfeffer, 1998; 

Powell & Snellman, 2004).   Unfortunately for firms, getting employees to share their 

insights with management is not always an easy task.  Research suggests that the fear of 

negative repercussions (Kish-Gephart, Detert, Treviño & Edmondson, 2009; Morrison & 

Milliken, 2000; Ryan & Oestrich, 1998; Dutton & Ashford, 1993) prevents  many employees 

from communicating openly and honestly with management, causing them to remain silent 

across a wide variety of important organizational issues (e.g., Cortina & Magley, 2003; 

Detert & Treviño, 2010; Miceli, Near, & Dworkin, 2008).   

Given this widespread and pervasive problem of organizational silence (Morrison & 

Milliken, 2000), scholars have sought to better understand how organizational leaders can 

minimize followers’ fears and encourage them to communicate their ideas, observations and 

concerns.  Research suggests that one of the best ways leaders can encourage upward 

communication – defined as “openly stating one’s views or opinions about workplace 

matters, including the actions or ideas of others, suggested or needed changes, or alternative 

approaches or different lines of reasoning for addressing job-related issues” (Premeaux &
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 Bedeian, 2003, p.1538) – is by developing a psychologically safe environment.  

Psychologically safe environments are characterized by high levels of mutual respect among 

members and help individuals take the interpersonal risk of expressing differences openly 

and honestly (Edmondson, 1996, 1999, 2003; Detert & Burris, 2007).  Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, empirical evidence has shown that these safe, inclusive environments provide 

numerous organizational and individual benefits, including greater learning among 

colleagues (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Carmeli, Brueller, & Dutton, 2009; Edmondson, 1999), 

higher employee engagement and job satisfaction (Vogelgesang, 2008; Edmondson, 1996; 

Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006) improved decision-making (De Dreu & West, 2001; 

Roberto, 2002), enhanced innovation and creativity (West, 1990; Mumford & Gustafson, 

1988; Edmondson, 2004), reduced accidents and safer workplaces (Christian, Bradley, 

Wallace, & Burke, 2009; Hofmann & Stetzer, 1996) and stronger financial performance 

(Baer & Frese, 2003; Lockwood, 2007).   In this way, employees who communicate their 

ideas and concerns to powerful decision-makers can be an important and valuable source of 

change within their organizations (Frohman, 1997; Zhou & George, 2001; Dutton, Ashford, 

O’Neill, & Lawrence, 2001).   

For these reasons, understanding how leaders can create work environments that 

encourage upward communication is a question of growing importance for both scholars and 

practitioners alike.  Recent perspectives suggest that one way leaders can do this effectively 

is by being inclusive and open to employees’ ideas and concerns (Edmondson, 1999; 

Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Detert & Burris, 2007; Carmeli, Reiter-Palmon, & Ziv, 

2010).  For example, in studying a team-based neonatal medical unit, Nembhard and 

Edmondson (2006, p. 947) discovered that perceptions of a leader’s inclusiveness, which 
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they defined as “words and deeds by a leader or leaders that indicate an invitation and 

appreciation for others’ contributions,” predicted higher levels of employee engagement in 

process improvement work through the mechanism of psychological safety.  In addition, in a 

large-scale field study of restaurant employees and managers, Detert and Burris (2007) 

showed that managers’ openness to employees’ ideas and suggestions was positively 

associated with employees’ frequency of speaking up.  Building on these works, Carmeli, 

Reiter-Palmon, and Ziv (2010) recently demonstrated that inclusive leadership predicted 

individuals’ engagement in creative work.  Specifically, they found that “…when leaders are 

open, accessible, and available to discuss new ideas with employees, they cultivate a social 

context in which people feel that they are psychologically safe to voice, speak up, and come 

up with novel and useful solutions” (p.256).  Together, this emerging body of empirical 

evidence suggests that a leader’s willingness to be receptive, inclusive and open to others’ 

ideas can help create psychological safety for followers, which in turn, helps them take the 

risk of communicating upwards in ways that may challenge the organizational status quo. 

Yet, despite the positive impact highly inclusive leaders seemingly have on increasing 

the amount of ideas and suggestions subordinates provide, questions remain as to whether or 

not such leaders also receive better ideas from their followers.  To date, scholars have 

focused primarily on understanding how leaders affect the quantity of subordinates’ upward 

communication, without paying sufficient attention to the quality of this communication.  

This oversight is both surprising and unfortunate particularly in light of organizations’ 

perpetual need for high quality ideas (Tushman & O’Reilly, 2002) and the extensive amount 

of time, energy and resources they spend designing systems and processes with quality 

considerations in mind (Yong & Wilkinson, 2001; Powell, 1995).  Ever since the late 1970s 
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and early 1980s ushered in the era of total quality management (TQM), Six Sigma, Kaizen 

and a host of other quality control measurement systems (Goldman, 2005; Hackman & 

Wageman, 1995), an emphasis on increasing quality across products, processes, and 

resources has been at the center of leaders’ stated goals.  This focus on increased quality has 

more recently found its way down to an idea level of analysis as a necessary precursor for 

innovation.  For instance, Terwiesch and Ulrich (2009) argued that leaders must not simply 

rely on identifying raw opportunities or ideas for organizational improvement.  Rather, 

leaders must invest in a more systematic evaluation and refining of those ideas to achieve 

innovative, quality solutions.   

Yet, perhaps due to the fuzzy nature of “quality” as an easily definable and 

observable construct, this quality-first mindset has yet to pervade scholarly thinking on a 

wide variety of organizational issues, including upward communication.  As Grant and 

Ashford (2008) observed in their review of the proactivity literature, scholars have spent a 

disproportionate amount of time and effort on predicting the frequency and volume of 

employees’ proactive behaviors, while little to no attention has been paid to understanding 

whether or not these behaviors are ultimately useful or effective.  One glaring example of this 

myopia is the implicit and untested assumption throughout the upward communications’ 

literature that the more open and inclusive the leader is to subordinates’ input, the better.   

However, both anecdotal and research evidence seem to suggest that a leader’s 

inclusiveness may actually have a ‘dark side,’ offering positive returns only up to a certain 

inflection point before these benefits start to diminish.  For instance, on one end of the 

inclusiveness spectrum, leaders who are not particularly open or receptive to their followers’ 

input are likely to find their subordinates distrustful of management and desirous of 
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opportunities to make their opinions known (Korsgaard & Roberson, 1995; Cook, Kramer, 

Thom, Stepanikova, Mollborn, & Cooper, 2004).  This kind of exclusive leader can fuel 

individuals’ fear and anxiety about communicating upward, leading them to generate poorer-

quality ideas (e.g., Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981).   When individuals are fearful about 

speaking up, they may experience greater pressure to perform and may not be able to 

concisely articulate their point of view to management.  As a result, the overall quality of 

communication they share with their supervisor may be poorer.  Less inclusive leaders may 

also lower individuals’ quality of upward communication by increasing their apprehension 

about being evaluated, even if employees have good ideas worth sharing (e.g., Leary, 1983; 

Paulus & Yang, 2000).  By making it uncomfortable for employees to speak up, leaders may 

find their followers unwilling to challenge management and/or prevailing organizational 

assumptions.  As a result, leaders may only end up hearing what they want to hear, rather 

than what they need to hear (Van Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003).   In this way, leaders who are 

unwilling to consider and/or act upon their followers’ input are likely to find that the quality 

of upward communication they receive is generally lower because of individuals’ 

unwillingness to express creative, unconventional ideas that challenge prevailing 

organizational norms. 

At the other end of the inclusiveness spectrum, however, leaders face a far different 

challenge.  Highly inclusive leaders who invite and appreciate others’ input (Nembhard & 

Edmondson, 2006) may unintentionally create a work climate where psychological safety is 

so rampant that individuals relax their standards and tendencies towards self-censorship to 

the point that they frequently express irrelevant, ill-formed comments and suggestions that do 

not further the organization’s goals and objectives.  Because psychological safety lowers the 
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perceived risk of speaking up and reinforces individuals’ belief that there are no negative 

consequences for doing so, individuals may be less motivated to put forth the cognitive effort 

necessary to provide high quality input.  Given that individuals are often prone to take the 

path of least cognitive resistance (e.g., Taylor & Fiske, 1978; Latané, Williams, & Harkins, 

1979) highly inclusive leaders may find that encouraging and inviting upward 

communication may not actually produce very many novel or useful ideas that truly enhance 

organizational effectiveness.  Instead, leaders may get a large muddy pool of thoughts and 

suggestions that have no clear relevance or strategic benefit for the organization. 

To illustrate, consider the case of BP, which encouraged the public to submit their 

ideas and suggestions on how to stop the massive oil well leak in the Gulf of Mexico last 

summer.  Although part of the motive behind opening up this idea forum may have been 

driven by public relations concerns on the part of BP’s leadership (particularly in light of 

their CEO’s numerous and untimely verbal gaffes), the results of BP’s online suggestion box 

produced over 35,000 ideas, of which 99 percent never received serious consideration for 

implementation (Crandell, 2010).  Instead of securing a few well-conceived ideas that may 

have held greater promise, taking a highly inclusive approach produced a large number of 

bad ideas that cost the company significant time and money by diverting important resources 

away from the core problem.  

This example illustrates the very real and practical conundrum leaders’ face in trying 

to determine just how inclusive they should be.  Although, highly inclusive leaders can help 

to alleviate individuals’ fears about speaking up, in doing so they may simultaneously reduce 

individuals’ motivation to engage in effortful cognitive processing and self-filtering of ideas 

for quality.  In this way, an overabundance of psychological safety created by the leader’s 
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inclusive style may actually be harmful to the organization’s goal of obtaining high quality 

comments that effectively address workplace issues.   

In light of this evidence pointing to how both low and high levels of inclusive 

leadership can produce a lower overall quality of upward communication, a logical question 

emerges – does an optimal “sweetspot” of inclusive leadership exist?  While existing 

research on the topic is still sparse, both classical and emerging perspectives on human 

behavior and an observance of curvilinear relationships across various psychological 

constructs provide general support for such a possibility.  For example, years ago Coombs 

and Avrunin (1977, p. 224) used a series of mathematical functions to make the simple, but 

profound argument that “good things satiate, bad things escalate.”  They argued that whereas 

positive influences for human survival, such as food, water, and even sexual activity, reach a 

tipping point at which they no longer satisfy individuals’ hedonistic desires, bad things, such 

as a dripping faucet or monotonous music can increase irritation and frustration to no end.  

This perspective suggests that although inherently good things momentarily placate and 

satisfy individuals’ needs and desires, they do not continue ad infinitum.  Echoing these 

concerns, Grant and Schwartz (2011) more recently highlighted the danger of scholars’ 

overreliance on predicting linear relationships in psychological research, arguing instead for 

further exploration and investigation into more complex, inverted U-shape functions.  As 

evidence for why monotonic relationships may under represent organizational phenomenon, 

Grant and Schwartz (2011) suggested that well-established psychological virtues, such as 

wisdom and knowledge, humanity and love, courage and justice, all exhibit serious costs that 

limit their supposed infinite benefits.   
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Drawing upon this logic for the study of inclusive leadership and upward 

communication suggests that leaders who are open and accessible may find only limited 

benefits of their inclusive approach beyond an optimal midpoint.  This view has been 

generally supported in field research by Ames and Flynn (2007), who demonstrated an 

inverted U-shaped relationship between assertiveness and perceptions of leadership 

effectiveness.  Across multiple field studies, they found that moderate levels of assertiveness 

facilitated the achievement of organizational outcomes, but high levels of assertiveness 

fostered negativity in interpersonal relationships, which reduced perceived leadership 

effectiveness.  This evidence suggests that inherently effective leadership approaches, such 

as assertiveness or inclusiveness, may be detrimental at the far ends of the continuum.   In 

addition, Fleishman and Harris (1962) showed that increased leader consideration or 

decreased structure did not predict lower turnover rates among a sample of production 

foreman.  Rather, grievances and turnover were found to increase most markedly at the 

extreme ends of the leader consideration (low end) and structure (high end) scales, further 

suggesting that the relationship between leadership, grievances and turnover was curvilinear, 

rather than linear.   

In short, this body of work suggests that neither a very low, nor a very high level of 

inclusive leadership will yield optimal results if a leader’s goal is to get the highest quality of 

ideas from his/her workforce.  Rather, a more moderate level of inclusiveness may be the 

optimal strategy for leaders to adopt if they are to obtain high quality input that truly helps 

their organizations innovate and gain a competitive advantage.  For these reasons, the strong 

positive association between leader inclusiveness and upward communication found in prior 

empirical work may actually be more complex and nuanced than originally thought.  
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Therefore, a more thorough investigation into the form of the relationship between inclusive 

leadership and upward communication is needed to provide greater conceptual clarity around 

how inclusive leadership influences individuals’ motivation to speak up well. 

In this dissertation, I challenge conventional wisdom that “more is better” by arguing 

that highly inclusive leaders may elicit a higher quantity of ideas from their followers, but 

potentially a lower quality of ideas as well.  Drawing from well-established theories on 

motivation, social exchange, and self-censorship, I propose and test an inverted U-shaped 

relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication quality across three 

separate studies (archival, lab and field), in an effort to provide triangulated evidence 

(Campbell & Fiske, 1959) for this phenomenon.  In doing so, I contribute to the growing 

upward communication and leadership literatures in three important ways: (a) first, by 

shifting researchers’ sole focus away from the quantity of upward communication leaders 

receive towards a more holistic view of both  quantity and quality, (b) second, by 

demonstrating how important contextual forces, such as inclusive leadership, that are 

conducive to increasing the quantity of individuals’ upward communication, may have more 

mixed implications for the quality of this communication, and (c) third, by highlighting the 

hidden costs and pitfalls associated with inclusive leadership. 

I begin this discussion by first reviewing the expansive literatures on leadership and 

upward communication.  Specifically, I highlight several specific leadership constructs that 

are related to the broader conceptual idea that leaders can be open and receptive to input from 

others, as well as several upward communication-related constructs that closely mirror the 

broader idea of leader-directed input.  Next, I highlight the different ways in which the 

relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication has been studied in 



 

10 
 

prior research, and how this evidence and related social psychological work might inform my 

predictions about inclusive leadership and upward communication quality.  Third, I 

empirically test my conceptual model and hypotheses across three different studies (archival, 

lab and field) in an effort to provide triangulated evidence for how high levels of inclusive 

leadership can lower followers’ quality of upward communication at both low and high 

levels.  Finally, I discuss the strengths and limitations of this research, discuss the 

implications of this work for both theory and practice and suggest avenues for future 

research. 



 

 
II.   THEORIES OF LEADERSHIP AND INCLUSIVENESS 

 
The idea that leaders can be inclusive, open and receptive to employee input is not a 

new one, given the numerous theoretical perspectives that have emerged on the topic over the 

past several decades (e.g., Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1994; Vroom & 

Yetton, 1973).  However, recent conceptualizations of leader inclusiveness and how they 

relate specifically to individuals’ propensity to express upward communication to 

management have arisen primarily from two empirical studies by Nembhard and Edmondson 

(2006) and Detert and Burris (2007).  Despite the theoretical advances made through this 

work, the concept of leader inclusiveness remains elusive, as research has only begun to 

scratch the surface of what it actually means to be inclusive as a leader and the specific 

behaviors followers perceive as inclusive or not. 

According to Nembhard and Edmondson (2006), leader inclusiveness can be defined 

as “words and deeds by a leader or leaders that indicate an invitation and appreciation for 

others’ contributions” (p.947).  In providing justification for how this construct differs from 

existing perspectives, Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) offer the following explanation:  

“Leader inclusiveness captures attempts by leaders to include others in discussions 
and decisions in which their voices and perspectives might otherwise be absent.  It is 
related to team leader coaching behavior, which describes team leader behaviors that 
facilitate group process and provide clarification and feedback (Baron, 1990; 
Edmondson, 1999), and to participative leadership, which describes leaders that 
consult with workers, participate in shared decision-making and delegate decision-
making authority to subordinates (Bass, 1990; McGregor, 1960; Yukl, 1994). Leader 
inclusiveness differs from these constructs in that it directly pertains to situations 
characterized by status or power differences and pertains more narrowly to behaviors 
that invite and acknowledge others’ views” (p. 947). 
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In other words, for leaders to be inclusive there must be some perceived difference in 

formal status and authority that makes their acts of inclusiveness stand out when juxtaposed 

against their hierarchical position. Yet, despite the intuitive nature of this definition that 

suggests applicability to a variety of contexts, Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) defined the 

construct of leader inclusiveness specifically for a medical environment, using items adapted 

from Shortell and colleagues’ (1991) physician leadership scale. Thus, this raises questions 

as to whether or not Nembhard and Edmondson’s (2006) conceptualization of leader 

inclusiveness is generalizable across a broader set of industries, jobs and work settings. 

In an effort to build upon this work, Detert and Burris (2007) offered a related construct they 

called leader openness, defined as “subordinates’ perceptions that their boss listens to them, 

is interested in their ideas, gives fair consideration to the ideas presented, and at least 

sometimes takes action to address the matter raised” (p.871).  Although similar to Nembhard 

and Edmondson’s (2006) leader inclusiveness construct, this definition of leader openness 

provides subtle, but important distinctions.  For instance, while leader inclusiveness focuses 

more on the participative and emotional aspects of leaders’ behaviors (i.e., does the leader 

involve others in decisions by seeking and appreciating their input), leader openness goes 

beyond this by emphasizing leaders’ fairness in evaluating ideas, and highlighting the degree 

to which they act upon employees’ suggestions.  In this way, leader openness mirrors prior 

work on management openness (Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit, & Dutton, 1998; House & 

Rizzo, 1972) that looks at specific behaviors top management teams take to create a 

favorable context for raising issues and expressing ideas.  However, an important limitation 

of Detert and Burris’ (2007) definition is that leader openness is constrained to subordinates’ 

perceptions of their direct supervisor, which limits the ability of the construct to tap into 
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other work-relationships (e.g., project teams, informal committees, etc.) and organizational 

structures (e.g., matrix organizations) where leadership is more emergent and not solely 

defined by the dyadic leader-member interaction (Morgeson, DeRue, & Karam, 2010; Bell & 

Kozlowski, 2002). 

Given these small, but important conceptual distinctions between these constructs, I 

seek to bridge these gaps by offering an integrated definition of leader inclusiveness and 

leader openness that potentially offers greater generalizability and utility for researchers 

going forward.  Specifically, I define inclusive leadership as: “Individuals’ perceptions that a 

leader is receptive to feedback and input, as demonstrated by behaviors and acts of 

communication (both written and verbal) that show a willingness to listen to individuals’ 

ideas, to consider them fairly, and to potentially act upon them.”   

One benefit of viewing leader inclusiveness from this slightly broader perspective is 

that individuals’ perceptions of leaders’ inclusiveness are not limited solely to the views of 

subordinates, as they are in the definition of leader openness, but can be expanded to 

consider multiple sources in future research, such as subordinates, peers, customers or 

supervisors.  In this way, multiple measures of leader inclusiveness can be aggregated 

together to form a more robust assessment of whether or not a leader is truly inclusive.   

Having provided my operational definition of inclusive leadership, I now highlight other 

closely related leadership constructs that help fill the nomological net of inclusive leadership. 

Transformational Leadership 

 Ever since Burns (1978) and Bass (1985) signaled the need to shift the focus of 

leadership research from more transactional models of leadership to more charismatic, 

visionary and inspiring leadership forms, the concept of transformational leadership has 
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grown into one of the most frequently researched theories over the past 20 years (Avolio, 

2005; Lowe & Gardner, 2000; Bono & Judge, 2004).  Although this theory is multi-

dimensional and  suggests that transformational leaders provide their followers with 

intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation and idealized influence (e.g., Avolio, 1999; 

Bass, 1985; Conger & Kanungo, 1998; Howell & Hall-Merenda, 1999), perhaps most 

relevant for our understanding of how transformational leadership relates specifically to 

inclusive leadership is its fourth dimension of individualized consideration. 

When transformational leaders provide individualized consideration, they tend to 

their followers’ individual and collective needs, act as a mentor/coach and listen to their 

followers’ concerns and suggestions.  In the language of inclusive leadership, 

transformational leaders “invite and appreciate” input from others.  By providing empathy 

and support for their followers and by keeping the lines of communication open, 

transformational leaders help individuals feel cared for and respected.  By doing so, leaders 

can encourage their followers to be more loyal, committed and devoted to them (Johns & 

Saks, 2005).  Although transformational leadership has provided equivocal results as a 

positive predictor of individuals’ performance in the past (e.g., Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & 

Shamir, 2002; Barling, Weber, & Kelloway, 1996; McNatt & Judge, 2004; Bono & Judge, 

2003; Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1996), it has been shown to be positively associated with several 

organizationally-important outcomes, including individuals’ citizenship behaviors 

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990), and leaders’ effectiveness and 

productivity (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). 

 Recently, scholars have begun to investigate the effects of transformational leadership 

on individuals’ upward communication at work.  For instance, Liu, Zhu, and Yang (2010) 
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found empirical support for the positive association of transformational leadership with 

speaking out (voice toward peers) and speaking up (voice toward the supervisor) across a 

sample of 191 Chinese employees in different organizations.  Similarly, Detert and Burris 

(2007) tested the association of transformational leadership on individuals’ improvement-

oriented communication across a national restaurant chain, arguing that the individualized 

consideration transformational leaders provide fosters two-way communication, while their 

inspirational motivation helps to increase followers’ engagement in resolving workplace 

issues.  Despite the intuitive nature of these hypotheses, the authors did not find support for a 

significant predictor of managers’ perceived transformational leadership on employees’ 

upward communication behavior.  This lack of a direct association between transformational 

leadership and upward communication raises interesting questions and the possibility that the 

positive impact of transformational leaders may be limited and bounded by numerous 

conditions that researchers have yet to uncover.   

Other work has also begun to explore the underlying mechanisms driving the positive 

relationship between transformational leadership and employee behavior.  Researchers have 

demonstrated that transformational leaders are effective at influencing subordinates’ behavior 

because they are able to increase followers’ commitment, satisfaction, identification, and 

perceptions of fairness (e.g., Liao & Chuang, 2007; Walumbwa, Avolio, & Zhu, 2008).  They 

do this by enhancing perceptions of leader trustworthiness (e.g., Wang, Law, Hackett, Wang, 

& Chen, 2005) and perceptions of individual- and group-efficacy, potency and cohesiveness 

(e.g., Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003; Bono & Judge, 2003; Schaubroeck, Lam, & Cha, 

2007).   
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In short, this body of work suggests that transformational leaders who are open and 

receptive to their subordinates’ ideas can motivate and encourage their followers to do things 

they may have never envisioned before, such as taking the risk of communicating up to the 

boss with challenging dissent or constructive criticism (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Shamir, 

House, & Arthur, 1993).  Going forward, teasing apart the individualized consideration 

dimension of transformational leadership as a proxy for inclusive leadership may produce 

valuable dividends for scholars seeking to better understand how inclusive leaders can 

enhance both the quantity and quality of upward communication within their organizations. 

Participative Leadership 

 Although transformational leadership is perhaps the most well-known modern 

leadership construct in management circles, its broad focus on visionary goal-setting makes it 

slightly more tangential to the core premise of inclusive leadership.  One leadership 

perspective that more closely shares the basic idea of openness and receptivity to subordinate 

input is participative leadership.  The theory of participative leadership suggests that leaders 

can encourage greater employee involvement and engagement in their organizations by 

adopting a participative leadership style.  According to Yukl (1994), participative leadership 

is “the use of various decision procedures that allow other people some influence over the 

leader’s decision” (p.157).  Often described as consultation, joint decision-making, power 

sharing, decentralization or democratic management, participative leadership is typically 

used as a way to involve others in the decision-making process (Johns & Saks, 2005; Yukl, 

1994).  As defined here, participation is not a fixed or absolute property, but rather a relative 

concept.  In fact, the manner in which leaders can go about trying to gain subordinate 

participation can vary along a continuum, ranging from no influence by other people (i.e., 
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autocratic decision-making) to high influence (i.e., delegating full authority) (Heller & Yukl, 

1969; Strauss, 1977; Tannenbaum & Schmidt, 1958; Vroom & Yetton, 1973).   

Research suggests that participative leadership offers tangible benefits to the 

organization, including (a) improving the quality of a decision when participants have 

information and knowledge that the leader lacks and (b) enhancing individuals’ commitment 

to the decision (Yukl, 1994; Yukl, Gordon, & Taber, 2002).  Furthermore, when individuals 

have an opportunity to communicate their concerns about organizational issues, they often 

feel a greater sense of procedural justice (Korsgaard & Roberson, 1995).  In addition, 

participation is likely to yield favorable results when employees are open to engaging in the 

process and the task is complex enough to make participation useful (Miller & Monge, 1986; 

Wagner & Gooding, 1987a; Wagner & Gooding, 1987b).  In this way, participative 

leadership is a strategy leaders can use to signal inclusiveness by encouraging followers to 

communicate upwards with ideas, observations and concerns and enabling them to 

participate in organizational decision-making. 

Empowering Leadership 

 Although similar to participative leadership in its emphasis on encouraging individual 

participation and engagement within organizations, empowering leadership differs from 

participative leadership in its exclusive focus on leader actions that share power or give more 

autonomy and responsibility to employees (Kirkman & Rosen, 1997; 1999; Strauss, 1963).   

In their empirical paper testing the effects of empowering leadership on team performance, 

Srivastava, Bartol and Locke (2006) defined empowering leadership as “behaviors whereby 

power is shared with subordinates and that raise their level of intrinsic motivation” (p.1240). 
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 Some of the behaviors that empowering leaders engage in when adopting such a 

leadership style include leading by example, participative decision-making, coaching, 

informing, and showing concern (Arnold, Arad, Rhoades, & Drasgow, 2000).  By actively 

soliciting employees’ input on organizational matters and explicitly communicating to them 

that such input is welcome and of value to both the leader and the organization, empowering 

leaders can help increase followers’ motivation to actively participate in solving 

organizational problems.  At a time when employees are highly cynical and distrustful of 

organizations, government, and leaders in general (Kohut, 2010; Garlick, 2010), empowering 

leadership can be a powerful antidote to the widespread lack of employee engagement seen 

within organizations today (cf., Robison, 2010), despite its inherent limitations (Fineman, 

2006). 

In fact, in a recent large-scale field investigation of professional Chinese workers, 

Zhang and Bartol (2010) found that empowering leadership predicted individuals’ 

psychological empowerment, which in turn predicted both their intrinsic motivation and 

involvement in creative work.  Across a much different, but still relevant organizational 

context (i.e., public high schools) Vecchio, Justin, and Pearce (2010) showed that 

empowering leadership was associated with higher levels of employee satisfaction and 

performance, as well as reduced dysfunctional resistance.  More specific to the focus of the 

current investigation, Srivastava and colleagues (2006) demonstrated  that empowering 

leaders helped to improve team performance by increasing team members’ efficacy and 

knowledge-sharing – the latter being a key measure of whether or not individuals actually 

spoke up and expressed their concerns to management.   
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In short, by providing their subordinates with the autonomy and flexibility to be able 

to share their ideas and concerns with management, empowering leaders convey an openness 

and receptivity to upward communication – a key marker of inclusive leadership behavior. 

Shared Leadership 

 A final leadership perspective that shares conceptual overlap with the idea of 

inclusive leadership is shared leadership.  Often described as “collective” or “distributed” 

leadership, shared leadership has been conceptualized as a team emergent state that develops 

over the lifespan of a team, whereby team members collectively lead each other, rather than 

relying on a single individual to lead the team (Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2004).  This model of 

reciprocal influence helps to reinforce and develop positive relationships among team 

members (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007).  According to Pearce and Conger (2003, p.1), 

shared leadership is “a dynamic, interactive, influence process among individuals in groups 

for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of group or organizational 

goals or both.”   Klein, Ziegert, Knight and Xiao (2006) describe this process of shared 

leadership within teams as dynamic delegation, in which senior leaders are able to delegate 

active leadership roles to more experienced members, while providing junior members with 

opportunities to develop skills and learn over time.   

In this way, shared leadership differs greatly from earlier leadership models focused 

on hierarchical authority (Pearce & Sims, 2002).  Because shared leadership implicitly 

discounts status differences within the team in an effort to make it more egalitarian, 

employees are freer to communicate their ideas, observations and concerns both laterally, as 

well as upwards.  Particularly in team situations where relative status differences between the 

leader and members are high, adopting a shared leadership approach may be beneficial in 
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creating a psychologically safe environment that encourages interpersonal risk taking 

(Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006).    

Although empirical work on shared leadership is scarce, initial studies tend to support 

the view that shared leadership predicts higher levels of team effectiveness (e.g., Avolio & 

Bass, 1995; Pearce & Sims, 2002).  However, too much shared leadership may not 

necessarily work well under all conditions.  For example, Edwards and Jabs (2009) recently 

conducted a study within a multinational corporation’s R&D facility in the western United 

States to understand the impact of bureaucratic control and shared governance on workplace 

safety culture.   They found that safety protocols, rules, and rhetoric, combined with efforts 

to give workers more shared responsibility for safety in the workplace, actually predicted 

tendencies toward worker alienation, shame with regard to injuries, complacency, and a fear 

of bureaucratic processes.  Although these findings need to be replicated in future work, they 

do suggest that leaders’ efforts to create a strong culture of shared leadership may backfire if 

not implemented correctly.  Thus, additional research is needed to understand the impact 

shared leadership can have on employee outcomes, both intended and unintended.  Given 

that no work to date has tested the relationship between shared leadership and upward 

communication, this offers an interesting and important avenue for future research 

particularly in light of the growing organizational trend towards team-based work structures 

(cf. O’Toole & Lawler, 2006).  

In summary, each of these unique, but related leadership perspectives – leader 

inclusiveness, leader openness, transformational leadership, participative leadership, 

empowering leadership and shared leadership – provide general support for the idea that 

leaders who are considerate of their followers, solicit their input about organizational issues, 
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and at least sometimes, act upon their input, are often seen by others as “inclusive” leaders.  

Although future research is needed to empirically validate this proposed nomological 

network, this discussion provides an initial theoretical framework from which to begin such 

efforts. 

I now turn my attention to briefly reviewing the upward communication literature, 

focusing specifically on a variety of constructs (e.g., voice, issue-selling, issue-crafting, 

upward influence, upward feedback) that much like the leadership literature, share 

conceptual overlap with one another.  In discussing these various forms of upward 

communication, I specifically focus only on the interpersonal and contextual antecedents of 

upward communication, rather than taking a more procedural justice view that explores the 

opportunity individuals have for upward communication as well as the various outcomes that 

can result from it (e.g., McFarlin & Sweeney, 1996; Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996).



 

 
III.  THEORIES OF UPWARD COMMUNICATION 

 
Just as the leadership literature includes a host of constructs that share conceptual 

overlap around the idea that leaders can be inclusive and open to their followers’ ideas and 

concerns, so too do numerous theories of upward communication provide a broad foundation 

from which to argue that individuals “speak up” to management in a variety of ways.  

Although theoretically distinct in the conceptual space they occupy, each of these forms of 

upward communication – employee voice, issue-selling, issue-crafting, upward influence and 

upward feedback – are perhaps more accurately identified as unique forms of a broader 

construct of upward communication.  In the following section, I briefly review these 

literatures, highlighting their shared commonalities around the broader schema of 

management-directed, upward input. 

Employee Voice 

 
Since Hirschman (1970) first conceptualized the idea that employees speak up when 

they recognize some source of dissatisfaction or opportunity to improve their own and/or 

their organization’s well-being, scholars have taken a greater interest in understanding this 

phenomenon, as evidenced by a growing body of work examining the many antecedents, 

moderators, mediators and consequences of voice in the workplace.  As originally 

conceptualized, employee voice is a proactive, discretionary behavior (Van Dyne, Cummings 

& McLean Parks, 1995; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998) that individuals express upward in the 

form of challenging opinions, concerns, or ideas about work-related issues (Van Dyne, Ang, 
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& Botero, 2003).  In this way, voice shares conceptual overlap with a family of other 

challenge-oriented constructs, including issue-selling (Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dutton, 

Ashford, O’Neill & Lawrence, 2001), speaking up (Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003), issue 

crafting (Sonenshein, 2006), prosocial rule breaking (Morrison, 2006), tempered radicalism 

(Meyerson & Scully, 1995), whistleblowing (Miceli, Near & Dworkin, 2008), and taking 

charge (Morrison & Phelps, 1999).  A common theme running through each of these 

behaviors is that individuals are motivated to speak up out of a desire to help and improve the 

organization, even if it means sometimes having to upset established norms and 

organizational practices.   

Given that voice can sometimes be perceived as a challenge to management’s 

authority, expressing voice carries inherent challenges and risks for organizational actors, 

since it may or may not be well received by the powerful individual toward whom it is 

directed.  In fact, several studies demonstrate the inherent difficulties in getting employees to 

speak up honestly (e.g., Detert, 2003; Milliken, Morrison & Hewlin, 2003; Ryan & Oestrich, 

1998), since many individuals conclude that it is better to “bite your tongue and be a good 

soldier,” rather than risk upsetting the boss and facing negative repercussions.  To maximize 

the likelihood that their expressions of voice are welcomed, rather than frowned upon, 

individuals are thought to engage in a cost-benefit mental calculus when deciding whether or 

not to speak up (Chiaburu, Van Dyne & Marinova, 2008; Dutton et al., 2001; Ashford et al., 

1998; Morrison & Milliken, 2000).  This cognitive process involves weighing the personal, 

professional and social repercussions individuals may experience as a consequence of 

speaking up (Cortina & Magley, 2003; Detert, 2003; Edmondson, 1996).   



 

24 
 

In light of the potential challenges associated with upward voice, scholars have 

attempted to better understand who voices, why they choose to voice, and what 

organizational conditions facilitate voice (cf., Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; Burris, Detert & 

Chiaburu, 2008; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008a, 2008b; Detert & Burris, 2007).  In 

developing theories around each of these questions, three broad lines of research on voice 

have emerged.  First, scholars have spent considerable time systematically examining 

demographic and personality differences as correlates of voice (Crant, 2003; LePine & Van 

Dyne, 2001).  For instance, studies have shown that voice is more common among 

employees high in conscientiousness and extraversion (LePine & Van Dyne, 2001), low in 

agreeableness and neuroticism (LePine & Van Dyne, 2001), and high in proactive personality 

(Seibert, Kraimer, & Crant, 2001; for meta-analytic reviews, see Fuller & Marler, 2009, and 

Thomas, Whitman, & Viswesvaran, 2010).  Recent work has also begun to examine the 

personality correlates of voice in cross-cultural samples.  For instance, across a sample of 

Greek workers, Nikolaou, Vakola, and Bourantas (2008) found that compared to other 

personality traits such as extraversion, openness, and agreeableness, individuals who were 

high in conscientiousness and emotional stability were more likely to express voice to their 

supervisor.  

A second body of work, based primarily on Hirschman’s (1970) exit, voice and 

loyalty model, suggests that individuals’ attitudes towards their work environment (e.g., job 

satisfaction, supervisors, organization, etc.) drives their decision to speak up or remain silent 

(Rusbult, Farrell, Rodgers, & Mainous, 1988; Withey & Cooper, 1989).  This perspective 

takes the view that individuals’ attitudes and beliefs about their job and supervisor shape 

their motivations to voice (Farrell & Rusbult, 1992).   That is, when employees are 
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dissatisfied with their current work conditions, they seek to restore equity in the relationship 

by expressing their dissatisfaction vocally and making their views known to management 

(Withey & Cooper, 1989; Zhou & George, 2001).  Scholars in other research domains have 

also sought to understand how employee attitudes might impact voice behavior.  For 

instance, marketing scholars have shown that individuals’ attitudes to the responsiveness of 

their organization across a variety of service-oriented contexts (e.g., automotive repair, 

medical care, banking services) have a significant influence on whether or not they chose to 

voice their complaints or not (Singh & Wilkes, 1996).  

The third primary stream of research within the voice literature centers on 

understanding how various organizational contextual factors, such as psychological safety, 

voice climate, and leadership, influence individuals’ decision to voice (Morrison, Wheeler-

Smith, & Kamdar, 2011; Detert & Treviño, 2010; Edmondson, 2006; Detert & Burris, 2007; 

Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Hofmann & Stetzer, 1996).  This literature makes the 

implicit assumption that over and above personal characteristics and specific work-related 

attitudes, individuals are likely to gauge the “temperature in the room” before determining 

whether or not to make their thoughts and ideas publicly known (Dutton, Ashford, O’Neill, 

Hayes, & Wierba, 1997; Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit & Dutton, 1998; Milliken, Morrison, & 

Hewlin, 2003; Ryan & Oestrich, 1998; Withey & Cooper, 1989).  That is, individuals make 

general attributions about the perceived risks of speaking up in a particular social context, 

and take their behavioral cues from organizational leaders who explicitly or implicitly 

convey to their followers that expressions of voice are welcome or not.  In this way, a 

leader’s perceived trustworthiness and openness to followers’ ideas can have a strong 
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influence on whether or not individuals feel comfortable speaking up about challenging or 

controversial issues (Ashford, 1998). 

In summary, the employee voice literature has been instrumental in helping to bring 

to the forefront an important and relevant issue for both scholars and practitioners alike – 

specifically, how leaders can encourage individuals to speak up to management for the 

betterment of their organizations.  Yet, despite the significant contributions scholars have 

made to this body of work, much of this research has focused exclusively on trying to get 

leaders to obtain more voice, not necessarily better voice from their followers.  Thus, going 

forward, understanding how managers can reap both a high quantity and high quality of 

voice from their subordinates is a promising avenue for future research.   

Issue-selling and Issue-crafting 

  
Another popular and well-established form of upward communication that scholars 

have explored in-depth is issue-selling.  In their seminal paper introducing the concept, 

Dutton and Ashford (1993) defined issue-selling as “individuals’ behaviors that are directed 

towards affecting others’ attention to and understanding of issues” (p.398).  At its core, issue-

selling is concerned with understanding how middle managers can effectively direct senior 

leaders’ attention towards issues or concerns they deem worthy of attention.  In this way, 

issue-selling is a process through which middle managers attempt to influence the 

identification phase of organizational decision making (Dutton & Ashford, 1993).  According 

to Mintzberg, Raisinghani and Théorét (1976), this identification stage involves issue 

recognition, where “opportunities, problems, and crises are recognized and evoke decision 

activity” as well as diagnosis, in which “management seeks to comprehend the evoking 

stimuli and determine cause-effect relationships for the decision situation” (p.253).  This 
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ability to identify important issues among the many that vie for managers’ attention can be a 

valuable resource for leaders seeking to adapt their strategies to enhance organizational 

effectiveness (Dutton et al., 2001; Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Grant, Parker, & Collins, 2009). 

However, despite the importance of identifying critical issues within organizations, 

comparatively little work has examined the contextual influences that shape issue-sellers’ 

behavior over time, and how issue-selling can be a mechanism of organizational change 

(Dutton & Ashford 1993; Dutton, Ashford, Lawrence, & Miner-Rubio, 2002).  In an effort to 

address this shortcoming, scholars have taken greater interest in examining how individuals 

go about selling issues to management to achieve maximum impact.  For example, in their 

study of hospital workers and top management teams, Dutton, Ashford, O’Neill and 

Lawrence (2001) found that successful issue-sellers used a variety of strategic moves, such as 

packaging, involvement, and timing to amplify their chances that senior leaders will be 

receptive to their concerns.  Research has shown that these tactics are generally effective 

because they help issue-sellers thoughtfully demonstrate how their idea or concern fits in 

with the leader’s broader goals and constraints (Ashford, et al., 1998; Dutton & Ashford, 

1993; Sonenshein, 2006).  By framing issues as ‘win-win’ solutions, individuals can make a 

more compelling case to management for why their ideas and concerns should be acted upon 

(Bansal, 2003; Savitz, 2006).  As a case in point, Howard-Grenville (2007) used 

ethnographic, archival and interview data over a six-year period to better understand how a 

high-tech manufacturer came to implement environmental considerations into their core 

manufacturing processes.  Through this longitudinal effort, she found that striking the right 

balance between the novelty of the issue and an appeal to dominant schemas within the 

organization produced the conditions necessary to effect organizational change.  This 
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research illustrates how the linguistic strategies issue-sellers employ can potentially mean the 

difference between success and failure. 

In an effort to expand the portfolio of linguistic tactics described in the issue-selling, 

sensegiving, and influence tactics literatures, as well as work on discourse theory (Grant, 

Hardy, Oswick, & Putnam, 2004), Sonenshein (2006) introduced the concept of issue-

crafting, which he defined as “the intentional use of public language to portray an issue in a 

way that differs from an individual’s private understanding of that issue” (p.1158).  Although 

issue-crafting differs from issue-selling in that it lacks a clearly defined communicator (e.g., 

middle managers are the ones considered issue-sellers), as well as a clearly defined target of 

communication (e.g., senior leaders are the target of issue-sellers), in many ways the two 

constructs share much in common.  For instance, just as issue-sellers seek to gain support for 

their views by framing their issues as vital to the organization’s success, issue-crafters use 

the domain of public opinion to position their concerns as legitimate (Hardy, Palmer, & 

Phillips, 2000).  Furthermore, in the same way that issue-sellers seek to frame their 

arguments in a way that management finds most palatable and persuasive (Howard-

Grenville, 2007), issue-crafters construct public justifications that have broader legitimacy 

with important others, and portray issues as being congruent with the target’s values and 

mental schema (Creed, Scully, & Austin, 2002).  In this way, issue-crafters can also gain the 

ear of powerful leaders who have the ability to enact change, particularly when the issues are 

difficult to talk about openly (e.g., social issues).  

Taken together, this collective stream of research provides important insight into how 

individuals can draw senior leaders’ attention to important organizational issues and improve 

the perceived quality of their upward communication.  More importantly, through the use of 
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these subtle, but powerful framing and communication techniques, employees can increase 

their chances of getting their specific issue(s) heard and acted upon by powerful decision-

makers, thus setting the stage for improved organizational effectiveness.  By adopting 

specific linguistic strategies that help to frame their contribution as germane and legitimate, 

issue-sellers and issue-crafters can provide their leaders with ideas and suggestions that they 

perceive as high quality upward communication (e.g., Savitz, 2006).    

Upward Influence 

 
 Upward influence is a third form of upward communication that is closely related to 

the aforementioned constructs of employee voice, issue-selling and issue-crafting.  This line 

of research is primarily concerned with how power affects the techniques individuals use to 

influence others (Kipnis, Schmidt, & Wilkinson, 1980; Yukl & Falbe, 1990; Yukl, Falbe, & 

Youn, 1993; Yukl & Tracey, 1992).  Specifically, Kipnis and colleagues offer six different 

strategies individuals can use to influence those situated higher in the organizational 

hierarchy – namely, ingratiation, assertiveness, administrative sanction, exchange, rationality, 

and appealing to higher levels of authority. Although this line of research, much like the 

work on issue-selling and issue-crafting, is most concerned with the tactics individuals use to 

gain the attention of powerful individuals, it also speaks more generally to the phenomenon 

that individuals look for ways to make their voices heard and known within organizational 

settings.  Although individuals’ motives for speaking up in the first place may sometimes be 

suspect (Bolino, 1999), the fact that individuals take the time to consider how best to 

influence their superiors – be it through ingratiation, rational appeal or other verbal 

techniques – suggests that sharing views and opinions with management is something 

individuals value and deem consequential.  In this way, the act of engaging in upward 
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communication, whether through proactive, discretionary expressions of voice or more 

calculated issue-selling, issue-crafting or upward influence tactics, can serve as a powerful 

testament to the desire individuals have to express their thoughts, ideas and suggestions up 

through the organizational ranks. 

Upward Feedback 

  
A fourth and final theoretical perspective that can be subsumed under the broader 

conceptual umbrella of upward communication is upward feedback.  As described by 

Atwater and colleagues (2000) “upward feedback is a process that involves the rating of 

supervisors by their respective subordinates on various behavioral dimensions, combined 

with formal feedback of the results to the supervisors” (p.275).  This form of upward 

communication enables subordinates and peers to offer their leader constructive guidance 

and insight into how he/she is performing.  In this way, upward feedback can be a tool 

organizational actors use to communicate their ideas and suggestions to management, while 

also providing leaders with helpful input on how to improve their perceived performance.  As 

suggested by research, this upward feedback can have a tangible positive impact on how 

leaders’ behave, and subsequent perceptions of their effectiveness (Atwater, Rousch, & 

Fischthal, 1995).  For this reason, providing upward input to managers about their 

performance can help improve overall organizational functioning.    

In summary, this review is intended to highlight how the dominant forms of upward 

communication discussed in the organizational literature, such as employee voice, issue-

selling, issue-crafting, upward influence and upward feedback all conceptually revolve 

around the broader idea that individuals are motivated to make their thoughts and opinions 

known to management.  Although not the focus of the current investigation, future research 
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should explore in greater depth how these purportedly unique forms of inclusive leadership 

and upward communication are theoretically and empirically related to one another, given 

the conceptual similarities these different constructs share.  

Having reviewed the extensive literatures on both inclusive leadership and upward 

communication, I now turn attention to highlighting the need for scholars to consider quality 

implications in their assessments of individuals’ upward feedback to management.  Such a 

focus is sorely needed, given that much of the literature to date has focused exclusively on 

quantity-based arguments for why inclusive leadership is consequential.  Thus, in an effort to 

help move both the leadership and upward communication literatures forward and to invite 

new thinking on the topic, in the following section I introduce the concept of upward 

communication quality for scholars to consider.   



 

 
IV.   UPWARD COMMUNICATION: MOVING FROM QUANTITY TO QUALITY  

 
As the pace of business has dramatically increased over the last quarter century 

(Gates, 1999), organizations have begun to place a greater premium on designing high 

quality products and services that can compete effectively in the global marketplace.  Despite 

the significant amounts of time, money and effort required to design systems, products and 

processes with quality considerations in mind (Yong & Wilkinson, 2001; Powell, 1995), 

many organizations have come to realize that this investment in quality is often well-spent, 

given its positive association with higher financial performance (McInerney & White, 1995; 

Germano, 1992; Kearns & Nadler, 1992; Koska, 1990).  

At a more micro-level, however, researchers have also considered the notion of 

quality, but primarily from an idea generation and information flow standpoint.  For instance, 

creativity scholars have spent a considerable amount of time and effort investigating the 

processes through which individuals generate and evaluate novel and creative solutions for 

their organizations (e.g., Amabile, 1983, 1996; Elsbach & Kramer, 2003).  This research has 

attracted a great deal of interest, since highly creative ideas can be a significant source of 

competitive advantage for both individuals and organizations (Amabile, 1988, 1996; Oldham 

& Cummings, 1996; Shalley, 1991; Zhou, 2003).  For instance, companies like Ideo and 

Google have developed reputations as some of the most innovative places to work (Fast 

Company, 2010), in part, because of their commitment to helping employees share 

challenging, creative ideas with management.  Rather than stifling upward communication, 

these organizations actively encourage it and even solicit frequent employee feedback.  In 
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many cases, these employee-driven ideas often become the fuel for new products and 

innovations for these leading organizations (Elgin, 2005; Kelley & Littman, 2001).  An 

added benefit of this innovation culture, and the positive press that results from it, is that 

highly talented job seekers line up to be recruited by such firms.  In this way, reputable firms 

like Google and Ideo are better positioned to hire the best and the brightest employees (e.g., 

Turban & Cable, 2003), which further strengthens their competitive advantage (Hitt, 

Bierman, Bierman, Shimizu, & Kochhar, 2001; Kang, Morris, & Snell, 2007).   

Yet, despite the numerous benefits associated with higher levels of organizational 

quality at both a micro- and macro-level, management researchers have yet to broadly adopt 

this “quality-first” mindset in their research, perhaps in part due to the ambiguous nature of 

quality as a theoretical construct.  In their extensive review of the proactivity literature, Grant 

and Ashford (2008) lamented that researchers have spent the bulk of their time and effort 

predicting the amount and frequency of individuals’ proactive behaviors, such as voice, while 

failing to consider whether or not such behaviors are ultimately beneficial or effective.  

Unfortunately, the majority of studies that have been done in recent years exploring the 

impact of contextual forces, such as leadership and psychological safety, have only measured 

either increases in the amount of upward feedback individuals offer (e.g., Nembhard & 

Edmondson, 2006) or increases in the frequency of this behavior (e.g., Detert & Burris, 

2007).  Although such a focus on the quantity of upward communication behaviors is 

understandable, given scholars’ interest in helping organizations break the spirals of silence 

that keep many employees from speaking up in the first place (Bowen & Blackmon, 2003; 

Kish-Gephart, et al., 2009; Morrison & Milliken, 2000), this lack of focus on the 

effectiveness of upward communication leaves an important gap in the literature to be 
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addressed.  Without a more holistic understanding of how important contextual influences, 

such as inclusive leadership, are related to individuals’ quantity and quality of upward 

communication, our knowledge of upward communication and leadership remains 

incomplete and lacking theoretical precision. Thus, in an effort to take a first step towards 

addressing this shortcoming, I introduce the term upward communication quality to describe 

how managers and researchers alike can more effectively consider and evaluate the content 

of individuals’ spoken and/or written forms of upward feedback.  Drawing from the 

employee voice literature, I define upward communication quality as “leader-directed 

feedback that attempts to clarify, improve and/or challenge the organizational status quo.”  

Although this definition captures essential elements of previous descriptions of voice, 

such as an improvement-orientation and organizational-level focus (e.g., Van Dyne & 

LePine, 1998), this proposed definition of upward communication quality is noticeably 

broader – in large part, based on prior guidance from the creativity literature.  Although a 

host of literatures speak directly to how individuals assess the effectiveness of individuals’ 

upward communication to management (e.g., issue selling, issue crafting, persuasion and 

upward influence), creativity scholars have been engaged in a vigorous debate and at the 

forefront of trying to understand how individuals make judgments about what constitutes a 

high quality, “creative” idea.   

Despite the fact creativity scholars agree that creativity can be defined as the extent to 

which an idea is both novel and useful (Amabile, 1996; George, 2007; Zhou & Shalley, 

2008), they have been much more divided in their beliefs about how creativity should be 

evaluated.  Although some scholars have argued that creativity judgments can be measured 

and interpreted consistently across different organizational contexts (Amabile, 1996; George 
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& Zhou, 2001; Hennessey & Amabile, 2010), others have said that creativity is much too 

subjective a construct for it to easily generalize across organizational settings (Berry & 

Tugman, 2010; Cropley, 2000; Ford & Gioia, 2000; Kampylis & Valtanen, 2010; Litchfield, 

2008; Plucker, 2004; Shapiro, 1968).  To support this latter assertion, scholars have shown 

empirically that the evaluation of creativity is often highly context-dependent and unique to 

individual settings (Berry & Tugman, 2010; Ford & Gioia, 2000; Kilgour & Koslow, 2009; 

Paletz & Peng, 2008).  That is, an idea that may be considered novel and/or useful (i.e., 

creative) in a particular setting (e.g., academic institutions) may not be viewed similarly in a 

far different organizational environment (e.g., for-profit businesses).  This emerging body of 

work seems to suggest that despite our inherent desire as researchers for broad, generalizable 

measures that adapt well across various contexts, creativity may be one construct that does 

not fit the traditional mold.   

In the same way that creativity judgments may not easily generalize across 

organizations or individuals, perceptions of upward communication quality may also be 

context-specific.  For instance, depending upon the organizational norms and culture of the 

organization, the quality of individuals’ comments and ideas may be judged and evaluated 

quite differently.  In some cases, such as in highly competitive organizational cultures, 

expressing one’s thoughts in a loud, challenging, and somewhat acerbic manner may actually 

be viewed favorably by those individuals tasked with evaluating the quality of this feedback 

(Dutton & Ashford, 1993; Dunbar, 1995).  As a case in point, Dunbar (1995) found that 

major advances and scientific breakthroughs within microbiology labs often came from 

scientists aggressively (and sometimes acerbically) challenging each other’s interpretations.  

However, in more egalitarian, team-based organizational environments where harmony, 
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agreeableness and the quality of relationships are highly valued, or where individuals are still 

learning about one another, such a poignant and direct communicative act may be frowned 

upon and even disregarded, irrespective of the merits of the argument (e.g., Fragale, 2006; 

Loyd, Phillips, Whitson, & Thomas-Hunt, 2010).   

In addition to the role organizational norms may play in determining how upward 

communication quality is judged, the task itself may also dictate how leaders evaluate the 

quality of ideas they receive.  For example, brainstorming sessions are typically designed to 

allow for the free flow of thoughts and ideas that are not yet fully formed or well-conceived 

(Osborn, 1953).  In such environments, individuals are actively encouraged to engage in low 

levels of self-censorship in the belief that the more ideas generated the better, since more 

divergent ideas and points of view can jumpstart the creative energy of others (e.g., Amabile, 

1996; Guilford, 1950; Campbell, 1960; Osborn, 1953).  However, in other more defined task 

environments, such an approach may not be ideal.  For example, at those critical moments 

when leaders need clear, actionable intelligence to make the best decision possible, 

employees who share ideas that are “out of the box” or “half-baked” may be evaluated 

harshly because their input does little to address or solve the issue at hand.  In this way, the 

task environment in which manager-directed feedback occurs may moderate how upward 

communication quality is evaluated and judged by powerful decision-makers.  

Taken together, this line of evidence suggests that upward communication quality, 

much like creativity, is often highly context specific and lacks global standards against which 

individuals can make objective measurements (cf. Csikszentmihalyi & Wolfe, 2000).  Given 

the potential for individual-level differences to introduce systemic bias in upward 

communication quality evaluations, one solution advocated by creativity scholars is the use 
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of raters who are familiar with the domain in which the product was made.  This consensual 

assessment technique (Amabile, 1982, 1983), which allows informed raters to provide 

subjective assessments and judgments of creative products, may be a useful tool for 

researchers seeking to find agreement as to what constitutes upward communication quality.  

Furthermore, given the natural similarities and shortcomings both creativity and upward 

communication quality share as context-specific constructs, drawing from this established 

procedure for idea evaluation helps to integrate a closely related literature into the broader 

upward communications domain.  

In short, because assessments of quality, much like creativity, are often “in the eye of 

the beholder,” and can vary widely depending upon the context in which they are judged, I 

conceptualize upward communication quality as a domain-specific phenomenon that is 

dependent upon a variety of individual-, task-, process-, and contextual-forces.  Although 

future research should aim to explore whether upward communication quality is multi-

dimensional and generalizable across multiple contexts, for purposes of this discussion, I 

position upward communication quality as an individual-level assessment that differs across 

contexts, and therefore, must be judged by domain experts accordingly (cf. Amabile, 1982).  



 

 
V.     THE INFLUENCE OF INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP ON THE QUANTITY AND  

QUALITY OF UPWARD COMMUNICATION 
 

I now turn attention to developing my theoretical arguments for why high levels of 

leader inclusiveness might have varied implications for both the quantity and quality of 

upward communication.  In doing so, I articulate reasons why inclusive leadership should 

enhance the quantity of comments and ideas individuals raise, while having more mixed 

effects on the quality of these ideas. 

Although it seems fairly intuitive that leaders who are more inclusive should get more 

upward communication from their followers, while those who are less inclusive should 

receive less, surprisingly few studies have been done to explore this relationship in greater 

depth.  Of those studies that have been conducted to date, both qualitative (e.g., Sprague & 

Rudd, 1988; Ryan & Oestrich, 1998) and quantitative work (e.g., Carmeli, et al., 2010; Detert 

& Burris, 2007; Liu, Zhu, & Yang, 2010; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Walumbwa & 

Schaubroeck, 2009) support the view that higher levels of inclusive leadership are positively 

associated with followers’ willingness to speak up to management in greater numbers and 

more frequently.  Because inclusive leaders create a “voice climate” where individuals can 

freely take risks and discuss issues that may not necessarily support the status quo (Morrison, 

Wheeler-Smith, & Kamdar, 2011), individuals are likely to feel empowered to shed their 

inhibitions and express their feedback with management openly and without concern for their 

social standing.  Thus, it stands to reason that highly inclusive leaders should find their 
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followers more willing to communicate upwards about relevant organizational issues and 

concerns. 

Hypothesis 1:  Inclusive leadership is positively associated with the quantity of 
upward communication individuals express. 

 
Yet, despite the positive influence highly inclusive leadership has been shown to have 

on individuals’ willingness to speak up (e.g., Detert & Burris, 2007; Nembhard & 

Edmondson, 2006: Carmeli et al., 2010), this form of leadership may also have a dark side 

that encourages followers to engage in a lower quality of upward communication.  

Unfortunately, to the detriment of the field, scholars have demonstrated little motivation to 

explore the potentially deleterious effects (if any) of inclusive leadership on individuals’ 

upward communication behavior.   

However, accepting the benefits of inclusive leadership as limitless and without 

boundary conditions seems to be misguided from both a conceptual and practical standpoint.  

Despite the numerous individual and organizational benefits associated with positive 

organizational scholarship (e.g., Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008), both classic (e.g., Coombs & 

Avrunin, 1977) and recent (e.g., Grant & Schwartz, 2011) theoretical perspectives seem to 

suggest that “all good things must come to an end” and that in fact, there can be “too much of 

a good thing.”  As noted earlier by Coombs and Avrunin (1977), there is a general tendency 

for inherently good things to reach a tipping point before yielding to diminishing returns.  

This implies that the assumption of monotonic functions across a wide body of psychological 

research may be overly simplistic and failing to take into account the potential for 

nonmonotonic phenomena.   

More recently, Grant and Schwartz (2011) used this same logic to develop theory 

around choice overload and how the presence of too few or too many choices can lead 
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individuals to experience less than optimal outcomes (e.g., Patall, Cooper & Robinson, 2008; 

Shah & Wolford, 2007).  Specifically, these scholars argue that when individuals have an 

abundance of options to choose from, this can lead to feelings of regret, missed opportunities, 

and rising expectations, which together heighten the risk of disappointment (Grant & 

Schwartz, 2011).    

In the same way that having too many choices can lead individuals to experience a 

host of negative emotions and cognitions, having too much psychological safety given to 

them by a highly inclusive leader may also encourage negative outcomes, such as a lower 

quality of upward input.  Although inclusive leadership has often been perceived as a good 

thing because it helps to reduce individuals’ fears (e.g., Kish-Gephart, et al., 2009) and 

lowers their perceived risks of speaking up to management (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; 

Detert & Burris, 2007), too much inclusive leadership may actually produce negative effects 

because it reduces individuals’ self-monitoring and self-censorship tendencies (see Snyder, 

1974; Snyder & Gangestad, 1986).  That is, beyond the initial positive impact inclusive 

leadership has on followers’ willingness to communicate upwards, it may not produce 

monotonic infinite returns.  Rather, past a certain inflection point, a negative effect of 

inclusiveness may become apparent as individuals misuse the psychological safety they have 

been afforded and express ill-formed thoughts and ideas that are not borne from high levels 

of cognitive effort.   

To illustrate this point, consider a common work setting – the meeting – which many 

employees characterize as notorious incubators of low quality upward communication.  

Despite being the de facto venue within organizations for employees to express their ideas 

and opinions (Tobia & Becker, 1990; Streibel, 2003), meetings are often infamous for being 
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ineffective platforms for solving organizational problems, and often have the unintended 

effect of demotivating employees.  In many cases, research suggests that highly inclusive 

leaders are to blame for these unwanted outcomes.  A recent global workplace study of more 

than 6,100 finance, accounting, HR and executive-level managers from 20 countries showed 

that between 25 and 40 percent of individuals surveyed described meetings as a “waste of 

time,” primarily because participants lose focus and discuss anything they want, rather than 

the issue the meeting was called for (Robert Half International, 2009).  Even worse, meetings 

can actually harm employees’ job attitudes and well-being on a variety of levels, particularly 

if the meetings are unscheduled or perceived as ineffective (Rogelberg, Leach, Warr, & 

Burnfield, 2006).   

The fact that so many meetings and other frequently used forums for upward 

communication (e.g., employee feedback surveys) devolve into useless, unfocused, and/or 

unhelpful comments and suggestions implies that many modern leaders have swung the 

pendulum of leadership too far in favor of inclusiveness, without carefully considering the 

downsides of such an approach.  By inviting followers to share opinions and ideas without 

holding them accountable to communicate in a focused, constructive manner, highly 

inclusive leaders may find that their subordinates take advantage of the psychological safety 

they have been afforded and offer tangential, irrelevant and/or ill-conceived ideas (Premeaux 

& Bedeian, 2003).  Ironically, by attempting to be overly inclusive and accommodating of 

their subordinates’ views, leaders may actually work against themselves in their quest to 

obtain the highest quality ideas from their workforce.  In this way, high levels of inclusive 

leadership can negatively affect the quality of upward communication individuals’ provide. 
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However, high levels of inclusive leadership and its harmful impact on followers’ 

communication quality is only one half of the psychological phenomenon.  At the low end of 

the inclusive leadership continuum, poor quality feedback can still emerge from individuals, 

but for much different reasons.  One rationale for why individuals may provide low quality 

ideas to their supervisor is their apprehension about being evaluated publicly by the leader.  

As described in the brainstorming literature, leaders can sometimes make their followers feel 

uncomfortable sharing novel ideas because they evaluate them harshly in front of the larger 

group (Diehl & Stroebe, 1987; Paulus & Yang, 2000).  Such leader behavior can often have 

the unintended effect of shutting down individuals’ motivation to engage in the creative 

process, even if individuals have good ideas worth sharing (cf. Paulus & Yang, 2000; Staw et 

al., 1981).  Because individuals have an inherent need for belonging (e.g., Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995), this fear of being made to look foolish in front of one’s peers and supervisor 

can lead individuals to experience a great deal of apprehension and anxiety, and reduce their 

willingness to challenge prevailing norms (Detert & Edmondson, 2008; Dutton et al., 1997; 

Kish-Gephart, et al., 2009).  In fact, Leary (1983) observed that when individuals fear being 

evaluated negatively by others, they often behave in predictable ways, such as conforming to 

majority held-views, engaging in greater self-censorship, and feeling higher levels of social 

anxiety.  One important consequence of this evaluation apprehension is that individuals may 

retreat from potentially beneficial task conflict in favor of conformity.  Rather than openly 

challenging the organizational status quo, individuals may take the path of least resistance 

and choose to express only acquiescent forms of voice (e.g., Van Dyne, Ang & Botero, 2003) 

that simply mirror what leaders already know.  As a result, leaders may not get enough new 
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ideas to be able to make accurate judgments of quality or they may get ideas that do not offer 

truly creative solutions. 

Although this literature provides one logical rationale for why individuals may 

provide their leaders with a lower quality of ideas, other research suggests that individuals 

may express a lower quality of communication because they become more rigid in response 

to the perceived threat posed by the highly exclusive leader.  As Staw, Sandelands, and 

Dutton (1981, p. 502) noted in their threat rigidity hypothesis, “a threat to the vital interests 

of an entity… will lead to forms of rigidity.”  This theoretical lens suggests that individuals 

may respond to direct threats through inaction and an inability to carry out their task(s) 

effectively.  If individuals perceive their leaders as a significant threat to their self-esteem 

and well-being, they may “seize up” and prove unable to communicate their thoughts and 

ideas clearly when given the opportunity to provide the leader with input.  In these situations, 

highly exclusive leaders may reduce individuals’ confidence and ability to express well-

conceived ideas because of the perceived threat they pose to individuals’ self-concept.   

Although this tendency towards expressing low quality upward communication is 

likely to be heightened in face-to-face settings where individuals may be evaluated publicly 

by the leader, it may even occur in situations where individuals have the benefit of being able 

to provide input anonymously.  Although scholars have often used anonymity in survey 

designs as a way to ensure confidentiality and increase individuals’ confidence that they can 

provide honest opinions (Simsek & Veiga, 2001; Singer, Von Thurn, & Miller, 1995) highly 

exclusive leaders may find that these anonymous forums devolve into largely unproductive 

complaint sessions.  Rather than using anonymity to express out of the box, creative solutions 

to management, individuals may misuse it by using engaging in excessive complaining, 
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venting and voicing of grievances with management.  For instance, using a series of 

confidential online surveys, Kassing (2000) found that employees were more likely to use 

less articulate forms of dissent when they had low quality relationships with their 

supervisors, compared to when they had high quality working relationships.  Although 

individuals’ frustrations may very well be justified, expressing negative feelings and opinions 

in this manner may not be the best approach if the objective is to change the leader’s 

behavior.  As research on issue-selling has shown, leaders are generally more likely to 

respond favorably to employees’ concerns when they are framed constructively and with the 

organization’s best interests in mind (Ashford, 1998; Dutton et al., 2001; Bansal, 2003; 

Savitz, 2006).  This suggests that employees who communicate upwards in a manner that can 

be interpreted as griping, whining or worse, may not find a receptive audience for their 

concerns.  In this way, anonymity may potentially contribute to a lower quality of upward 

communication as well.   

Taken together, the preceding arguments suggest that the quality of upward 

communication individuals express in highly rigid and threatening work environments is 

likely to be quite low, even across anonymous environments that provide individuals with a 

means of protection against leader-driven retaliation.  If one supports this premise that 

neither high nor low levels of inclusiveness leads to high quality upward feedback, it begs the 

question as to whether a more moderate level of inclusiveness exists that can effectively 

resolve these dueling psychological forces.  According to Coombs and Avrunin (1977) and 

Grant and Schwartz (2011), such a possibility is quite likely.   

One rationale for why a moderate level of inclusive leadership may predict the 

highest quality of upward feedback is the uncertain receptivity to ideas these leaders pose for 
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individuals.  When individuals have a clear sense for a leader’s level of inclusiveness – either 

high or low – it provides them with greater clarity and direction on how to act.  This is 

consistent with the goal-setting and role definitions’ literatures, which suggest that a lack of 

ambiguity around what individuals are expected to accomplish and how they are to behave 

can steer their behavior in the desired direction (Locke & Latham, 2002; House, 1971; 

Lyons, 1971).  For example, when a leader is highly approachable and open to subordinate 

feedback, individuals are more likely to feel more positive emotions and comfort about 

sharing their honest opinions with the leader (Chiaburu, Marinova & Van Dyne, 2008).  In 

contrast, when a leader is highly unapproachable and disinterested in followers’ ideas, 

individuals are likely to know that they should be on their guard and be more careful with 

their words (Detert & Edmondson, 2008; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006).  In either case, 

the leader’s clear inclusiveness (or lack thereof) can provide individuals with cognitive 

clarity as to how they should behave around the leader.  

However, when leaders are perceived as only ‘moderately inclusive,’ this implies a 

degree of uncertainty around how the leader will respond to acts of upward communication.  

By definition, a moderate level of inclusiveness suggests that sometimes the leader is open to 

input, and sometimes the leader is not.  Because moderately inclusive leaders are variable in 

how they respond to subordinates’ upward communication, individuals may not be able to 

accurately predict how the leader will respond to their comments and suggestions.   

Although uncertainty reduction theory suggests that individuals are often motivated to 

reduce uncertainty about self and others in their communicative interactions (Berger & 

Calabrese, 1975), in some cases, a moderate level of uncertainty can actually help to improve 

individuals’ performance.  For instance, experimental research by Brown and Wade (1987) 
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found that task performance within groups was highest under moderate levels of uncertainty 

and ambiguity because it allowed the groups to be more imaginative and creative in their 

approach to the task.  In the same way, moderate levels of uncertainty around how the leader 

will evaluate individuals’ upward communication can improve the quality of communication 

individuals raise because they approach the task more creatively and expend more cognitive 

resources.  This can occur because individuals often use uncertainty as a tool or resource in 

communication interactions (Bradac, 2001).  Rather than attempting to eliminate all 

uncertainty from the equation, individuals may actually find great benefit in some moderate 

amount of ambiguity because it helps them focus on communication cues and signals more 

closely (Bradac, 2001).   For instance, research suggests that when individuals are uncertain 

about the norms of their task environment, they often engage in more systematic processing 

to ensure their behavior is in line with established protocols (e.g., Chiaburu et al., 2008).  

This increase in ambiguity can even help individuals focus their cognitive resources in a 

more productive fashion.  Supporting this position, Whitchurch, Wilson, and Gilbert (2011) 

recently used an experimental task to show how higher levels of uncertainty about romantic 

interests actually led individuals to expend greater cognitive effort and focus.   

In the same way, individuals who are uncertain about how leaders will respond to 

their upward communication may be motivated to engage in more effortful, systematic 

processing (e.g., Todorov, Chaiken, & Henderson, 2002) that can help improve the overall 

quality of ideas and suggestions they raise to management.  In essence, by creating 

uncertainty around how they will react to their followers’ concerns, moderately inclusive 

leaders increase individuals’ motivation to invest the time and cognitive resources needed to 

speak up at a high quality level.  Since individuals are often motivated to reduce negative 
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evaluations and harsh criticism (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Leary, 1983), knowing that only 

“good ideas” will be viewed favorably by the leader can help to increase the quality of 

communication individuals’ ultimately share.  In this way, moderately inclusive leaders can 

reap the benefits of inclusiveness by breaking down barriers of fear, while still creating the 

uncertainty needed to encourage individuals to engage in a higher level of cognitive 

complexity (e.g., Tetlock, 1983).  In other words, moderately inclusive leaders cleverly 

activate their followers’ approach and avoidance tendencies simultaneously in ways that can 

ultimately help to improve the quality of ideas organizations receive. 

In summary, while prior research has suggested that highly inclusive leaders may get 

a higher quantity of upward communication from their followers, the logic presented here 

suggests that highly inclusive leaders may also get a lower overall quality of upward 

communication.  Specifically, the influence of inclusive leadership on individuals’ upward 

communication is likely to be positive at low to moderate levels, but negative at moderate to 

high levels, consistent with a more general overall negative trend of inclusiveness on quality.  

However, at moderate levels of inclusiveness, leaders’ perceived unpredictability in 

evaluating the quality of upward feedback can encourage individuals to engage in more 

systematic processing, which helps to produce the highest quality of upward communication.  

These dueling mechanisms that converge at a moderate level of inclusiveness imply an 

inverted U-shaped relationship (e.g., McGuire, 1997; Grant & Schwartz, 2011). Therefore, I 

hypothesize the following:  

Hypothesis 2:  The form of the relationship between inclusive leadership and the 
quality of upward communication followers express is an inverted U-shape.  That is, 
individuals’ upward communication quality is highest at moderate levels of inclusive 
leadership but lower at either very low or very high levels of inclusive leadership.  
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By proposing divergent predictions for how inclusive leadership might influence 

individuals’ quantity and quality of upward communication, this raises logical questions as to 

why these very different phenomena exist.  In an effort to articulate reasons why high levels 

of inclusive leadership might have differential effects on upward communication quantity 

and quality, in the following section, I offer several theoretically-grounded explanations, 

drawing from a wide expanse of literature on psychological safety, motivation, social 

exchange, social anxiety and self-censorship. 

The Psychological Mechanisms of Upward Communication Quantity and Quality 

To date, perhaps the most well-established psychological explanation for why 

inclusive leadership enhances upward communication is psychological safety.  Defined as the 

belief that a workplace is safe for interpersonal risk-taking (Edmondson, 1999), 

psychological safety has been theorized and shown to be an important contextual antecedent 

of individuals’ speaking up behavior  because of its ability to reduce individuals’ perceptions 

of risk (e.g., Chiaburu, Marinova, & Van Dyne, 2008; Morrison & Milliken, 2000; 

Edmondson, 2003; Detert & Burris, 2007; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009).  When 

individuals perceive that they can communicate to management without incurring any form 

of punishment, they may communicate upward more often and in greater numbers (Detert & 

Burris, 2007; Morrison, Wheeler-Smith, & Kamdar, 2011).  For example, Morrison and 

colleagues (2011) recently demonstrated across a sample of engineers in a large chemical 

company that shared group-level beliefs about upward communication (i.e., group voice 

climate) were positively associated with individuals’ upward communication behavior. 

The basic logic for why psychological safety increases upward communication is that 

when individuals feel safe to share their thoughts and opinions without fear of negative 
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repercussions from management, they are more willing to share opinions and concerns that 

would otherwise remain unspoken.  Because psychologically safe environments promote 

risk-taking, freedom of expression (Edmondson, 1996; 1999), and higher levels of 

engagement (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006), these settings can have a positive impact on 

individuals’ willingness to share their concerns with powerful decision-makers (e.g., 

Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006).  For these reasons, high levels of psychological safety 

should help highly inclusive leaders increase the amount of upward communication they 

receive.   

Hypothesis 3: Psychological safety will mediate the relationship between inclusive 
leadership and the quantity of upward communication individuals express.  
Specifically, inclusive leadership will be positively related to psychological safety 
(H3a) and psychological safety will be positively related to the quantity of upward 
communication individuals raise (H3b). 

 
 However, at the same time high levels of psychological safety are working to increase 

individuals’ willingness to communicate upward, they may also be creating an environment 

where a lower quality of communication is more frequently observed.  Because 

psychologically safe environments lower the risks individuals associate with communicating 

upward (Edmondson, 1999; Detert & Burris, 2007), individuals may say whatever is on their 

mind, with little concern or regard for the overall quality of ideas they express.  That is, 

environments high in psychologically safety may have the unintended effect of lowering 

individuals’ self-monitoring and self-censorship behaviors, since individuals may come to 

believe there are no sanctions associated with speaking up (Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003).  

When individuals do not feel pressure to vet their comments or self-monitor their 

communication, their personality tendencies may overpower any behavioral constraints 

placed upon them by situational norms.  As a result, individuals may use this consequence-



 

50 
 

free work environment to share perspectives with management that are not relevant, timely, 

or well-conceived, yielding a low overall quality of communication.  

 Another possible consequence of high levels of psychological safety is that it may 

encourage individuals to engage in less effortful cognitive processing.  As the social loafing 

literature has repeatedly shown, individuals do not need much motivation to lower their effort 

levels dramatically (Karau & Williams, 1993).  Given that individuals often take the path of 

least resistance (Leary, 1983; Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003), psychologically safe work 

environments may further reduce individuals’ motivation to expend the cognitive resources 

needed to be able to communicate to management effectively.  In this way, psychologically 

safe environments may encourage cognitive laziness that manifests itself in the form of half-

baked, low quality ideas and suggestions.  

 At the other end of the spectrum, however, low levels of psychological safety may 

also encourage lower upward communication quality but for a far different reason.  

Specifically, when individuals are fearful about how their ideas will be received by important 

others, individuals are not likely to offer their honest opinions and thoughts to management 

(Kish-Gephart, et al., 2009; Van Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003; Morrison & Milliken, 2000).  

Rather than offering challenging, improvement-oriented ideas that can enhance the 

organizational status quo (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998), individuals are likely to fall victim to 

conformity pressures and engage in more acquiescent communication behavior (Van Dyne, 

Ang, & Botero, 2003).  Unfortunately for organizations, if leaders have their followers 

simply parrot back to them whatever they want to hear, this does little to improve 

organizational-decision-making and makes them more prone to a host of natural cognitive 

biases (see Bazerman, 1993).  For these reasons, low levels of psychological safety are likely 
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to be counterproductive to leaders’ goals of obtaining high quality ideas and suggestions 

from their workforce, since they may not even get a significant number of ideas on which to 

render quality judgments.  Of the ideas they do receive, they may not be novel or challenging 

of current practices, given the exclusive leader’s appetite for maintaining the status quo. 

 These countervailing and opposing mechanisms at different points along the 

psychological safety continuum suggests that the established positive association of 

psychological safety on individuals’ upward communication (e.g., Detert & Burris, 2007; 

Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006) may only occur at low to moderate levels of psychological 

safety.  Beyond this point, higher levels of psychological safety may begin to bend the 

positive linear function and start to produce diminishing returns.  Therefore, I hypothesize 

that the association of psychological safety on individuals’ upward communication is likely 

to take on the shape of an inverted U-shaped function, where an initial positive linear trend of 

psychological safety on upward communication quality begins to give way to a more 

negative relationship.   

Hypothesis 4: Psychological safety will mediate the relationship between inclusive 
leadership and the quality of upward communication individuals express.  
Specifically, psychological safety will be related to the quality of upward 
communication in the form of an inverted U-shape, where an initial positive 
association between psychological safety and upward communication quality gives 
way to a negative association. 

 
Although scholars have explored psychological safety as the primary driver of 

individuals’ upward communication, several other well-established psychological theories 

have the potential to offer fresh insight into how inclusive leadership affects individuals’ 

propensity to communicate at work.  One such perspective that may explain why individuals 

choose to provide upward feedback is Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory of motivation, one 

of the most well-established theories in all of organizational behavior research.  Simply 
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stated, expectancy theory posits that individuals are motivated to act when they believe that 

(a) they have the knowledge, skills and abilities needed to do what is asked of them (i.e., 

expectancy beliefs), (b) if they perform, there will be consequences (i.e.., instrumentality 

beliefs), and (c) the consequences are highly valued (i.e., valence). All three facets are 

necessary for individuals to be fully motivated, with motivation decreasing if any component 

of this equation is absent or less than optimal (for a review, see Van Eerde & Thierry, 1996).   

Applying this theoretical lens of expectancy theory to individuals’ decision to engage 

in upward communication suggests that individuals may not speak up if they have 

reservations or concerns about their ability to communicate persuasively or to say something 

of value (e.g., Van Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003).  Although individuals’ reticence may be due 

to their own lack of self-efficacy or natural personality characteristics (e.g., high 

introversion), highly inclusive leaders should be able to help their followers overcome these 

hesitations about sharing concerns with management, irrespective of personality orientation, 

by reassuring them that they can communicate competently and offer a meaningful 

contribution.  Similarly, highly inclusive leaders can strengthen individuals’ instrumentality 

beliefs about providing upward feedback by removing individuals’ doubts about 

management’s commitment and willingness to implement their ideas (Avery & Quiñones, 

2002).  If employees perceive their leaders as merely paying lip-service to their suggestions 

and concerns, their motivation to communicate with management in the future is likely to 

decrease, since leaders’ inaction implicitly communicates to subordinates that their 

performance (i.e., communicating upward) will not be rewarded.   

However, when inclusive leaders demonstrate their commitment to their followers by 

considering and implementing good ideas whenever possible, individuals will be more likely 
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to communicate with management more frequently and in greater numbers (Detert & Burris, 

2007).  For these reasons, highly inclusive leaders should increase individuals’ expectancy 

and instrumentality beliefs about communicating upward, which in turn, should enhance the 

amount of comments, ideas and/or suggestions individuals provide.  

Hypothesis 5:  Individuals’ expectancy beliefs about communicating upward will 
mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quantity of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, inclusive leadership will be 
positively related to expectancy beliefs (5a) and expectancy beliefs will be positively 
related to the quantity of upward communication individuals raise (5b). 
 
Hypothesis 6:  Individuals’ instrumentality beliefs about communicating upward will 
mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quantity of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, inclusive leadership will be 
positively related to instrumentality beliefs (6a) and instrumentality beliefs will be 
positively related to the quantity of upward communication individuals raise (6b). 
 
However, just as high levels of psychological safety can potentially backfire and lead 

individuals to engage in a lower quality of upward communication, so too can heightened 

expectancy and instrumentality beliefs.  The primary logic for this assertion comes from the 

goal-setting literature which finds that when individuals have simple goals that do not 

challenge their capabilities, they exert less effort and perform worse than when they are 

given more challenging, difficult goals (Locke & Latham, 2002; Locke, Shaw, Saari, & 

Latham, 1980).  Because simple goals enable individuals to accomplish their objectives while 

exerting minimal effort, individuals’ focus and attention to the task can easily wane (e.g., 

Knight, Durham, & Locke, 2001).  In this way, by creating the perception that is easy for 

anyone to communicate to management well (i.e., increasing expectancy beliefs), irrespective 

of whether they possess the relevant knowledge, skills and abilities to do so, highly inclusive 

leaders may unintentionally reduce individuals’ motivation to put forth the cognitive effort 

needed to engage in high quality upward communication.  Essentially, highly inclusive 
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leaders may encourage individuals to feel overconfident in their capacity to communicate 

well, even if their ideas and comments are poorly conceived (e.g., Vancouver & Kendall, 

2006; Bandura & Locke, 2003; Dunning, Heath & Suls, 2004).  As a result, individuals may 

view speaking up to management as something that doesn’t demand their full attention or 

care, resulting in lower quality ideas.   

In the same way that individuals’ expectancy beliefs about upward communication 

can rise to the point where they do not take it seriously enough, individuals’ heightened 

instrumentality beliefs may also lead to lower quality upward communication because there 

are no perceived consequences of speaking up poorly.  When individuals do not have any 

evaluation apprehension or concern about how their comments will be perceived by the 

leader, they may take the path of least resistance and offer ideas or suggestions that are not 

particularly relevant or well-conceived (Leary, 1983; Premeaux & Bedeian, 2003).  For 

example, an analyst who is unconcerned about the consequences of communicating to 

management poorly may come to a meeting unprepared to discuss work-related issues in 

depth, choosing instead to offer surface-level suggestions or comments that give the 

appearance of conscientiousness.  In this way, individuals may abuse the privilege their 

leader has given them to speak up freely, and instead, engage in social loafing.  As scholars 

have previously demonstrated (e.g., Harkins, 1987; Karau & Williams, 1993; Latané, 

Williams, & Harkins, 1979), when individuals know that their performance will be evaluated 

and observed by others, they are less likely to shirk their responsibilities and instead, put 

forth the effort needed to perform at a high level.  Thus, the reward of being able to 

communicate upward freely and not being sanctioned or punished by the highly inclusive 

leader, may actually work against individuals’ motivation to provide high quality 
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communication to management.  Ironically, by telling followers that they have the capacity 

to provide input to senior leaders, and that doing so will not lead to any punitive actions, 

highly inclusive leaders may unintentionally lower followers’ motivation to provide high 

quality ideas and suggestions.   

While these heightened expectancy and instrumentality beliefs may work in tandem 

to reduce the overall quality of communication individuals provide to their leaders, a similar 

problem can occur when leaders are highly exclusive and unwilling to consider or act upon 

their followers’ suggestions or concerns.  This assertion is grounded in the basic tenets of 

motivation theory, which posits that individuals are unlikely to put forth sufficient effort if 

they are not convinced that they can achieve the task they are asked to complete, or if they 

believe that performing the task will not result in important, valued consequences (Vroom, 

1964; Ramlall, 2004).  Because highly exclusive leaders can easily make their followers feel 

incapable and undervalued (Padilla, Hogan, & Kaiser, 2007), individuals may lack the 

confidence or required expertise needed to communicate their ideas upward.   Even if 

individuals do believe they have the knowledge, skills and ability to provide management 

with valuable feedback, they may still determine that it is not worth the time or effort to do 

so, given the exclusive leader’s demonstrated unwillingness to act upon their input (Avery & 

Quiñones, 2002).  These broken motivational links of expectancy and instrumentality can 

often lead to higher levels of employee disengagement and cynicism (e.g., Reichers, Wanous, 

& Austin, 1997; Cartwright & Holmes, 2006; Wanous, Reichers, & Austin, 2000), which can 

manifest in the form of discourteous, unhelpful and/or lackadaisical upward communication.  

Furthermore, because followers often view their interactions with leaders through the lenses 

of equity (Adams, 1963, 1965) and social exchange (Gouldner, 1960; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 
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1995), individuals may decide that the appropriate amount and quality of ideas they offer to 

their leaders should be consistent with the lack of respect and concern they have been shown.  

As a result, they may choose not to speak at all, or if they do, only offer surface-level 

suggestions that maintain the balance in their inequitable relationship.  For these reasons, 

lowered expectancy and instrumentality beliefs about communicating upward can discourage 

individuals from expressing a higher quality of upward communication. 

In short, these arguments suggest that despite the positive motivational influence 

heightened expectancy and instrumentality beliefs can have on individuals’ willingness to 

engage in more upward communication, these forces do not provide unlimited benefits.  

Rather, the quality of individuals’ spoken and/or written contributions to management, can 

actually suffer at both high and low levels of expectancy and instrumentality beliefs, since at 

high levels of each, individuals say too much and at low levels, they say too little.  Given 

these opposing mechanisms influencing the quality of individuals’ communication with 

management, this suggests an inverted curvilinear relationship between expectancy and 

instrumentality beliefs and upward communication quality.  

Hypothesis 7:  Individuals’ expectancy beliefs about communicating upward will 
mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quality of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, expectancy beliefs will be related to 
the quality of upward communication in the form of an inverted U-shape. 
 
Hypothesis 8:  Individuals’ instrumentality beliefs about upward communication will 
mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quality of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, instrumentality beliefs will be 
related to the quality of upward communication in the form of an inverted U-shape. 

 
A third potential explanation for why highly inclusive leadership may have mixed 

implications for individuals’ upward communication behavior comes from a long-standing 

body of research on social exchange and norms of reciprocity.  For years, theories of social 
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exchange (Blau, 1964) and norms of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) have been used to explain 

the relationship of perceived organizational support and leader-member exchange with 

employee attitudes and behavior (e.g., March & Simon, 1958; Levinson, 1965; Etzioni, 

1961).  Researchers have found that depending on the nature of the relationship between 

leader and member, individuals engage in different reciprocation efforts (e.g., McNeely & 

Meglino, 1994).   

In work environments where individuals perceive a high degree of closeness and trust 

with their supervisor (i.e., a strong leader-member exchange (LMX) relationship), they are 

more likely to engage in both in-role and citizenship behaviors (Settoon, Bennett, & Liden, 

1996), such as upward communication, because of strong feelings of obligation and duty to 

the leader.  This desire to reciprocate arises from individuals’ belief that a leader who signals 

a willingness to listen to their ideas and input, should be rewarded by receiving something 

back.  Because the leader has taken the initiative to offer something of value in the social 

exchange – namely, an opportunity to provide input – individuals may feel obligated to 

respond in kind.   For this reason, remaining silent in this moment may be viewed by 

individuals as “not holding up their end of the bargain.”  As a result of these social exchange 

expectations, highly inclusive leaders may find themselves receiving more upward 

communication from their subordinates because the latter feel compelled to reciprocate in 

some tangible manner. 

Hypothesis 9:  Individuals’ social exchange beliefs about communicating upward will 
mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quantity of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, inclusive leadership will be 
positively related to social exchange beliefs (9a) and social exchange beliefs will be 
positively related to the quantity of upward communication individuals raise (9b). 
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At the same time, however, the very need to reciprocate that encourages individuals 

to engage in more upward communication may also lead them to express a lower quality of 

upward communication, particularly when leaders have high social exchange expectations of 

the individual.  As Harris and Kacmar (2006) demonstrated, high levels of leader-member 

exchange (LMX) and reciprocity expectations can actually be detrimental, causing greater 

stress among followers because of their perceived need to fulfill role obligations.  These 

heightened stress levels can easily arise when individuals feel obliged to communicate 

something, such as in a project update meeting, where individuals’ opinions and thoughts are 

being actively solicited by the leader.  In such cases, individuals may determine that saying 

anything, regardless of whether or not it is useful or germane to the discussion, is preferable 

to remaining silent and being seen as not having anything to contribute.   

From an employee’s perspective, offering more, rather than less input may be rational 

behavior, in light of research showing that individuals who speak up more frequently and 

forcefully are often viewed by observers as higher status (Tiedens & Fragale, 2003; Erickson, 

Lind, Johnson, & O’Barr, 1978).  As Van Dyne, Ang, and Botero (2003) suggested, even the 

simple act of expressing agreement with another’s opinion can be viewed as a form of 

“speaking up,” albeit a less than ideal one.  In situations where individuals perceive strong 

norms of social exchange with the leader, they may determine that the costs of silence 

outweigh the costs of communicating poorly, and thus, choose to share their ideas or 

suggestions, even if they are ill-formed, untimely, or generally unhelpful.  In this way, high 

levels of social exchange that place excessive demands on individuals to keep up their end of 

the psychological contract make it more likely that a lower quality of upward communication 

will emerge. 
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At the other end of the social exchange spectrum, leaders who have not made a real 

effort to develop trusting, productive relationships with their subordinates are likely to find 

their followers unwilling to provide them with highly valuable input.  Because highly 

exclusive leaders, through their inattention to followers’ ideas and concerns, reduce the 

likelihood that productive, mutually beneficial relationships can develop between themselves 

and their subordinates (Cropanzano, Prehar, & Chen, 2002), they are likely to “reap what 

they sow” in the form of low quality communication.   

According to the justice literature, this can easily happen when leaders keep their 

followers from having an active role in shaping the organization’s responses to important 

issues.  For instance, when leaders fail to develop strong social exchange norms and 

discourage their followers’ active participation in solving organizational problems, 

subordinates are likely to be unwilling to share their best ideas with management because 

they feel little or no sense of obligation or commitment to the leader (Turnley & Feldman, 

1999; Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2008a).  Instead, these subordinates experience lower morale 

and higher levels of affective and cognitive disengagement that diminishes their ability to be 

effective (Saks, 2006).  In this way, highly exclusive leaders who fail to foster productive 

working relationships with their members are likely to produce followers who are unwilling 

to expend the cognitive energy and resources needed to provide management with high 

quality ideas and suggestions.     

In summary, neither very low nor very high levels of perceived social exchange 

between leader and follower are likely to increase individuals’ quality of upward 

communication. However, as leaders and followers collectively move from a very low (or 

non-existent) perception of social exchange to a more moderate level, they may find that 
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followers begin to trust leaders more and provide them with quality ideas and suggestions 

that serve as a reward for this dramatic increase in trust and mutual respect.  However, once 

this level of social exchange has been established, it no longer serves its initial purpose of 

freeing up individuals to express their concerns without fear.  Therefore, this suggests that 

beyond a point of moderation, high levels of social exchange do not provide any added 

benefit, and thus, produce diminishing returns.   

Hypothesis 10:  Individuals’ social exchange beliefs about communicating upward 
will mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quality of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, social exchange beliefs will be 
related to the quality of upward communication in the form of an inverted U-shape 
where an initial positive association between social exchange and upward 
communication quality gives way to a negative association and diminishing returns. 
 
A final reason why highly inclusive leaders may get more upward communication, 

but also a lower quality of upward communciation, is the mixed influence highly inclusive 

leaders have on subordinates’ social anxiety and motivation to self-censor.  As Morrison and 

Milliken (2000) theorized, in many organizations, employees are hesitant to share their true 

thoughts and opinions because they worry that their leader will not look favorably upon their 

ideas and/or make negative attributions about them.  Because individuals may be anxious 

about being evaluated and receiving negative feedback from the leader (Leary, 1983), 

individuals may instead engage in self-censorship – defined as “the withholding of one’s true 

opinion from an audience perceived to disagree with that opinion” (Hayes, Glynn, and 

Shanahan, 2005, p.298).  In fact, research has shown that individuals will often choose 

silence over voice unless they know beforehand that their opinions are shared and supported 

by numerous others (Hayes, Uldall, & Glynn, 2010; Hayes, Scheufele, & Huge, 2006; Hayes, 

Shanahan, & Glynn, 2001).  As Van Dyne and colleagues (2003) describe it, this passive, 
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acquiescent form of communication enables individuals to endear themselves to the majority 

in the group, while simultaneously limiting the possibility that they will be singled out.   

However, when individuals work for highly inclusive leaders, they gain the freedom 

to openly share their honest, unfiltered perspective with important actors.  That is, highly 

inclusive leaders implicitly signal to their followers that there is no need for them to engage 

in self-censorship, since there are no negative sanctions associated with communicating 

upward (Detert & Burris, 2007).  By providing their followers with the psychological safety 

they need to communicate upward effectively (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006), individuals 

are likely to feel empowered to share their insights with little concern for how their leader 

might perceive them (Carmeli, Reiter-Palmon, & Ziv, 2010).  For these reasons, highly 

inclusive leaders should receive an abundance of ideas – good, bad, and in-between – 

because individuals are not anxious about communicating upward, nor feel the need to self-

censor their views in order to make them palatable to management (e.g., Premeaux & 

Bedeian, 2003).  

Hypothesis 11:  Individuals’ social anxiety about communicating upward will 
mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quantity of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, inclusive leadership will be 
negatively related to social anxiety (11a) and social anxiety will be negatively related 
to the quantity of upward communication individuals raise (11b). 
 
Hypothesis 12:  Individuals’ willingness to self-censor will mediate the relationship 
between inclusive leadership and the quantity of upward communication individuals 
express.  Specifically, inclusive leadership will be negatively related to self-
censorship (12a) and self-censorship will be negatively related to the quantity of 
upward communication individuals raise (12b). 
 
However, similar to the previously hypothesized mechanisms, these beneficial 

influences of lower social anxiety and self-censorship on individuals’ quantity of upward 

communication may also have negative implications for the quality of this communication 
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beyond a certain inflection point.  For instance, on the right side of the curve, a high level of 

anxiety about speaking up to management can lead individuals to experience greater rigidity, 

which hinders their ability to perform (Staw et al., 1981).  Just as high levels of social 

exchange increase individuals’ perceived role obligations to the point where it induces 

debilitating stress (Harris & Kacmar, 2006), so too can high levels of social anxiety increase 

individuals’ experiences of threat rigidity.  Unlike the beneficial impact positive emotions 

can have on individuals’ ability to broaden and build their cognitive resources (Fredrickson, 

2001), higher levels of anxiety caused by the leader’s unwillingness to consider others’ input 

can leave individuals with fewer mental faculties available to be harnessed (see Kashdan, 

2007 for a meta-analysis and review) for the purpose of expressing high quality ideas.  In this 

way, high levels of social anxiety may reduce the number of good ideas individuals generate 

and share with senior leaders, thereby lowering the probability that high quality ideas can 

emerge. The same outcome can arise when individuals engage in high levels of self-

censorship, particularly when they do so in response to a highly exclusive leader.  When 

individuals self-impose too restrictive a cognitive filter when sharing their ideas and concerns 

upward, managers have a limited base of ideas from which to render quality judgments.  

Thus, by creating a climate of fear and apprehension around speaking up, leaders increase 

individuals’ self-censorship tendencies to the point where they implicitly choose silence over 

voice, thus hurting leaders’ ability to get both a high quantity and quality of ideas from their 

workforce.  

However, at the low ends of social anxiety and self-censorship, poor quality upward 

communication can also result, but for the opposite reason.  When individuals experience too 

little social anxiety about communicating upward and have little motivation to engage in self-
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censorship, they may engage in too little cognitive filtering of ideas for quality and say 

whatever is on their mind.  In this way, low levels of social anxiety and self-censorship can 

lead individuals to produce an abundance of upward communication that varies widely in its 

perceived quality.  Without giving individuals an appropriate amount of structure (e.g., 

Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004) or strong incentives to exert high levels of cognitive effort, 

highly inclusive leaders who lower individuals’ social anxiety and self-censorship behaviors 

may find that their openness and approachability actually works against them.  In this way, a 

lack of social anxiety and self-censorship can actually contribute to a lower overall quality of 

upward communication. 

Given that theory suggests that neither high nor low levels of social anxiety or self-

censorship are particularly conducive to producing a high quality of upward communication, 

this implies that perhaps a more moderate approach to both mechanisms may be needed to 

yield quality outcomes.  In fact, such a view is supported by the psychology-based Yerkes-

Dodson law (1908), which suggests that a moderate amount of arousal (e.g., stress) is needed 

to produce high levels of individual performance, but that at the extremes of arousal, 

performance suffers.  In this way, having a moderate amount of social anxiety about how the 

leader will perceive and evaluate one’s contribution may actually help to channel individuals’ 

cognitive resources towards producing a higher quality of communication.  Similarly, 

moderate levels of self-censorship may help leaders get a sufficient number of ideas (i.e., 

enough to be able to make sound quality judgments), but only those ideas that have been 

vetted by the individual and that have gone through some elaborate cognitive filtering and 

selection process.  Thus, it stands to reason that individuals’ overall quality of upward 

communication may be highest when there is some moderate level of performance pressure 
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that motivates individuals to put forth a significant amount of time and effort into generating 

and articulating their ideas to management.  Therefore, for my final two hypotheses, I 

propose the following: 

Hypothesis 13:  Individuals’ social anxiety about communicating upward will 
mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and the quality of upward 
communication individuals express.  Specifically, social anxiety will be related to the 
quality of upward communication in the form of an inverted U-shape where an initial 
positive association between social anxiety and upward communication quality gives 
way to a negative association. 

 
Hypothesis 14:  Individuals’ willingness to self-censor will mediate the relationship 
between inclusive leadership and the quality of upward communication individuals 
express.  Specifically, self-censorship will be related to the quality of upward 
communication in the form of an inverted U-shape where an initial positive 
association between self-censorship and upward communication quality gives way to 
a negative association. 

 
In summary, this preceding discussion highlights several different reasons why highly 

inclusive leadership can increase the quantity of individuals’ upward communication, while 

simultaneously lowering the quality of this communication.  While these arguments 

admittedly stand in direct opposition to conventional wisdom and recent trends in 

management, a few scholars have noted that high levels of inclusive leadership may actually 

be counterproductive (e.g., Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004; Fleishman & Harris, 1962; 

Peterson, 1999) to organizations’ stated goals of getting the best, most innovative ideas from 

their workforce.  Although highly inclusive leaders may increase the amount of upward 

communication they receive by creating a climate of psychological safety, increasing 

expectancy and instrumentality beliefs, fostering higher levels of social exchange, and 

reducing individuals’ social anxiety and need to self-censor, these same forces may also 

produce a lower quality of upward communication because they do not provide any adequate 

form of monitoring, accountability or structure that individuals often need to perform at a 
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high level.  Because individuals’ incentives to engage in self-censorship and self-filtering of 

ideas for quality are minimal in highly inclusive settings, individuals may take advantage of 

the comfortable and open relationship they have with their leader by expressing thoughts, 

ideas or concerns that are not at all clear, constructive, thoughtful, or actionable.  Therefore, 

the established positive association between highly inclusive leadership and individuals’ 

upward communication observed in previous studies (e.g., Detert & Burris, 2007; Nembhard 

& Edmondson, 2006) may turn negative when evaluated from a quality perspective.   

 
Figure 1:  The Influence of Inclusive Leadership on Upward Communication Quantity 

and Quality 
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VI.  STUDY 1 

 
 To test my primary hypotheses, three separate studies using multiple methods (i.e., 

archival, lab, and field) were conducted in an effort to find triangulated support for my 

primary thesis that high levels of inclusive leadership may have mixed implications for the 

quantity and quality of upward communication individuals’ offer.  In the next three chapters, 

I detail the results of these analyses. 

To better understand how leaders’ inclusiveness might impact both the quantity and 

quality of upward communication individuals raise within their organizations, I used an 

archival dataset of MBA student-faculty evaluations to test Hypotheses 1 and 2 to determine 

if any initial empirical support for the phenomena existed.   

Sample 

I sent an e-mail invitation to full-time and part-time faculty members1 (151 members 

in total) at a large, accredited business school in the Southeast requesting their permission to 

use their 2008-2009 MBA student-faculty teaching evaluations as an archival dataset.  Forty-

three faculty members, representing 28 percent of total faculty, and roughly 60 percent of 

MBA teaching faculty, agreed to release their teaching evaluations for this research effort.  

These 43 faculty members represented each of the seven academic units within the school – 

                                                 
1 Although faculty members may not be viewed as leaders in the traditional sense, their role in creating a 
climate of psychological safety for students to express ideas, communicating performance feedback, and setting 
clear goals and expectations for performance (see Yukl, 1994), provided sufficient theoretical justification to 
investigate their behavioral impact on their followers’ (i.e., students) communication patterns. 
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Accounting (4), Finance (10), Marketing (4), Organizational Behavior (7), Operations, 

Technology, and Information Management (6), Communications (4), and Strategy and 

Entrepreneurship (8), with tenure-track Assistant Professors representing the largest group 

among respondents (32.6%).  Across the entire sample, tenure-track faculty (67.5%) at the 

Assistant, Associate, Full, and Chair Professor levels had greater representation than Clinical 

and Adjunct faculty (32.6%).  On average, each faculty member taught 1.5 MBA courses 

during this time period, with a total of 58 courses and 143 sections represented across all 

departments.  Each faculty member received an average of 65.7 student evaluations 

(SD=49.2). Although students were typically asked by both the faculty member and the 

school to complete these evaluations, student participation was completely voluntary and had 

no bearing on their course grades.   

Students had the opportunity to complete and submit their course evaluations via an 

online school-wide system.  This online evaluation form included a quantitative section in 

which students were asked a series of questions about both the instructor and the course, 

followed by an open-ended qualitative free response section where students could provide 

typed comments about their academic experience.  In total, faculty received 2,360 open-

ended comments related specifically to the course, its characteristics, and how it might be 

improved.  Although the large number of comments provided sufficient power to test the 

proposed hypotheses, because this study was designed to test the association of inclusive 

leadership with individuals’ quantity and quality of upward communication, the level of 

analysis chosen for all statistical analyses was the faculty member (i.e., the leader).  

Therefore, all student comments nested within sections and within courses were aggregated 

to the specific faculty member, resulting in a final sample size (N) of 43.  
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Measures 

Inclusive Leadership:  Inclusive leadership was measured using a three-item 

composite taken from the course evaluation form (α=.89), where each item was measured on 

a 1 to 5 point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree).  The three items were, 

“The instructor was open to student questions (during or outside of class), “The instructor 

was available for help outside of class (e.g., by keeping office hours or making 

appointments)”, and “The instructor provided appropriate feedback on my performance 

during this course.”  While the first two items were clearly face valid with respect to 

inclusiveness, the third item was included based on research suggesting that the feedback 

process constitutes an open and honest exchange of information that communicates 

supportiveness on the part of the leader (see Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997; Detert & Burris, 

2007).    

Upward Communication Quality:  Given the large number of comments (i.e., over 

2,300) that needed to be evaluated for quality, two independent coders were selected.  The 

first coder was employed by the school and had extensive prior experience as a teaching 

assistant in MBA classes, thereby allowing her to serve as a reliable domain expert, while the 

second coder was a prospective doctoral candidate.  I asked both coders to rate a single-item 

for upward communication quality, “I would describe this statement/comment as high 

quality” on a 1 to 7 point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 7=Strongly Agree).   

After reviewing a small sample of coded comments from both raters, discussing 

discrepancies and calibrating ratings, a good level of internal consistency (ICC(2) = .80, 

p<.001) and agreement (rwg =.80) between both coders’ ratings of upward communication 
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quality was observed.  Thus, overall upward communication quality was measured using an 

average of each coder’s quality ratings. 

Controls:  I included several control variables in the regression analysis to minimize 

the possibility of alternative explanations.  For Hypothesis 1, which tested the association 

between inclusive leadership and upward communication quantity, I included controls for the 

number of faculty evaluations completed and students’ satisfaction ratings. Students’ overall 

satisfaction was assessed with the following two-items, “Overall, considering its content, 

design and structure, this course was excellent”, and “Overall, considering both the 

possibilities and limitations of the subject matter, this instructor was excellent”  (α=.98).  It 

was important to control for students’ satisfaction ratings in order to account for the 

possibility that students were simply unhappy with grades, the class, or the professor, and 

thus, wrote comments that were unhelpful, poorly expressed, or generally low in quality.  

Additional controls, such as faculty member gender, rank, and department affiliation were 

also tested, but excluded from the reported results for the sake of parsimony, given their lack 

of predictive power.   

For Hypothesis 2, which tested the proposed inverted U-shaped relationship between 

inclusive leadership and upward communication quality, the same controls as above were 

used, while also including the total number of words each faculty member received in their 

evaluations.  By including the number of evaluations and number of words as proxy 

measures of upward communication quantity, the incremental effects of inclusive leadership 

on upward communication quality could be better assessed.   
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Results 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations for the tested variables are displayed in 

Table 1.  OLS hierarchical regression was used to test Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2, the 

results of which are displayed in Table 2.  Following the recommendations of Aiken and 

West (1991), all measures were mean-centered prior to inclusion in the regression equation to 

facilitate interpretation of the form of the interaction. 

 
Table 1 
 
Study 1 - Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations Among All Tested Variables 
 
 Variable M SD 1 2     3 4     5 6 

1. Inclusive leadership 4.35 .33 (.89)      
2. Inclusive leadership2 19.06 2.79 -.58** ---     
3. Number of words 2399.44  2344.56 -.34* .60** ---    
4. Number of evaluations 65.72 49.22 -.14 .31* .88** ---   
5. UC Quality 3.86 .56 -.31* .20 .23 -.10 ---  
6. Student satisfaction 4.25 .51 .90** -.57** -.35* -.11 -.44** (.98) 
 
Notes. ** p<.01; *p<.05; N=43     
Coefficient alphas for scales are in parentheses along the diagonal. 
UC = Upward Communication 
      
 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that a high level of inclusive leadership was positively 

associated with a higher quantity of upward communication, measured in terms of the 

number of words students typed in their evaluations.  In Step 1, control variables were 

included in the regression model (i.e., the number of faculty evaluations and students’ 

satisfaction).  As expected, a main effect for the number of evaluations on individuals’ 

upward communication quantity (β= .85, p<.001) was observed.  This result simply indicates 

that the more faculty evaluations students voluntarily completed, the greater the amount of 

written communication faculty members received.  In Step 2, the inclusive leadership term 



 

71 
 

was added to the model, but no significant association with the amount of upward 

communication was found (β= -.001, n.s.).  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was not supported.   

Hypothesis 2, which was the primary hypothesis of interest in this investigation, 

predicted that high levels of inclusive leadership would be associated with diminishing 

returns on upward communication quality (i.e., an inverted U-shape).  In Step 1, main effects 

for the number of evaluations (β= -1.20, p<.001) and number of words (β= 1.24, p<.001) 

were observed.  These results imply that the fewer evaluations faculty members received, but 

the more words students wrote, the higher the perceived quality of their contributions. In Step 

2, the linear inclusive leadership was entered, but no significant association with upward 

communication quality was found (β=.44, n.s.).  In Step 3, as predicted, there was a 

significant curvilinear association of inclusive leadership (β = -.60, p<.001) on upward 

communication quality.  Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.  Figure 2 graphically illustrates 

this finding, highlighting the inverted U-shaped relationship between faculty member’s 

inclusiveness and the quality of feedback students provided in their online course 

evaluations. 

Although this finding provides some initial support for the hypothesized negative 

influence of inclusive leadership, given the extremely high correlation between inclusive 

leadership and student satisfaction (r=.90, p<.001), a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 

using AMOS Version 17.0 was conducted to assess whether students’ ratings of 

inclusiveness were reflective of an underlying attitude toward the class/professor, or whether 

they were truly judging faculty members’ inclusiveness independent of satisfaction.  Results 

of the CFA showed slightly poorer model fit when the correlation between the two factors 

was fixed to 1.0 (χ2=62.7, df=7, p<.001, CFI=.80), compared to when they were allowed to 
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correlate freely (χ2=57.3, df=6, p<.001, CFI=.82), providing some evidence for discriminant 

validity.  However, given the similarity of these results, to further assess whether including 

students’ satisfaction scores as a unique predictor was justified, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were 

reanalyzed without student satisfaction included in the hierarchical regression model. Results 

of this supplemental analysis are shown in Table 3.   

In testing Hypothesis 1, the total number of completed faculty evaluations was 

included as a predictor of individuals’ upward communication quantity in Step 1, resulting in 

a significant main effect (β= .88, p<.001).  However, unlike in the original analysis, adding 

the inclusive leadership term in Step 2 produced a significant negative association of 

inclusive leadership with individuals’ amount of upward communication (β= -.23, p<.01).  

This implies that highly inclusive leaders received less, not more, written feedback from their 

students, contrary to my prediction.  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was still not supported.  Although 

the removal of students’ satisfaction scores changed the interpretation of Hypothesis 1 in this 

supplemental analysis, retesting Hypothesis 2 without students’ satisfaction scores as a 

predictor in the regression equation did not yield significantly different results.  Just as 

before, a significant curvilinear term was observed for the association of faculty members’ 

inclusiveness and individuals’ upward communication quality (β= -.61, p<.001).  Thus, 

Hypothesis 2 was still supported. 
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Table 2 
 
Study 1 - Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis with Student Satisfaction as a 
Predictor of Upward Communication (UC) Quantity and Upward Communication 
(UC) Quality 

   DV=UC Quantity (H1) DV=UC Quality (H2) 
Variable Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Number of evaluations         .85***         .85***       -1.20***      -1.18***      -1.64*** 
Number of words  ---  --- 1.24*** 1.24*** 1.94*** 
Student satisfaction -.25*** -.25 -.15 -.54 -.53* 
Faculty inclusiveness --- -.00 --- .44 .26 
Faculty inclusiveness2 --- --- --- --- -.60*** 
R2 .83 .83 .47 .51 .64 
Adjusted R2 .83 .82 .43 .45 .60 
∆F 100.79*** .00 11.47*** 2.82 14.30*** 
Note.  *p <.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; N = 43.  Statistics in bold represent tests of hypotheses.   

 
Table 3 
 
Study 1 - Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis without Student Satisfaction as a 
Predictor of Upward Communication (UC) Quantity and Upward Communication 
(UC) Quality 
 

   DV=UC Quantity (H1) DV=UC Quality (H2) 
Variable Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Number of evaluations         .88***         .85***       -1.32***      -1.31***      -1.77*** 
Number of words  ---  --- 1.40*** 1.38*** 2.09*** 
Faculty inclusiveness --- -.23** --- -.02 -.19 
Faculty inclusiveness2 --- --- --- --- -.61*** 
R2 .77 .82 .45 .45 .59 
Adjusted R2 .77 .81 .43 .41 .55 
∆F 139.53*** 92.80*** 16.57*** .01 13.10*** 
Note.  *p <.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; N = 43.  Statistics in bold represent tests of hypotheses.  
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Figure 2 
 
Study 1 - MBA Students’ Upward Communication Quality as a Function of Faculty 
Members’ Perceived Inclusiveness 
 

 

Discussion 

 
Although this study makes an important empirical contribution to both the upward 

communication and leadership literatures by providing initial support for the idea that high 

levels of inclusive leadership may encourage a lower quality of upward communication from 

subordinates, it is not without its limitations.  For one, this sample included a relatively small 

number of faculty members from a single academic institution that operated under a culture 

that encourages faculty members to be open and receptive to students’ ideas and concerns.  

As illustrated by the high mean for faculty members’ inclusiveness (M=4.35, SD=.33), the 

restricted range of observable values on this measure (i.e., between 3 and 5) could account 

for the symmetrical inverted-U shaped function observed in Figure 2, rather than a more 
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asymptotic-shaped function that might be more consistent with a diminishing returns 

argument.  Second, although faculty members were viewed as the “leaders” in this particular 

study, they may not necessarily play the traditional roles leaders might be expected to occupy 

in typical business environments.  A third limitation of this exploratory investigation is that 

highly inclusive faculty members could very well have captured students’ input and 

suggestions throughout the course, thus leaving students with very little of substance or value 

to say in their final evaluations.  Fourth, the data in this initial study were nested in ways 

(e.g., multiple evaluations within students) that leave open the possibility that students’ 

personal characteristics influenced their ratings across multiple faculty members.  Fifth, the 

dependent measure of upward communication quantity was measured as the number of 

words, rather than the number of specific sentences or comments.  This was done, in large 

part, due to the limited availability of coders and resources, given the already sizable dataset 

they were evaluating for quality.  However, future research should attempt to break down 

communication patterns in more specific and tangible ways, including the presence of affect 

(e.g., positive vs. negative tone).  Finally, because this study design was purely correlational, 

it did not allow for the testing of psychological mechanisms or determining causality. As 

such, an experimental lab study using a sample of undergraduates was conducted in an effort 

to constructively replicate the curvilinear findings from Study 1, and to provide greater 

insight into the reasons why high levels of inclusive leadership might encourage lower 

upward communication quality.  



 

 
VII. STUDY 2 

Sample 

 One-hundred and thirty undergraduate business students from a large public 

university in the southeast participated in this experimental task.  Students were recruited to 

participate in this study through visits to undergraduate classes, as well as through the 

undergraduate subject pool available to researchers.  This resulted in 53 participants coming 

from multiple sections of an upper-level, undergraduate strategy course, and 77 participants 

from the undergraduate subject pool.  I conducted an independent samples t-test and used 

Levene’s equality of variances test to see if there were significant differences between the 

two groups on the key dependent measures of interest (i.e., upward communication quantity 

and upward communication quality).  Through this analysis, no significant differences 

between the two groups on either the quantity (F=1.74, p=.190) or quality of communication 

measures were found (F=.084, p=.773).  For this reason, I combined both groups into a 

single sample to ensure sufficient statistical power across my three experimental conditions 

(see Cohen, 1992).  After excluding participants who did not complete the experimental task 

or survey completely, 121 students (93%) were left in the final sample. Respondents were 

primarily Caucasian (83.5%), male (62.8%) and on average, 20.9 years old (SD= 1.84). 

Study Design 

 To test my primary thesis that compared to low or high levels, moderate levels of 

inclusive leadership should produce the highest quality of upward communication, I 

randomly assigned participants to one of three manipulated conditions in which inclusive 
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leadership varied across three separate levels (high, moderate, and low), resulting in a single-

factor ANOVA (3x1) design.  To validate the strength of the manipulation, I ran a pretest 

using a random sample of 150 undergraduates who were not a part of the main sample, or 

any other part of the investigation.  Results of this pretest confirmed significant differences 

between the three groups on individuals’ perceptions of inclusive leadership (F=8.85, 

p<.001), where inclusive leadership was measured using Ashford et al.’s (1998) six-item top 

management openness scale.  

For the main experimental task, participants were presented with an official-looking 

memo from a fictitious new Associate Director of Undergraduate Business, in which he 

solicited their input on an important organizational issue.  To help foster realism and 

students’ role immersion in the task, the memo included the school’s official logo and the 

Director’s personal signature.  More generally, this task was modeled after Kahai, Sosik, and 

Avolio’s (2004) experimental manipulation in which they sought to determine the effects of 

leadership style (i.e., participative vs. directive) on work groups’ performance, participation 

and satisfaction in interactive, electronic-communication environments.   

In this “official memo,” the new administrator described how he had been tasked by 

senior leadership to help the school become “ranked as one of the top three undergraduate 

business programs among public universities.”  Participants across the three conditions were 

asked to provide their input and ideas on how to go about achieving this goal, but to varying 

degrees.  In the high inclusive leadership condition, the leader’s manipulated request for 

input was inviting and enthusiastic, and suggested that the leader would consider any and all 

ideas: 

“I would like to extend a personal invitation to you to send me your ideas, 
observations, concerns, and suggestions on what we should be doing to become a Top 



 

78 
 

3 business school.  Please be aware that I will read each and every single one of your 
comments carefully, and will think hard about how I can implement all of your ideas.  
Your input is extremely valuable and important to me.  Thank you so much for taking 
the time to send me your helpful feedback - I really appreciate it, and eagerly look 
forward to hearing from you!” 

 
In the moderate inclusive leadership condition, the leader was more subdued in his 

request for feedback, suggesting that only a few ideas would be considered and implemented: 

“I ask that you send me your ideas, observations, concerns, and suggestions on what 
we should be doing to become a Top 3 business school.  Please be aware that I will 
go through a few of your comments, and will give a bit of thought as to how I can 
implement a few of your ideas.”  
 
Finally, in the low inclusive leadership condition, the leader made it explicitly clear 

that students’ input was not considered valuable, nor was it likely to be acted upon: 

“I have a strong sense already for what our next steps should be to become a Top 3 
business school, but if you really want to, you can write down some ideas, 
observations, concerns, and suggestions below.  If past experience is any guide, I’m 
unlikely to implement them.” 
 
Upon reading this memo from the hypothetical leader, participants were given ten 

minutes to write down or type their comments and suggestions on how the school could 

achieve its stated goal.  After completing this experimental task, participants were then 

presented with a short survey in which they were asked to rate how they felt about the 

feedback process, what they were experiencing as they completed the task, and their 

perceptions of the leader, all of which formed the basis for testing the hypothesized 

mechanisms.  At the end of the survey, participants were thanked for their time and 

debriefed. 

Measures 

Unless otherwise noted, all measures were assessed on a 1 to 7-point Likert scale, 

where 1=Strongly Disagree, and 7=Strongly Agree. 
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Manipulation Check – Inclusive Leadership 

 To determine whether or not the inclusive leadership manipulation worked as 

intended, at the end of the survey I captured adapted measures of perceived management 

openness (α= .96) (see Ashford, Rothbard, Piderit, & Dutton, 1998).  A sample management 

openness item is, “I would feel free to make recommendations to this leader to change 

existing practices.”  One-way analysis of variance and Tukey multiple comparison tests 

provided evidence of significant mean differences between the low vs. moderate (p<.05) and 

moderate vs. high inclusive leadership conditions (p<.01), suggesting the manipulation was 

effective. 

Dependent Measures 

Upward Communication Quantity and Upward Communication Quality 

 As in Study 1, upward communication quantity was operationalized as the number of 

words individuals provided in their responses to the fictitious leader.  To evaluate upward 

communication quality, I had two independent coders once again rate students’ comments for 

perceived quality on a single item measure – “I would describe this statement/comment as 

high quality.”  One of the coders worked in the business school as a research assistant, while 

the other was employed full-time outside of the school, in the higher education arena, thus 

providing them both with relevant contextual knowledge for making judgments about 

quality.  Measures of both consistency (ICC(2) =.76, p<.001) and agreement (rwg =.75) of 

ratings between both coders were adequate. 

Tested Mediators 

 
Psychological Safety 
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I assessed psychological safety using adapted items from Edmondson’s (1999) 

established seven-item scale (α=.82), of which a sample item is, “Students at (XYZ School) 

are able to bring up problems and tough issues.” 

Expectancy and Instrumentality Beliefs 

 I measured individuals’ expectancy beliefs about communicating upward using a 

three-item scale (α=.86).  The first item was adapted from Jones’ (1986) self-efficacy scale – 

“Speaking up to this leader was well within the scope of my abilities,” while the other two 

items were created for the purposes of this study – “I felt capable in my ability to effectively 

speak up to this leader,” and “I was confident in my ability to voice my concerns effectively to 

this leader.”   

To measure individuals’ instrumentality beliefs, I created a three-item scale (α=.93), specific 

to upward communication motivation.  These items were: “I thought my ideas would be 

heard by this leader,” “ I thought my suggestions would be well received by this leader,” and 

“ I thought my ideas would be acted upon by this leader.” 

Social Exchange 

 Social exchange was measured using a three-item scale I developed for this study 

(α=.89).  These items were, “I felt obligated to offer ideas that will help (XYZ School) be 

successful because of the way this leader communicated with me,” “ I felt it was my duty to 

offer my best thoughts and ideas to this leader,” and “I felt a sense of responsibility to this 

leader to provide him with high quality comments and ideas.” 

Social Anxiety and Self-censorship 

 I adapted Leary’s (1983) twelve-item evaluation apprehension scale (α=.89) to assess 

individuals’ social anxiety about communicating upward.  A few sample items include, “I 
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was worried about saying the wrong things around this leader,” and “When I voiced my 

opinions, I was afraid that this leader might find fault with me.” Finally, I measured 

individuals’ perceived need to engage in self-censorship using an adapted version of Hayes et 

al’s (2005a) previously validated eight-item scale (α=.84).  A sample item is, “I thought it 

was safer to keep quiet than publicly speak an opinion that I thought this leader might not 

share.” 

Results 

 
I used one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Tukey HSD multiple comparison 

tests to test for mean differences in upward communication quantity (Hypothesis 1) and 

quality (Hypothesis 2) across the three inclusive leadership conditions.  The results of this 

analysis are presented in Table 4.  For Hypothesis 1, I predicted that higher levels of 

inclusive leadership would yield a higher quantity of individuals’ upward communication.  

Although the omnibus F-test indicated significant differences across conditions (F(2, 118) = 

3.62, p<.05), the highest mean word count resided in the moderate inclusive leadership 

condition (M=126.22, SD=67.29), rather than the high inclusive leadership condition 

(M=101.91, SD=68.55), contrary to Hypothesis 1.  Post hoc, planned comparison tests using 

Tukey’s HSD further indicated that the driver of the observed differences across conditions 

was the significantly higher word count (p<.05) in the moderate inclusiveness condition 

(M=126.22, SD=67.29), compared to the low inclusiveness condition (M=86.06, SD=60.36).  

No statistically significant mean differences across the low vs. high or moderate vs. high 

conditions were observed.  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was not supported.  

For Hypothesis 2, I predicted an inverted U-shaped relationship between inclusive 

leadership and individuals’ quality of upward communication.  This suggests that the highest 
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quality of upward communication would occur within the moderate inclusive leadership 

condition.  Once again, I found a significant omnibus F-test, suggesting differences across 

the three conditions (F(2, 118) = 5.31, p<.01).   Furthermore, as predicted, the highest 

upward communication quality was observed in the moderate inclusive leadership condition 

(M=4.78, SD=1.43), while feedback quality was roughly equal in both the high (M=3.79, 

SD=1.41) and low (M=3.97, SD=1.62) inclusiveness conditions.  A post hoc planned 

comparison using Tukey’s HSD test confirmed significant mean differences between the low 

vs. moderate conditions (p<.05) and the moderate vs. high conditions (p<.01), but no 

significant difference between the low vs. high conditions (p>.10).  Thus, this evidence 

provides support for Hypothesis 2 and the inverted curvilinear relationship between inclusive 

leadership and upward communication quality.  

 
Table 4 
 
Study 2 – Mean Differences in Upward Communication Quantity and Quality across 
Low, Moderate and High Inclusive Leadership Conditions 
 
DV = Upward Communication Quantity         

95% Confidence Interval 

Condition N M SD 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Low Inclusive Leadership 35 86.06 60.36 65.32 106.79 
Moderate Inclusive Leadership 41 126.22 67.29 104.98 147.46 
High Inclusive Leadership 45 101.91 68.55 81.32 122.50 
Total 121 105.56 67.28 93.45 117.67 

DV = Upward Communication Quality         

95% Confidence Interval 

Condition N M SD 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Low Inclusive Leadership 35 3.97 1.62 3.42 4.53 
Moderate Inclusive Leadership 41 4.78 1.43 4.33 5.23 
High Inclusive Leadership 45 3.79 1.41 3.37 4.21 
Total 121 4.18 1.53 3.90 4.45 
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Trend Analysis 

 
Having found initial support for the inverted curvilinear relationship between 

inclusive leadership and upward communication quality using a traditional ANOVA 

framework, I wanted to conduct a more robust test of the mean differences across conditions 

by comparing them using trend analysis.  According to Keppel (1982, p.129), trend analysis 

is particularly useful as an analytic technique because of its ability to provide the simplest 

function that adequately describes the data and to “make specific statements concerning the 

shape of a function relating performance to different points on a stimulus dimension.”  This 

is especially true when the function may be nonlinear in nature, as suggested by my results in 

both the archival and experimental study.  However, one important requirement for using 

trend analysis is that it assumes equally spaced intervals across levels of the treatment 

variable (Keppel, 1982). 

 In order to test this equal interval assumption and whether the differences in the 

strength of the manipulation were roughly equivalent  across the low, moderate and high 

inclusive leadership conditions, I compared the means of my manipulation check variable, 

management openness (i.e., Ashford et al., 1998), across the three conditions.  This test 

yielded approximately equidistant intervals between the low (M=3.78, SD=1.70), moderate 

(M=4.53, SD=1.62) and high (M=5.21, SD=1.17) inclusive leadership conditions.  Thus, 

having met this necessary requirement, I proceeded to create linear and quadratic orthogonal 

contrasts for the purpose of including them as independent predictors in the regression 

model.   

The conceptual basis for using orthogonal contrasts in trend analysis is that it dissects 

the data into a number of orthogonal comparisons to allow for cleaner interpretation as to the 
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order of the function.  According to Keppel (1982, p.134), “each comparison represents the 

pure form of a different order of polynomial, one for the linear order, one for the quadratic 

order, and so on.”  These individual components can then be tested for significance to 

determine the true nature of the function (e.g., linear, quadratic, cubic, etc.) so that the most 

parsimonious explanation can be offered.   

To perform this trend analysis, I began by first creating dummy variables for both the 

linear and quadratic comparisons, using a special set of contrast coefficients for each of the 

orthogonal trend components (i.e., linear vs. quadratic).  These coefficients were taken from 

Keppel’s (1982) Table A-4 of Appendix A, in which he outlined special coefficients 

depending on the number of number of levels and the order of the polynomial.  For the linear 

contrast, the coefficients were -1, 0, and 1, corresponding to the low, moderate and high 

inclusive leadership conditions in my experiment.  For the quadratic contrast, the coefficients 

were 1, -2, and 1, once again corresponding to the low, moderate and high inclusive 

leadership conditions.  

After I created these independent predictors in SPSS Version 17.0, I then used 

hierarchical regression analysis to test the impact of the linear and quadratic forms of 

inclusive leadership on the quality of students’ feedback (Hypothesis 2).  In Step 1, 

individuals’ upward communication quality was regressed on the dummy-coded linear 

contrast variable, and no support for a significant linear function was found (β= -.07, n.s.).  In 

Step 2, I included the quadratic contrast variable along with the linear contrast variable.  As 

hypothesized, I found a significant negative coefficient for the quadratic contrast (β= -.28, 

p<.01), but no significant effect for the linear contrast (β= -.05, n.s.).  Most significant, the 

inclusion of the quadratic contrast in Step 2 of the hierarchical regression model explained 
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over eight percent of the total variance in individuals’ upward communication quality (R2 = 

.083, ∆F=10.01, p<.01).   

In short, this trend analysis, combined with the previously reported one-way ANOVA 

results, provides further support for the assertion that individuals’ quality of comments, ideas 

and input can often increase from low to moderate levels of inclusive leadership, but 

potentially decrease as inclusive leadership goes beyond an optimal midpoint2. 

Analytic Approach to Testing Mediation    

 
After completing regression-based orthogonal polynomial trend analysis to provide 

more robust support for the observed inverted curvilinear effect of inclusive leadership on 

individuals’ quality of upward communication, I proceeded to test Hypotheses 3a through 14 

in my model, which hypothesized various psychologically-based mediators.  To do this, I 

followed Baron and Kenny’s (1986) classic approach to testing mediation using regression 

analysis to estimate coefficients for each hypothesis.  For mediation to exist using the Baron 

and Kenny (1986) approach, four conditions are necessary: (a) The independent variable (IV) 

should be related to the dependent variable (DV), although this requirement has been relaxed 

by Kenny, Kashy, and Bolger (1998) in subsequent work (cf. Mathieu & Taylor, 2006) (b) 

the IV should be related to the mediator; (c) the mediator should be related to the DV, 

controlling for the IV; and (d) for full mediation, the effect of the IV on the DV is non-

significant when the mediator’s effect on the DV is included.  If the fourth condition is not 

met, partial mediation is concluded.  

                                                 
2 In addition to testing the hypothesized curvilinear effect through trend analysis and ANOVA, I also used 
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to control for the number of words individuals wrote (i.e., upward 
communication quantity) while conducting pairwise comparisons across conditions.  Results of this analysis 
confirmed that the highest quality of feedback emerged in the moderate inclusiveness condition, compared to 
the low inclusiveness condition (p=.055), as well as the high inclusiveness condition (p<.01).  
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In order to test the mediated hypotheses predicting inclusive leadership’s effect on 

upward communication quantity, I first created dummy coded variables (0/1) for both the low 

and high inclusive leadership conditions, which were then entered into the regression model 

as independent predictors.  This implies that the moderate inclusiveness condition was the 

omitted reference group in the analysis.  For purposes of testing the mediated hypotheses 

predicting upward communication quality, I used the aforementioned linear and quadratic 

contrast variables as the independent predictors of inclusive leadership, along with the linear 

and quadratic terms of the proposed mediators (e.g., psychological safety, social exchange, 

etc.).  This approach was necessary, given that I hypothesized inverted curvilinear 

relationships across multiple stages of the model (i.e., from inclusive leadership to upward 

communication quality, and from the various mediators to upward communication quality) 

(see Edwards & Lambert, 2007 for a discussion of multi-stage moderation and mediation).  

As a result, testing mediation of the upward communication quality hypotheses necessitated 

the use of regression-based orthogonal polynomial mediated trend analysis. 

Tests of Mediation – Results  

 
Results from my tests of mediation are detailed in Tables 5, 6, and 7.  All reported 

estimates are unstandardized.  In Hypothesis 3, I proposed that psychological safety would 

mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication quantity, 

where inclusive leadership would positively predict psychological safety (H3a) and 

psychological safety would positively predict the quantity of upward communication 

individuals’ provided (H3b).   Using Baron and Kenny’s (1986) approach to assessing 

mediation, in path c I found a significant effect of inclusive leadership on individuals’ 

quantity of upward communication, in both the low (b= 86.06, p<.01) and moderate 
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inclusiveness conditions (b= 126.22, p<.001), and a marginal effect in the high inclusiveness 

condition (b= 101.91, p<.10).  Testing path a, in which inclusive leadership predicted 

psychological safety showed that relative to the dummy coded reference group (i.e., 

moderate inclusiveness leadership condition), psychological safety was lower in both the 

high inclusiveness (b= -.27, p<.05) and low inclusiveness (b= -.12, n.s.) conditions, 

providing inconsistent support for Hypothesis 3a.   I then tested Hypothesis 3b, in which 

upward communication quality was regressed on the low and high dummy coded 

independent variable and the proposed mediator of psychological safety.  This test did not 

yield a significant association of psychological safety on upward communication quality (b= 

6.37, n.s.).  Thus, mediation was not established and Hypothesis 3 was not supported.   

For Hypothesis 4, I posited that psychological safety would mediate the relationship 

between inclusive leadership and individuals’ upward communication quality.  As reported 

earlier, using the linear and quadratic contrasts as predictors of feedback quality in step c, 

yielded a significant, negative quadratic term (b= -.30, p<.01), indicating an inverted 

curvilinear relationship existed that could be mediated.  Although there was a significant 

quadratic effect of inclusive leadership on psychological safety (b= -.13, p<.05) in step a, 

controlling for inclusive leadership and adding psychological safety and its squared term to 

the model did not yield a significant association of the quadratic term of psychological safety 

on upward communication quality (b= .09, n.s.).  Thus, Hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

In Hypothesis 5, I predicted that individuals’ expectancy beliefs about 

communicating upward would mediate the inclusive leadership-upward communication 

linkage.  In step a, results from the regression analysis showed no significant effect of 

inclusive leadership on individuals’ expectancy beliefs across any of the three conditions 
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(low, moderate or high) (Hypothesis 3a).  Thus, this lack of a significant path from the 

independent variable to the mediator suggested no mediation was present.  Thus, Hypothesis 

5 (5a and 5b) was not supported.   

Similarly, Hypothesis 6 predicted that individuals’ instrumentality beliefs about 

speaking up would mediate the inclusive leadership-upward communication relationship.  In 

testing path a, where inclusive leadership predicted instrumentality beliefs, I found a 

significant negative effect for the low inclusiveness condition (b= -.56, p<.01), but not the 

moderate or high inclusiveness conditions, lending partial support for Hypothesis 6a.   

Similarly, in Hypothesis 6b I predicted that instrumentality beliefs about providing feedback 

would predict upward communication quantity.  After controlling for inclusive leadership, I 

found that instrumentality beliefs significantly predicted upward communication quantity (b= 

13.71, p<.05), providing support for Hypothesis 6b, although the overall relationship 

between low inclusive leadership and feedback quantity was still significant.  Thus, these 

results suggest that instrumentality beliefs partially mediated the observed relationship 

between inclusive leadership and upward communication quantity.   

To test the significance of this mediated model, I created a bias-corrected confidence 

interval (95% percentile), computed from the 1,000 bootstrap estimates with adjusted 

formulas (see Shrout & Bolger; 2002; Stine, 1989).  Although researchers have typically 

conducted follow-up tests of mediation models using the Sobel test to assess their 

significance, scholars have shown that the Sobel test is limited by distributional assumptions 

of normality (Preacher & Hayes, 2004; MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, & Sheets, 

2002).  Therefore, to allow for this normality assumption to be relaxed, and consistent with 

recent guidance from the literature, I ran bootstrapped confidence intervals instead.  I used 
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the constrained nonlinear regression module (CNLR) in SPSS Version 17.0 to estimate 

coefficients from 1,000 bootstrapped samples with replacement from the full sample. Results 

from the 95th percentile bias-adjusted confidence interval (-14.43, 2.27) included zero, 

providing tenuous support for mediation. As such, Hypothesis 6 was only partially supported 

For Hypotheses 7 and 8, I predicted that the effect of inclusive leadership on 

individuals’ quality of upward communication would be mediated by their expectancy and 

instrumentality beliefs about speaking up to management.  Testing the effects of the linear 

and quadratic contrasts on individuals’ expectancy beliefs (H7a) did not yield any significant 

main effects on the mediator. Thus, Hypothesis 7 was not supported.  In contrast, inclusive 

leadership did have a strong positive linear effect on individuals’ instrumentality beliefs (b= 

.39, p<.001), supporting Hypothesis 8a.  However, when I included the quadratic and linear 

instrumentality terms in the regression, controlling for the linear and quadratic forms of 

inclusive leadership, I did not find significant effects of the curvilinear instrumentality term 

(b= .08, n.s.).  Thus, Hypothesis 8 was also not supported. 

For the remaining hypotheses predicting the mediating effects of social exchange (H9 

& H10), social anxiety (H11 & H13), and self-censorship (H12 & H14), the initial paths (i.e.. 

path a) on which the mediator was regressed on the independent variable (i.e., inclusive 

leadership) did not yield any statistically significant coefficients.  Therefore, this implied that 

none of these variables could mediate the curvilinear relationship found originally.  As such, 

Hypotheses 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14 were not supported. 

Discussion 

 
This experimental study helps to provide further support for my primary assertion that 

high levels of inclusive leadership may produce diminishing returns in terms of the quality of 
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upward communication individuals’ provide to their leaders.  Although I did not find strong 

support for any of the proposed mediators in this study, a few of them seemed to be trending 

in the hypothesized direction (e.g., self-censorship, social exchange, social anxiety), 

suggesting other potential explanations for the preponderance of null results.  One possibility 

is that imprecise measurement of the focal constructs may be to blame, given that many of 

the measures were created for the purposes of this study.   At the same time, however, a few 

interesting findings from these null results should also be noted.  For example, although prior 

field work has shown the positive mediating influence of psychological safety on individuals’ 

upward communication to managers, this study did not provide any evidence to indicate that 

psychological safety was salient in participants’ minds as they provided input to the leader.  

One possible explanation for this somewhat surprising finding is that participants in the study 

lacked the familiarity and interpersonal knowledge of the leader that would otherwise be 

present in real-life organizational settings. In addition, psychological safety was referenced in 

my study at the school level (i.e., with the administration), rather than at the leader-level.  As 

a result, students’ perceived psychological safety with the current administration may not 

have been viewed as critical to their decision to communicate upward or remain silent.  

Although this study helps to build on Study 1’s findings, by providing additional 

support for the inverted-U hypothesis, it is also not without several limitations.  Most 

importantly, I did not find strong empirical support for the hypothesized mediators, despite 

the fact the curvilinear relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication 

quality was replicated.  As such, this raises new questions as to why individuals seemingly 

engage in a lower quality of communication at both low and high levels of inclusive 

leadership.  One possible explanation is that participants may have viewed a new school 



 

91 
 

administrator as much too distant a leader for them to be worried about future interactions or 

consequences.  For instance, in real-life settings, employees often have to interact with their 

supervisors frequently, even daily.  These leaders may also be situated at different levels 

within the organizational hierarchy, which can influence individuals’ upward communication 

decisions greatly (Detert & Treviño, 2010).  In such environments, the risks of 

communicating upwards are clearly much more salient than they would be in this 

experimental task, since students may not have a great deal of contact with the 

administration.  Another possible limitation of this study is that like Study, 1, this 

investigation was conducted in an academic setting where the norms of behavior are often 

quite different than in for-profit organizations and where individuals’ perceptions of leaders 

are influenced by a variety of individual-, task-, and organizational-related factors.  Given 

these notable shortcomings, a third study using a sample of real-life employees was 

conducted in an effort to extend these findings and provide greater generalizability.  
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Table 5 

Study 2 – Tests of Mediation (Hypotheses 3a-6b) 
 

Test Path Path/effect b SE t p 

H3a, H3b 

c Low IL → UC Quantity 86.06 15.16 -2.65 .009 

c Moderate IL → UC Quantity 126.22 10.28 12.27 .000 

c High IL → UC Quantity 101.91 14.22 -1.71 .090 

a Low IL → Psychological safety -.12 .22 -1.36 .176 

a Moderate IL → Psychological safety .19 .15 1.23 .222 

a High IL → Psychological safety -.27 .21 -2.18 .031 

b Low IL → UC Quantity 86.57 15.25 -2.52 .013 

b Moderate IL → UC Quantity 124.95 10.36 12.06 .000 

b High IL → UC Quantity 103.66 14.52 -1.47 .145 

b Psychological safety → UC Quantity 6.37 6.27 1.02 .312 

H4 

c Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.09 .17 -.55 .585 

c Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .09 -3.16 .002 

a Linear Contrast → Psychological safety -.08 .11 -.73 .467 

a Quadratic Contrast → Psychological safety -.13 .06 -2.04 .043 

b Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.10 .17 -.61 .541 

b Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.31 .10 -3.22 .002 

b Psychological safety → UC Quality -.19 .68 -.27 .784 

b Psychological safety2 → UC Quality .09 .67 .13 .893 

H5a, H5b 

c Low IL → UC Quantity 86.06 15.16 -2.65 .009 

c Moderate IL → UC Quantity 126.22 10.28 12.27 .000 

c High IL → UC Quantity 101.91 14.22 -1.71 .090 

a Low IL → Expectancy -.03 .23 -.09 .929 

a Moderate IL → Expectancy -.01 .16 -.08 .940 

a High IL → Expectancy .04 .22 .23 .819 

b Low IL → UC Quantity 87.25 14.87 -2.60 .010 

b Moderate IL → UC Quantity 125.98 10.09 12.49 .000 

b High IL → UC Quantity 101.87 14.02 -1.72 .088 

b Expectancy → UC Quantity 15.24 5.96 2.56 .012 

H6a, H6b 

c Low IL → UC Quantity 86.06 15.16 -2.65 .009 

c Moderate IL → UC Quantity 126.22 10.28 12.27 .000 

c High IL → UC Quantity 101.91 14.22 -1.71 .090 

a Low IL → Instrumentality -.56 .22 -2.90 .004 

a Moderate IL → Instrumentality .06 .15 .42 .677 

a High IL → Instrumentality .21 .21 .74 .461 

b Low IL → UC Quantity 92.76 15.38 -2.12 .036 

b Moderate IL → UC Quantity 125.34 10.17 12.32 .000 

b High IL → UC Quantity 99.52 14.16 -1.82 .071 

b Instrumentality → UC Quantity 13.71 6.33 2.16 .033 
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Table 6 
 
Study 2 – Tests of Mediation (Hypotheses 7-10) 
 

Test Path Path/effect b SE t p 

H7 

c Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.09 .17 -.55 .585 

c Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .09 -3.16 .002 

a Linear Contrast → Expectancy .04 .11 .31 .755 

a Quadratic Contrast → Expectancy .00 .06 .08 .939 

b Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.09 .17 -.52 .607 

b Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .10 -3.15 .002 

b Expectancy → UC Quality -.22 .16 -1.38 .169 

b Expectancy2 → UC Quality -.02 .09 -.24 .812 

H8 

c Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.09 .17 -.55 .585 

c Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .09 -3.16 .002 

a Linear Contrast → Instrumentality .39 .11 3.65 .000 

a Quadratic Contrast → Instrumentality -.08 .06 -1.30 .196 

b Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.12 .18 -.67 .507 

b Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .10 -3.07 .003 

b Instrumentality → UC Quality .14 .16 .90 .370 

b Instrumentality2 → UC Quality .08 .12 .64 .526 

H9a, H9b 

c Low IL → UC Quantity 86.06 15.16 -2.65 .009 

c Moderate IL → UC Quantity 126.22 10.28 12.27 .000 

c High IL → UC Quantity 101.91 14.22 -1.71 .090 

a Low IL → Social exchange -.22 .23 -1.04 .300 

a Moderate IL → Social exchange .02 .16 .14 .892 

a High IL → Social exchange .05 .22 .13 .894 

b Low IL → UC Quantity 89.46 14.96 -2.43 .017 

b Moderate IL → UC Quantity 125.73 10.10 12.45 .000 

b High IL → UC Quantity 101.71 14.03 -1.71 .090 

b Social exchange → UC Quantity 14.65 5.82 2.52 .013 

H10 

c Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.09 .17 -.55 .585 

c Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .09 -3.16 .002 

a Linear Contrast → Social exchange .13 .11 1.18 .240 

a Quadratic Contrast → Social exchange -.03 .06 -.54 .589 

b Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.08 .17 -.47 .638 

b Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.31 .10 -3.21 .002 

b Social exchange → UC Quality -.17 .16 -1.08 .284 

b Social exchange2 → UC Quality -.05 .10 -.49 .628 
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Table 7 
 
Study 2 – Tests of Mediation (Hypotheses 11a-14) 
 

Test Path Path/effect b SE t p 

H11a, 
H11b 

c Low IL → UC Quantity 86.06 15.16 -2.65 .009 

c Moderate IL → UC Quantity 126.22 10.28 12.27 .000 

c High IL → UC Quantity 101.91 14.22 -1.71 .090 

a Low IL → Social anxiety -.10 .22 -.19 .851 

a Moderate IL → Social anxiety -.06 .15 -.40 .693 

a High IL → Social anxiety .27 .21 1.54 .125 

b Low IL → UC Quantity -41.00 15.10 -2.72 .008 

b Moderate IL → UC Quantity 125.70 10.24 12.27 .000 

b High IL → UC Quantity -21.45 14.29 -1.50 .136 

b Social anxiety → UC Quantity -8.80 6.11 -1.44 .153 

H12a, 
H12b 

c Low IL → UC Quantity 86.06 15.16 -2.65 .009 

c Moderate IL → UC Quantity 126.22 10.28 12.27 .000 

c High IL → UC Quantity 101.91 14.22 -1.71 .090 

a Low IL → Self-censorship .20 .22 .88 .378 

a Moderate IL → Self-censorship .08 .15 .50 .617 

a High IL → Self-censorship -.21 .21 -.97 .335 

b Low IL → UC Quantity 90.14 14.70 -2.52 .013 

b Moderate IL → UC Quantity 127.16 9.96 12.77 .000 

b High IL → UC Quantity 99.62 13.80 -2.00 .048 

b Self-censorship → UC Quantity -17.81 5.92 -3.01 .003 

H13 

c Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.09 .17 -.55 .585 

c Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .09 -3.16 .002 

a Linear Contrast → Social anxiety .18 .11 1.68 .095 

a Quadratic Contrast → Social anxiety .05 .06 .76 .449 

b Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.16 .17 -.95 .345 

b Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.32 .09 -3.36 .001 

b Social anxiety → UC Quality .25 .14 1.79 .076 

b Social anxiety2 → UC Quality -.15 .11 -1.30 .196 

H14 

c Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.09 .17 -.55 .585 

c Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .09 -3.16 .002 

a Linear Contrast → Self-censorship -.20 .11 -1.83 .069 

a Quadratic Contrast → Self-censorship .00 .06 -.02 .983 

b Linear Contrast→ UC Quality -.07 .17 -.39 .695 

b Quadratic Contrast → UC Quality -.30 .09 -3.15 .002 

b Self-censorship → UC Quality .10 .15 .68 .499 

b Self-censorship2 → UC Quality .17 .13 1.36 .177 



 

 
VIII. STUDY 3 

 
 I conducted the third and final study at a large biotechnology and pharmaceuticals 

services provider headquartered in the southeast United States.  I sent two online surveys to 

1,492 employees operating within a single division of the organization, approximately one 

month apart in an effort to minimize common method variance (see Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 

Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003 for a review).  The first survey captured measures of the independent 

variables in the model, and the second survey captured measures of the dependent variables 

and proposed mediators.  In the second survey, employees were presented with a request 

from their immediate supervisor to provide written ideas on how to enhance the 

organization’s effectiveness over the next five years.  This written communication served as 

the primary dependent variable of interest and was evaluated for both quantity and quality.  

Sample 

I worked closely with the senior director for global human resources over several 

weeks to launch this study, which was framed internally as part of an ongoing focus on 

leadership development.  For this reason, no incentives were provided to employees to 

participate in this research effort.  The 1,492 division employees who were asked to 

participate represented nearly eight percent of the organization’s entire workforce, and 

spanned a wide range of positions across the organizational hierarchy, including managers 

(28.0%), professionals (e.g., specialists/analysts) (58.6%), and administrative staff (13.4%).  

Respondents to the survey were primarily female (69.8%) and younger (69.8% were 35 years 
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old or below).  Additionally, the vast majority of employees had less than five years of work 

experience with the organization (71.0%), and had been in their current jobs for less than five 

years (87.6%).   

During the initial data collection phase, 611 employees provided at least partially 

completed responses to the online survey (41.0% response rate).  For the second survey, 

administered roughly one month afterwards, 580 participants once again completed at least a 

portion of the survey, resulting in a slight drop in response rate (38.9%).  However, during 

this second phase of data collection, the online survey company used to administer and host 

the survey experienced a technical malfunction that caused 152 records not to be identifiable.  

Because I had no way to link these respondents back to their time 1 survey data, these 

records were regrettably excluded from the analysis, resulting in a much lower sample size 

than would otherwise be the case.  After removing cases from the analysis with incomplete 

data, this left a final sample of 159 individuals. 

Study Design 

 I sent two online questionnaires approximately one month apart to employees via an 

email with an embedded survey link.  In Survey 1, I asked employees questions about their 

perceptions of their immediate boss’s leadership style (i.e., the person who performed their 

annual performance review).  Employees were asked to provide self-report ratings of their 

perceptions of job satisfaction, personality, work group climate and other demographic 

variables (e.g., organizational tenure, job tenure, gender, education, etc.).  In Survey 2, 

employees began by answering items related to their frequency of upward communication 

behavior within the organization, and the extent to which they had ideas for organizational 

improvement.  About midway through the second survey, I presented employees with a 
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voluntary request for input from their immediate boss, in which they were asked the 

following question: “What can the XYZ group do to increase organizational performance in 

the next five years?”  Survey logic was created to require employees to provide an answer to 

this question, as a way to ensure individuals would not skip the opportunity to provide input.  

However, participants could still choose to remain silent by simply typing in the words, 

“none” in the text box.  In this way, individuals’ upward communication was still a purely 

discretionary behavior.  After providing their typed comments and ideas into the online text 

box, participants answered a series of questions about their reactions to the upward 

communication process and what they were experiencing psychologically as they completed 

the task.  These latter measures were captured in order to test the mediated model. 

Measures 

 
All measures, unless otherwise noted, were assessed on a 1 to 7-point Likert scale, 

where 1=Strongly Disagree, and 7=Strongly Agree. 

Inclusive Leadership 

 Inclusive leadership was measured using Ashford et al’s (1998) six-item measure of 

management openness (α=.95), which was used previously in Study 2 as a manipulation 

check.  These items were, “I feel free to make recommendations to my boss to change 

existing practices,” “ Good ideas get communicated upward because my boss is very 

approachable,” “ Good ideas get serious consideration from my boss,” “ My boss is interested 

in ideas and suggestions from people at my level in the organization,” “ When suggestions are 

made to my boss, they receive fair evaluation,” and “My boss takes action on 

recommendations made from people at my level.”  
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Upward Communication Quantity and Quality 

 As in Study 1 and Study 2, upward communication quantity was measured as the 

number of words individuals typed in their comments to management.  Upward 

communication quality was assessed by two independent coders who were not associated 

with the organization.  Because neither coder had relevant insight into how the organization 

evaluated good ideas, nor had the ability to evaluate their true feasibility or potential for 

implementation, I instructed both coders to look for an ‘actionable component’ to the ideas 

(e.g., Cannon & Witherspoon, 2005), as well as facets of upward communication (e.g., 

clarity of expression, constructive or improvement-oriented, thoughtfulness – see Dutton & 

Ashford, 1993; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998) that often characterize quality communication.  

Each coder rated the same single item-measure of upward communication quality used in the 

previous studies – “I would describe this statement/comment as high quality.”  After both 

coders met to discuss and resolve differences across ratings, interrater agreement (rwg =.83) 

provided justification for averaging these individual measures into an overall composite of 

upward communication quality (see Bliese, 2000; James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1993).  

Tested Mediators 

 
Psychological Safety 

Once again, I measured psychological safety using items referenced at the work unit 

level and adapted from Edmondson’s (1999) previously used scale (α=.78).  A sample item 

(reverse coded) is “People in this work unit sometimes reject others for being different.” 

Expectancy and Instrumentality Beliefs 

 I measured individuals’ expectancy beliefs about communicating upward using a 

three-item composite (α=.85), adapted from Jones’ (1986) self-efficacy scale.  A sample item 
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is, “I did not anticipate any problems speaking up to my boss.”   Instrumentality beliefs about 

communicating upward were assessed using the same three items used in Study 2, but 

referenced instead at the immediate supervisor level (e.g., “I thought my ideas would be 

acted upon by my boss”) (α=.87). 

Social Exchange 

 I measured employees’ perceptions of social exchange using Bernerth, Armenaki, 

Feild, Giles, and Walker’s (2007) recently validated eight-item leader-member social 

exchange (LMSX) scale (α=.95).  Two sample items include, “My efforts are reciprocated by 

my boss,” and “My relationship with my boss is composed of comparable exchanges of giving 

and taking.”  

Social Anxiety and Self-censorship 

 I created an eight-item composite measure adapted from Leary’s (1983) evaluation 

apprehension scale (α=.92) to assess individuals’ social anxiety about communicating 

upward.  I assessed employees’ willingness to engage in self-censorship tendencies using a 

shortened five-item (α=.90) version of Hayes et al.’s (2005) scale that was used in Study 2.  

A sample item is, “It was difficult for me to express my thoughts and opinions because I 

thought my boss wouldn’t agree with what I said.” 

Controls 

 I controlled for a few key individual-difference variables, such as gender (0=female, 

1=male), job level (Manager, Professional, Administrative), and individuals’ self-reported 

job satisfaction.  I measured job satisfaction using Edwards and Rothbard’s (1999) three-item 

scale (α=.94).  A sample item is, “In general, I am satisfied with my job.”   
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Results 

 
Means, standard deviations, and correlations are displayed in Table 8.  All continuous 

measures were mean-centered, following the recommendations of Aiken and West (1991).  

OLS hierarchical regression analysis was used to test my hypotheses in SPSS Version 17.0. 

Once again, Hypothesis 1 predicted that higher levels of inclusive leadership would 

be associated with a higher quantity of upward communication.  In Step 1, I added the 

control variables for employees’ gender, rank in the organization, and job satisfaction.  In 

Step 2, I added the linear term for inclusive leadership into the hierarchical regression model, 

but did not find a significant positive association between inclusive leadership and upward 

communication quantity as predicted (β= -.11, n.s.).  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was once again not 

supported.  To test Hypothesis 2, which predicted an inverted curvilinear function for 

inclusive leadership and communication quality, I included the same controls as before, 

while also adding in the amount of upward communication individuals provided.  In Step 2, I 

added in the linear term for inclusive leadership to the baseline model, but did not find a 

significant correlation (β=.06, n.s.).  In Step 3, I added in the quadratic term for inclusive 

leadership to test the hypothesized inverted curvilinear effect.  However, unlike in Studies 1 

and 2, I did not find a significant quadratic term (β= -.07, p=.405), despite the fact the 

negative sign on the coefficient indicated the proper inverted curvilinear trend.  Therefore, 

Hypothesis 2 was not supported.



 

 

101 

Table 8 
 
Study 3 - Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations among All Tested Variables 
 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

1. Inclusive L'ship 5.46 1.25 (.95)

2. Inclusive L'ship2 31.35 12.11-.65**

3. Psychological safety 4.73 1.12 .52** -.23** (.78)

4. Psychological safety2 23.62 10.16-.17** .23** -.34**

5. Expectancy 5.26 1.31 .50** -.36** .35** -.20** (.85)

6. Expectancy
2

29.43 12.06-.46** .51** -.26** .10 -.66**

7. Instrumentality 5.12 1.31 .43** -.28** .22** -.09 .61** -.39** (.87)

8. Instrumentality2 27.93 11.82-.36** .40** -.16* .06 -.39** .55** -.63**

9. Social exchange 4.87 1.37 .43** -.26** .36** -.21** .66** -.40** .62** -.41** (.95)

10. Social exchange2 25.61 12.16-.32** .34** -.26** .24** -.36** .49** -.36** .56** -.53**

11. Social anxiety 3.39 1.31 -.24** .15 -.24** -.03 -.46** .19** -.25** .08 -.30** .05 (.92)

12. Social anxiety
2

13.17 9.51 -.09 .26** -.08 .14 -.11* .30** -.03 .25** -.02 .28** .21**

13. Self-censorship 3.19 1.34 -.32** .15 -.35** .03 -.54** .29** -.40** .21** -.43** .15** .76** .19** (.90)

14. Self-censorship2 11.99 9.67 -.12 .22** -.09 .05 -.25** .46** -.19** .42** -.16** .35** .16** .64** .37**

15. Job satisfaction 5.10 1.39 .44** -.16** .50** -.26** .17* .02 .18* -.05 .22** -.13 -.03 .07 -.16* -.01 (.94)

16. Gender (0=F, 1=M) .29 .45 .07 -.05 -.01 -.07 .09 -.06 .13 -.14 .13 -.08 .13 .01 .12 -.09 -.09

17. JobLevel - Manager .22 .42 -.11* .07 .02 -.06 .05 -.07 .06 -.12 -.08 .05 -.13 .01 -.14 -.03-.03 .09

18. JobLevel - Professional .58 .50 -.04 -.03 -.12* .01 -.03 .12 -.11 .17* .00 .01 .09 -.02 .09 -.07-.07 -.03 -.63**

19. JobLevel - Admins .14 .35 .07 -.02 .02 .03 -.07 -.04 .02 -.08 .01 -.05 .09 .03 .09 .11 .06 -.11* -.21** -.47**

20. Orgtenure: 0 to 2 yrs. .43 .50 .06 -.05 .03 -.06 .15 -.15 .09 -.15 .27**-.20** .14 .00 .01 .00 .06 .05-.17** .23** .00

21. Orgtenure: 2 to 5 yrs. .34 .48 -.14** .06 -.13** .07 -.15* .17* -.18* .24**-.23** .12 .03 .02 .07 -.06-.13** .03 -.08 .03 .08 -.55**

22. Orgtenure: 5 to 10 years .14 .34 .01 -.01 .01 -.05 -.05 -.01 .04 -.13 -.12 .01 -.07 -.11 .03 -.02.00 -.05 .29**-.23** -.01 -.39** -.36**

23. Orgtenure: 10 to 15 years .06 .24 .13** -.01 .19** .03 .09 -.04 .16* -.01 .14 -.05 -.19* .10 -.20* .19* .15** -.03 .02 -.11* -.10* -.20** -.19**-.13**

24. UC Quantity (no. of words) 31.84 35.31 -.06 .14** -.03 .03 .02 .03 -.05 .12* -.10 .15** -.09 .03 -.08 .02 -.01 -.06 .07 -.02 -.02 .03 .01 -.05 -.03

25. UC Quality 4.01 1.19 .01 .07 -.07 .00 .05 -.09 -.06 .03 -.05 .05 -.10* -.08 -.10 -.06.02 -.07 .09 -.09 -.04 -.10 .07 .06 -.08 .66** 
 
Notes. N=159; p<.05*, p<.01**  Coefficient alphas for scales are in parentheses along the diagonal. 
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Table 9 
 
Study 3 - Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Upward 
Communication (UC) Quantity and Upward Communication (UC) Quality 
 
        DV = UC Quantity (H1)                 DV = UC Quality (H2) 

Variable Step 1 Step 2  Step 1 Step 2  Step 3 
Gender -.08 -.07  .01 .00 .01 
Manager .20 .17  -.23 -.21 -.22 
Professional .11 .08  -.29* -.27* -.29* 
Administrative .03 .01  -.18 -.17 -.18 
Job satisfaction .00 .05  .02 -.01 .01 
UC quantity (words) --- -.11  .69*** .69***  .70***  
Inclusive leadership ---   --- .06 .00 
Inclusive leadership2 --- ---  --- --- -.07 
R2 .03 .04  .48*** .48 .49 
Adjusted R2 .00 .00  .46 .46 .46 
∆F .86 1.38  23.42*** .82 .70 
 
Note.  *p <.05; p<.001** N = 161. Statistics in bold represent tests of hypotheses. Estimates are standardized.

     

Tests of Mediation – Results  

 
Although Hypotheses 1 and 2 were not supported, I chose to conduct mediation tests 

for my proposed mechanisms, given the possibility that indirect effects could still be at work 

(see Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998) through the suppression of omitted variables (see Shrout 

& Bolger, 2002; Mathieu & Taylor, 2006).  The results of these tests are provided in Tables 

10 and 11. 

In Hypothesis 3, I posited that the association between inclusive leadership and 

upward communication quantity would be mediated by psychological safety.  Path a, which 

regressed psychological safety on inclusive leadership, produced a significant correlation 

(b=.52, p<.001), supporting Hypothesis 3a.  Path b included both psychological safety and 

inclusive leadership as antecedents of upward communication quantity.  However, after 

controlling for inclusive leadership, psychological safety did not transmit an indirect effect 

(b= -.14, n.s.), refuting Hypothesis 3b.  Thus, Hypothesis 3 was not supported.  Hypothesis 4 
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predicted that psychological safety would mediate the inclusive leadership-upward 

communication quality linkage.  After controlling for both the linear and curvilinear 

inclusive leadership terms, while including the linear and quadratic terms for psychological 

safety in the regression equation, no significant association between the squared term of 

psychological safety and upward communication quality was observed (b= -.05, n.s.).  Thus, 

Hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

For Hypothesis 5, I predicted an indirect effect of individuals’ expectancy beliefs on 

the inclusive leadership-upward communication quantity relationship.  The test of the initial 

indirect path (a) yielded a significant positive association between inclusive leadership and 

upward communication quantity (b=.46, p<.001), supporting Hypothesis 5a.  However, 

Hypothesis 5b, and Hypothesis 5 more generally, were not supported since the influence of 

expectancy beliefs after controlling for inclusive leadership was not statistically significant 

(b=2.69, p=.225).  Hypothesis 6 predicted that another motivational mechanism – 

instrumentality beliefs about speaking up – would mediate the relationship between inclusive 

leadership and upward communication quantity.  Hypothesis 6a was supported, as the path 

from inclusive leadership predicting instrumentality beliefs was highly significant (b=.40, 

p<.001).  However, instrumentality beliefs did not significantly predict the amount of 

communication individuals’ provided (b=1.19, n.s.) after controlling for inclusive leadership 

(Hypothesis 6b).  Thus, Hypothesis 6 was not supported.    Hypotheses 7 predicted that 

expectancy and instrumentality beliefs about communicating with management would 

mediate the link between inclusive leadership and individuals’ quality of upward 

communication.  However, after including the linear and squared terms for both expectancy 

and instrumentality in their respective regression equations, no evidence for expectancy 
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(b=.06, n.s.) or instrumentality (b=.03, n.s.) as a significant mediator was found.  Thus, 

Hypotheses 7 and 8 were not supported. 

Hypothesis 9 predicted that the amount of communication employees provided their 

bosses would be mediated by the extent to which they had a high degree of social exchange 

with their leaders.  Path a, in which social exchange was regressed on inclusive leadership 

was highly significant (b=.40, p<.001), fulfilling the initial test for establishing mediation, 

and providing support for Hypothesis 9a.  However, when social exchange was included as a 

primary predictor of communication quantity, after controlling for inclusive leadership, this 

indirect effect was not transmitted (b= -2.07, p=.330) (Hypothesis 9b).   As such, Hypothesis 

9 was not supported.   

I then proceeded to test social exchange as a potential mediator of the inclusive 

leadership-upward communication quality relationship, as predicted in Hypothesis 10.  Once 

again, the data demonstrated a clear linkage between inclusive leadership and social 

exchange beliefs (b=.40, p<.001) in path a.  Path b included both linear and curvilinear social 

exchange predictors of upward communication quality, while also controlling for both the 

linear and quadratic forms of inclusive leadership.  Tests of this regression model yielded a 

significant association between the quadratic social exchange term and communication 

quality (b=.16, p<.05), while the curvilinear predictor of inclusive leadership was non-

significant (b=.06, p=.269), thereby providing evidence of an indirect effect.  Tests of 

significance computed from 1,000 bootstrapped estimates confirmed the presence of indirect 

effects as the 95th bias-corrected confidence interval excluded zero (.012, .132).  However, 

given that the sign of the quadratic social exchange term was positive, this implied that social 

exchange beliefs would be higher at high levels of inclusive leadership, compared to 
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moderate levels, in contrast to what was hypothesized.  Thus, Hypothesis 10 was only 

partially supported.   

I then tested Hypotheses 11 and 12, which predicted that individuals’ social anxiety 

about communicating upward and perceived need to engage in self-censorship behaviors, 

respectively, would mediate the linkage between inclusive leadership and the amount of 

upward communication they provided to their immediate supervisor.  Testing the association 

of inclusive leadership on individuals’ social anxiety about speaking up produced a 

significant negative relationship (b= -.21, p<.01), in support of Hypothesis 11a.  Regressing 

upward communication quantity on individuals’ social anxiety perceptions while controlling 

for inclusive leadership, produced a marginally significant association between social anxiety 

and upward communication quantity (b= -3.66, p<.10), providing initial support for 

Hypothesis 11b and indirect effects.  I estimated coefficients from 1,000 bootstrapped 

samples with replacement, and found that the 95th-percentile bias corrected confidence 

interval excluded zero (.061, 2.196), thereby providing confirming evidence for indirect 

effects.  In short, this suggests that individuals’ lowered social anxiety about speaking up to 

their supervisor yielded an increase in the amount of upward communication they provided.  

Thus, Hypothesis 11 was supported. 

With Hypothesis 12, I made a similar prediction to Hypothesis 11 by suggesting that 

individuals’ perceived need to self-censor their comments and suggestions would be lower in 

the presence of highly inclusive leaders.  This first path of this hypothesis was supported 

(i.e., Hypothesis 12a), as demonstrated by the highly significant negative association (b= -

.29, p<.001) between inclusive leadership and individuals’ perceived need to engage in self-

censorship.  Hypothesis 12b, in which self-censorship was predicted to mediate the 
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relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication quantity, yielded a 

marginally significant association for self-censorship on upward communication quantity (b= 

-3.61, p<.10).  I then proceeded to test this indirect effect for significance by creating 1,000 

bootstrapped estimates.  While the 90th percentile bias corrected confidence interval excluded 

zero (.084, 2.347), the 95th percentile bias corrected confidence interval did not (-.017, 

2.600), thus providing limited support for indirect effects.  Therefore, Hypothesis 12 was 

only partially supported. 

In Hypothesis 13, I predicted that individuals’ anxiety about communicating upwards 

would mediate the relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication 

quality.  Path a, regressing social anxiety on inclusive leadership was significant (b= -.26, 

p<.01).  However, after controlling for inclusive leadership (both the linear and quadratic 

terms), I found a significant linear association between social anxiety and upward 

communication quality (b= -.24, p<.01), but no significant correlation for the quadratic form 

of social anxiety (b=.02, n.s.).  Thus, Hypothesis 13 was not supported. 

Finally, Hypothesis 14 suggested that highly inclusive leadership would lead to lower 

quality upward communication because individuals would feel less of a need to engage in 

self-censorship.  Similar to the findings for social anxiety, a strong negative association 

between inclusive leadership and self-censorship emerged (b= -.29, p<.001).  However, after 

including both the linear and quadratic forms of self-censorship and inclusive leadership as 

predictors of upward communication quality, no significant correlation between the quadratic 

form of self-censorship and upward communication quality was found (b=.02, n.s.), 

suggesting indirect effects were not present.  Thus, Hypothesis 14 was not supported. 
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Table 10 
 
Study 3 – Tests of Mediation (Hypotheses 3a-8) 
 

Test Path Path/effect b SE β t p 

H3a, H3b 

c IL→ UC Quantity -2.31 1.73 -.10 -1.33 .184 

a IL→ Psychological safety .52 .04 .52 13.09 .000 

b IL, Psychological Safety → UC Quantity -2.22 1.99 -.10 -1.12 .266 

b IL, Psychological Safety → UC Quantity -.14 2.10 -.01 -.07 .946 

H4 

c IL→ UC Quality .12 .11 .12 1.07 .287 

c IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .15 1.39 .167 

a IL→ Psychological Safety .52 .04 .52 13.09 .000 

b IL→ UC Quality .23 .13 .23 1.74 .084 

b IL2
→ UC Quality .11 .06 .21 1.81 .072 

b Psychological safety → UC Quality -.17 .10 -.16 -1.62 .108 

b Psychological safety2 → UC Quality -.05 .06 -.07 -.79 .431 

H5a, H5b 

c IL→ UC Quantity -2.31 1.73 -.10 -1.33 .184 

a IL→ Expectancy .46 .06 .50 7.50 .000 

b IL, Expectancy → UC Quantity -3.24 2.03 -.14 -1.59 .113 

b IL, Expectancy → UC Quantity 2.69 2.21 .11 1.22 .225 

H6a, H6b 

c IL→ UC Quantity -2.31 1.73 -.10 -1.33 .184 

a IL→ Instrumentality .40 .07 .43 6.02 .000 

b IL, Instrumentality → UC Quantity -2.21 1.98 -.10 -1.12 .266 

b IL, Instrumentality → UC Quantity 1.19 2.13 .05 .56 .577 

H7 

c IL→ UC Quality .12 .11 .12 1.07 .287 

c IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .15 1.39 .167 

a IL→ Expectancy .46 .06 .50 7.50 .000 

b IL→ UC Quality .15 .12 .15 1.21 .226 

b IL2
→ UC Quality .07 .06 .14 1.18 .239 

b Expectancy → UC Quality .05 .12 .05 .44 .660 

b Expectancy2 → UC Quality .06 .07 .10 .82 .415 

H8 

c IL→ UC Quality .12 .11 .12 1.07 .287 

c IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .15 1.39 .167 

a IL→ Instrumentality .40 .07 .43 6.02 .000 

b IL→ UC Quality .19 .12 .20 1.62 .107 

b IL2
→ UC Quality .09 .06 .17 1.43 .156 

b Instrumentality → UC Quality -.07 .11 -.07 -.66 .511 

b Instrumentality2 → UC Quality .03 .07 .05 .47 .642 
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Table 11 
 
Study 3 – Tests of Mediation (Hypotheses 9a-14) 
 

Test Path Path/effect b SE β t p 

H9a, H9b 

c IL→ UC Quantity -2.31 1.73 -.10 -1.33 .184 

a IL→ Social exchange .40 .06 .43 6.39 .000 

b IL, Social exchange → UC Quantity -1.50 1.92 -.07 -.78 .438 

b IL, Social exchange → UC Quantity -2.07 2.12 -.08 -.98 .330 

H10 

c IL→ UC Quality .12 .11 .12 1.07 .287 

c IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .15 1.39 .167 

a IL→ Social exchange .40 .06 .43 6.39 .000 

b IL→ UC Quality .21 .11 .22 1.87 .064 

b IL2
→ UC Quality .06 .06 .12 1.11 .269 

b Social exchange → UC Quality -.14 .10 -.13 -1.41 .161 

b Social exchange2 → UC Quality .16 .07 .20 2.22 .028 

H11a, 
H11b 

c IL→ UC Quantity -2.31 1.73 -.10 -1.33 .184 

a IL→ Social anxiety -.21 .07 -.24 -3.12 .002 

b IL, Social anxiety → UC Quantity -2.51 1.83 -.11 -1.37 .172 

b IL, Social anxiety → UC Quantity -3.66 2.03 -.15 -1.80 .074 

H12a, 
H12b 

c IL→ UC Quantity -2.31 1.73 -.10 -1.33 .184 

a IL→ Self-censorship -.29 .07 -.32 -4.28 .000 

b IL, Self-censorship → UC Quantity -2.95 1.92 -.13 -1.54 .126 

b IL, Self-censorship → UC Quantity -3.61 2.09 -.14 -1.73 .086 

H13 

c IL→ UC Quality .12 .11 .12 1.07 .287 

c IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .15 1.39 .167 

a IL→ Social anxiety -.26 .09 -.22 -2.92 .004 

b IL→ UC Quality .09 .11 .09 .81 .419 

b IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .16 1.38 .169 

b Social anxiety → UC Quality -.24 .09 -.22 -2.64 .009 

b Social anxiety2 → UC Quality .02 .08 .02 .24 .814 

H14 

c IL→ UC Quality .12 .11 .12 1.07 .287 

c IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .15 1.39 .167 

a IL→ Self-censorship -.29 .07 -.32 -4.28 .000 

b IL→ UC Quality .10 .12 .10 .85 .396 

b IL2
→ UC Quality .08 .06 .16 1.35 .180 

b Self-censorship → UC Quality -.13 .10 -.12 -1.30 .197 

b Self-censorship2 → UC Quality .02 .07 .02 .24 .812 
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Discussion 

 
 While this field study was intended to provide additional support for my primary 

thesis that high levels of inclusive leadership lead to diminishing returns in the form of lower 

quality upward communication, no support for this assertion was found in this particular 

setting.  In addition, just as in Studies 1 and 2, Hypothesis 1 was not supported, which 

predicted that the more inclusive the leader, the higher quantity of communication they 

would receive from their subordinates.  One plausible explanation for why this hypothesis 

was not supported across all three studies is that highly inclusive leaders may solicit and 

proactively receive good ideas from their subordinates in the natural, day-to-day course of 

affairs.  Because such leaders are seen as highly approachable and amenable to receiving 

input from below, individuals may not feel the need to withhold their comments or 

suggestions until a more public opportunity to provide input arises.  This suggests that highly 

inclusive leaders may not stand to gain much from more large-scale input-seeking forums, 

since they are likely to receive good ideas regardless.  Future research should explore the 

different means through which leaders capture good ideas and how they may have different 

implications for the quality of ideas individuals’ share. 

 Although this study did not provide significant support for the presence of an inverted 

U-shaped relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication quality, it 

did provide evidence for the importance of individuals’ social exchange expectations with 

their leader as a predictor of communication quality.   Contrary to my hypothesis, more 

inclusive leaders were associated with individuals’ feeling a greater sense of responsibility 

and reciprocity towards the leader, which encouraged them to express a higher quality of 

upward communication.  This indirect effect suggests that highly inclusive leaders may help 
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to encourage better input and ideas from their followers by creating a relational dynamic that 

fosters a mutual “give and take,” since norms of reciprocity and exchange can be powerful 

motivators (e.g., Gouldner, 1960).  

A second key finding of this study is that inclusive leaders help to lower both 

individuals’ anxiety and apprehension about communicating upward to management, as well 

as their perceived need to engage in self-censorship.  By essentially reducing employees’ 

concerns that they will be called out or embarrassed by their boss for saying something that is 

not consistent with current organizational practices, highly inclusive leaders may help to 

foster feelings of trust and liking with their subordinates that motivates them to provide the 

leader with something of value (i.e., good ideas for organizational improvement).   In this 

way, highly inclusive leaders help reduce the possibility that systemic organizational silence 

(e.g., Morrison & Milliken, 2000) can develop within the ranks.  Future research should 

explore in greater detail the specific behaviors inclusive leaders engage in to help facilitate 

this sense of mutual obligation. 

Although this study offers some interesting insights into the psychological and 

relational processes that motivate individuals to express a higher quantity and quality of 

upward communication, the overall lack of significant findings likely preclude the possibility 

of this study being included in any future publication effort.  However, for purposes of 

understanding why these null results may have emerged, I offer a few potential hypotheses.  

First, the dramatic reduction in sample size caused by the failure of the two surveys to link 

together properly may have contributed to a sample with less statistical power and 

unaccounted for variance.  This seems plausible, given that an analysis of non-respondents 

(see Rogelberg & Stanton, 2007) (i.e., those who were not identifiable but provided data) 
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indicated no significant differences in ratings of upward communication quantity (F=1.46, 

p<.10) or upward communication quality (F=1.05, p=.414) when comparing non-respondents 

against the final sample.   

Other possible reasons for the abundance of non-significant findings was the length of 

both surveys (each one nearly 20 minutes), no tangible incentives for participants to respond, 

and survey fatigue caused by the organization engaging in at least one other survey effort 

during the same time period, despite my objections.  Although I offered to provide some 

form of incentive to encourage employee participation, this idea was nixed by the human 

resources executive who felt that the organization had a strong enough internal culture 

around survey completion that made this unnecessary.  In hindsight, this assumption may 

have been somewhat flawed.  Furthermore, despite our best efforts to stagger the introduction 

of these two surveys in order to minimize employees’ survey fatigue, my research study was 

“trumped” by an organization-wide employee satisfaction survey across all 20,000+ 

employees that sought to measure many of the same factors I was capturing (e.g., 

psychological safety, climate, leadership, etc.).  As such, it is possible that employees may 

have been less motivated to participate in my research effort, despite backing from the 

division’s vice president, given that they were already completing these other surveys. 

In short, while the results of this study are hardly conclusive, and offer limited 

support for my basic arguments, they are still encouraging in that the negative sign on the 

quadratic inclusive leadership term was consistent with the hypothesized inverted U-shaped 

relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication quality.  Furthermore, 

this study does provide some initial evidence that expectations of social exchange, as well as 

perceptions of social anxiety and self-censorship requirements, may contribute to how 
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individuals decide to communicate with managers.  Going forward, it will be necessary to 

provide support in the field for my thesis that upward communication quality diminishes 

beyond an optimal midpoint as a function of inclusive leadership.   This exploratory 

investigation provides encouraging support for future research to uncover these effects across 

a broader sample of organizations. 

Supplemental Analysis 

 
While I did not find evidence for the hypothesized inverted U-shaped relationship 

between inclusive leadership and upward communication quality in the preceding study 

when using management openness (see Ashford et al., 1998) as the independent measure of 

inclusiveness, this curvilinear finding did emerge when I used leader-member exchange 

(LMX) as the primary measure of inclusive leadership.  As such, the following supplemental 

analysis is included as “food for thought” as to why higher levels of LMX may facilitate a 

lower quality of upward communication. 

The basic tenet of LMX is that leaders have unique exchange relationships with their 

followers that differ in their level of quality, and it is this variance in the strength of the 

relationship that has important implications for both leader and follower outcomes (Cogliser 

& Schriesheim, 2000; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Gerstner & Day, 1997).  LMX theory 

suggests that by developing trust, respect and mutual obligations to each other over time, a 

leader-follower relationship transforms from one purely defined by individual interests to one 

based more upon shared interests (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). 

Measures 
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Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) 

I measured leader-member exchange using Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995) validated 

seven-item LMX-7 scale (α=.90).  These items are: “I know where I stand with my boss,” 

“My boss understands my job problems and needs,” “ My boss recognizes my potential,” “ My 

boss would use his/her power to help me solve work related problems,” “ My boss would 

“bail me out” at his/her expense,” “ I defend and justify decisions made by my boss when 

he/she is not present to do so,” and “I have an effective working relationship with my boss.” 

Upward Communication Quantity & Quality 

 As in the prior studies, upward communication quantity was measured as the number 

of words individuals typed in their communication to their boss, while upward 

communication quality was assessed by averaging the ratings of two independent coders on a 

single-item – “I would describe this statement/comment as high quality.”  After both coders 

met to discuss and resolve differences across ratings, interrater reliability proved sufficient 

(ICC(2)=.83, p<.001) (e.g., Bliese, 2000; Greguras & Robie, 1998).   

Controls 

 I controlled for individuals’ gender, job level, organizational tenure, personality traits 

and job satisfaction.  Gender (0=female, 1=male), job level (manager, professional and 

administrative), and organizational tenure (0 to 2 years, 2 to 5 years, 5 to 10 years, 10 to 15 

years) were dummy coded variables in the regression model.  In an effort to minimize survey 

length, I used Donnellan, Oswald, Baird, & Lucas’s (2006) mini-IPIP scales to capture 

measures of individuals’ extraversion, agreeableness and conscientiousness.   This 20-item 

scale uses four items to measure each relevant personality dimension, and has previously 

demonstrated acceptable internal consistencies across five studies (α at or above .60) 



 

114 
 

(Donnellan, Oswald, Baird, & Lucas, 2006).  In this particular study, however, internal 

consistency estimates of individuals’ extraversion (α=.63), agreeableness (α=.66) and 

conscientiousness (α=.53) proved adequate, but not particularly robust.  In addition to 

measuring these Big 5 dimensions, I also included a four-item composite measure of 

individuals’ proactive personality (see Detert & Burris, 2007).  A sample item is, “I am 

always looking for better ways to do things” (α=.84).   Finally, I controlled for individuals’ 

job satisfaction using Edwards and Rothbard’s (1999) previously noted three-item scale 

(α=.94).   

Results 

 
Means, standard deviations, and correlations for all tested variables in this 

supplemental analysis are displayed in Table 12.  Scale alphas are presented along the 

diagonal of the correlation matrix.  All continuous measures were mean-centered to facilitate 

interpretation of the form of the interaction.  OLS hierarchical regression analysis was used 

to test Hypotheses 1 and 2, the results of which are presented in Table 13. 
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Table 12:  Study 3 – Supplemental Analysis:  Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations Among All Tested Variables 
 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28

1. LMX 5.08 1.30 (.90)

2. LMX2 27.51 11.82-.61**

3. Psychological safety 4.73 1.12 .51** -.26** (.78)

4. Psychological safety2 23.62 10.16-.18** .24** -.34**

5. Expectancy 5.26 1.31 .49** -.30** .35** -.20** (.85)

6. Expectancy2 29.43 12.06-.42** .46** -.26** .10 -.66**

7. Instrumentality 5.12 1.31 .46** -.27** .22** -.09 .61** -.39** (.87)

8. Instrumentality2 27.93 11.82-.36** .46** -.16* .06 -.39** .55** -.63**

9. Social exchange 4.87 1.37 .49** -.29** .36** -.21** .66** -.40** .62** -.41** (.95)

10. Social exchange2 25.61 12.16-.37** .48** -.26** .24** -.36** .49** -.36** .56** -.53**

11. Social anxiety 3.39 1.31 -.14 .05 -.24** -.03 -.46** .19** -.25** .08 -.30** .05 (.92)

12. Social anxiety2 13.17 9.51 .00 .19* -.08 .14 -.11* .30** -.03 .25** -.02 .28** .21**

13. Self-censorship 3.19 1.34 -.27** .08 -.35** .03 -.54** .29** -.40** .21** -.43** .15** .76** .19** (.90)

14. Self-censorship2 11.99 9.67 -.11 .21** -.09 .05 -.25** .46** -.19** .42** -.16** .35** .16** .64** .37**

15. Job satisfaction 5.10 1.39 .47** -.21** .50** -.26** .17* .02 .18* -.05 .22** -.13 -.03 .07 -.16* -.01 (.94)

16. Extraversion 4.12 1.16 -.02 .08 .03 .10* -.07 -.02 -.02 .06 -.11 .08 .02 -.09 .04 -.08 .03

17. Agreeableness 5.70 .77 .03 .13** .16** .13** -.10 .06 -.15 .10 -.12 .10 -.02 -.10 -.15-.16* .12* .19**

18. Conscientiousness 5.76 .89 .14** .06 .17** .03 .01 .07 -.03 .09 .01 .10 -.03 .08 -.18* .12 .12* .02 .27**

19. Proactive personality 6.05 .70 .16** .02 .06 .10* .00 -.01 .01 .05 -.04 .04 .02 .03 .00 .00 .17** .16** .26** .32**

20. Gender (0=F, 1=M) .29 .45 .07 -.10* -.01 -.07 .09 -.06 .13 -.14 .13 -.08 .13 .01 .12 -.09 -.09 .06 -.10* -.15** .04

21. JobLevel - Manager .22 .42 -.07 .05 .02 -.06 .05 -.07 .06 -.12 -.08 .05 -.13 .01 -.14 -.03 -.03 .07 .10* -.05 -.04 .09

22. JobLevel - Professional .58 .50 -.09 -.03 -.12* .01 -.03 .12 -.11 .17* .00 .01 .09 -.02 .09 -.07-.07 .04 -.09 -.01 .00 -.03 -.63**

23. JobLevel - Admins .14 .35 .10* .00 .02 .03 -.07 -.04 .02 -.08 .01 -.05 .09 .03 .09 .11 .06 -.12** .00 .07 -.01 -.11* -.21** -.47**

24. Orgtenure: 0 to 2 yrs. .43 .50 .10* -.13** .03 -.06 .15 -.15 .09 -.15 .27** -.20** .14 .00 .01 .00 .06 .00 .00 .03 .04 .05 -.17** .23** .00

25. Orgtenure: 2 to 5 yrs. .34 .48 -.15** .107* -.13** .07 -.15* .17* -.18* .24** -.23** .12 .03 .02 .07 -.06 -.13** -.02 -.06 -.10* .02 .03 -.08 .03 .08 -.55**

26. Orgtenure: 5 to 10 years .14 .34 -.01 .02 .01 -.05 -.05 -.01 .04 -.13 -.12 .01 -.07 -.11 .03 -.02.00 .00 .04 .01 -.05 -.05 .29** -.23** -.01 -.39** -.36**

27. Orgtenure: 10 to 15 years .06 .24 .14** -.01 .19** .03 .09 -.04 .16* -.01 .14 -.05 -.19* .10 -.20* .19* .15** .04 .03 .11* -.01 -.03 .02 -.11* -.10* -.20** -.19** -.13**

28. UC Quantity (no. of words)31.84 35.31 -.08 .11* -.03 .03 .02 .03 -.05 .12* -.10 .15** -.09 .03 -.08 .02 -.01 .05 .03 .07 .05 -.06 .07 -.02 -.02 .03 .01 -.05 -.03

29. UC Quality 4.01 1.19 -.07 .01 -.07 .00 .05 -.09 -.06 .03 -.05 .05 -.10* -.08 -.10 -.06 .02 -.01 -.04 .15* .02 -.07 .09 -.09 -.04 -.10 .07 .06 -.08 .66**  
 
Notes. N=159; p<.05*, p<.01**; Coefficient alphas for scales are in parentheses along the diagonal.   
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Hypothesis 1 predicted that higher levels of inclusive leadership would be positively 

associated with more upward communication, measured in terms of the number of words 

individuals wrote in their responses to management.  In Step 1, control variables were 

included in the hierarchical regression model, including gender, organizational tenure, rank, 

personality traits and job satisfaction.  In Step 2, the inclusive leadership term (i.e., LMX) 

was added to the regression model.  As in the prior studies, no significant positive association 

was found between inclusive leadership and individuals’ quantity of communication 

provided (β= -.17, p=.139).  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was not supported. 

As the primary hypothesis of interest across all three studies, Hypothesis 2 suggested 

that high levels of inclusive leadership would encourage individuals to engage in a lower 

quality of leader-directed communication.  In Step 1, I added the same control variables as 

before, while also adding in quantity of communication (i.e., word count), which emerged as 

a significant predictor of upward communication quality (β = .68, p<.001).  In Step 2, I added 

the linear effect of LMX, but no significant association was found (β= -.01, n.s.).  In Step 3, I 

added the quadratic term for LMX and found a significant negative coefficient predicting 

upward communication (β = -.18, p<.05), indicating the presence of an inverted curvilinear 

relationship.  In contrast, the linear LMX term was not significant (β= -.15, p=.122).  

Therefore, just as in Studies 1 and 2, Hypothesis 2 was supported.  This finding is illustrated 

graphically in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 
 
Study 3 – Supplemental Analysis: Upward Communication Quality as a Function of 
Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) 
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Table 13 
 
Study 3 – Supplemental Analysis: Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis – LMX 
Predicting Upward Communication (UC) Quantity and Upward Communication (UC) 
Quality 
 

 DV=UC Quantity (H1)     DV=UC Quality (H2) 
Variable Step 1 Step 2  Step 1 Step 2  Step 3 

Gender (0=F, 1=M) -.08 -.06  .03 .03 .03 
Manager .21 .18  -.25 -.25 -.27* 
Professional .12 .06  -.34* -.35* -.37* 
Administrative .05 .01  -.23* -.23* -.25* 
Job satisfaction .01 .07  .05 .05 .08 
Org tenure (0-2 yrs.) -.12 -.07  -.09 -.09 -.13 
Org tenure (2-5 yrs.) -.07 -.03  -.04 -.04 -.06 
Org tenure (5-10 yrs.) -.05 -.03  -.06 -.05 -.09 
Org tenure (10-15 yrs.) -.05 -.02  -.15 -.14 -.13 
Extraversion .11 .12  -.07 -.07 -.06 
Agreeableness -.07 -.08  -.04 -.04 -.03 
Conscientiousness .10 .11  .10 .10 .14* 
Proactive personality .03 .04  -.05 -.05 -.06 
UC quantity (no. of words) --- -.14  .68** .68** .68** 
LMX --- -.17  --- -.01 -.15 
LMX 2 --- ---  --- --- -.18* 
R2 .05 .07  .51 .51 .53 
Adjusted R2 -.03 -.02  .46 .46 .47 
∆F .67 2.21  10.72** .02 4.46* 
 
Note.  *p <.05; p<.001** N = 159. Statistics in bold represent tests of hypotheses.   

  

To test Hypotheses 3a through 14, I once again used Baron and Kenny’s (1986) 

regression-based approach to testing for mediation, supplemented with guidance from 

Edwards and Lambert (2007) when dealing with multiple stage moderation.  The measures 

used to test the proposed mediators (i.e., psychological safety, expectancy and 

instrumentality beliefs, social exchange, social anxiety, and self-censorship) were the same as 

those used in the write-up for Study 3.  These tests of mediation results are presented in 

Tables 14 and 15.  
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Table 14 

Study 3 – Supplemental Analysis: Tests of Mediation (Hypotheses 3a-8) 
 

Test Path Path/effect b SE β t p 

H3a, H3b 

c LMX→ UC Quantity -2.62 1.71 -.12 -1.53 .128 

a LMX→ Psychological safety .57 .05 .51 12.62 .000 

b LMX, Psychological Safety → UC Quantity -2.62 1.98 -.12 -1.33 .187 

b LMX, Psychological Safety → UC Quantity .11 2.12 .01 .05 .958 

H4 

c LMX→ UC Quality -.10 .10 -.10 -.96 .336 

c LMX2
→ UC Quality -.03 .06 -.05 -.51 .612 

a LMX→ Psychological Safety .57 .05 .51 12.62 .000 

b LMX→ UC Quality -.08 .12 -.08 -.66 .512 

b LMX2
→ UC Quality -.03 .06 -.04 -.41 .681 

b Psychological safety → UC Quality -.05 .10 -.05 -.48 .635 

b Psychological safety2 → UC Quality -.02 .06 -.02 -.26 .798 

H5a, H5b 

c LMX→ UC Quantity -2.62 1.71 -.12 -1.53 .128 

a LMX→ Expectancy .44 .06 .49 7.29 .000 

b LMX, Expectancy → UC Quantity -3.57 1.99 -.16 -1.79 .075 

b LMX, Expectancy → UC Quantity 2.84 2.19 .11 1.30 .196 

H6a, H6b 

c LMX→ UC Quantity -2.62 1.71 -.12 -1.53 .128 

a LMX→ Instrumentality .42 .06 .46 6.55 .000 

b LMX, Instrumentality → UC Quantity -2.95 2.00 -.13 -1.48 .141 

b LMX, Instrumentality → UC Quantity 1.63 2.16 .07 .76 .451 

H7 

c LMX→ UC Quality -.10 .10 -.10 -.96 .336 

c LMX2
→ UC Quality -.03 .06 -.05 -.51 .612 

a LMX→ Expectancy .44 .06 .49 7.29 .000 

b LMX→ UC Quality -.11 .11 -.12 -.99 .325 

b LMX2
→ UC Quality -.05 .06 -.10 -.85 .398 

b Expectancy → UC Quality .16 .12 .15 1.27 .208 

b Expectancy2 → UC Quality .10 .07 .16 1.38 .171 

H8 

c LMX→ UC Quality -.10 .10 -.10 -.96 .336 

c LMX2
→ UC Quality -.03 .06 -.05 -.51 .612 

a LMX→ Instrumentality .42 .06 .46 6.55 .000 

b LMX→ UC Quality -.06 .11 -.06 -.54 .587 

b LMX2
→ UC Quality -.04 .07 -.08 -.67 .503 

b Instrumentality → UC Quality .01 .11 .01 .10 .924 

b Instrumentality2 → UC Quality .07 .07 .11 .97 .332 
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Table 15 
 
Study 3 – Supplemental Analysis: Tests of Mediation (Hypotheses 9a-14) 
 

Test Path Path/effect b SE β t p 

H9a, H9b 

c LMX→ UC Quantity -2.62 1.71 -.12 -1.53 .128 

a LMX→ Social exchange .60 .08 .49 7.40 .000 

b LMX, Social exchange → UC Quantity -1.84 1.96 -.08 -.94 .350 

b LMX, Social exchange → UC Quantity -1.30 1.59 -.07 -.82 .413 

H10 

c LMX→ UC Quality -.10 .10 -.10 -.96 .336 

c LMX2
→ UC Quality -.03 .06 -.05 -.51 .612 

a LMX→ Social exchange .60 .08 .49 7.40 .000 

b LMX→ UC Quality -.04 .11 -.04 -.32 .748 

b LMX2
→ UC Quality -.09 .06 -.16 -1.45 .150 

b Social exchange → UC Quality -.07 .10 -.06 -.67 .503 

b Social exchange2 → UC Quality .22 .08 .26 2.80 .006 

H11a, 
H11b 

c LMX→ UC Quantity -2.62 1.71 -.12 -1.53 .128 

a LMX→ Social anxiety -.14 .09 -.12 -1.54 .125 

b LMX, Social anxiety → UC Quantity -2.25 1.78 -.10 -1.27 .207 

b LMX, Social anxiety → UC Quantity .61 1.74 .03 .35 .725 

H12a, 
H12b 

c LMX→ UC Quantity -2.62 1.71 -.12 -1.53 .128 

a LMX→ Self-censorship -.30 .09 -.25 -3.29 .001 

b LMX, Self-censorship → UC Quantity -3.33 1.86 -.15 -1.80 .074 

b LMX, Self-censorship → UC Quantity -3.58 2.05 -.14 -1.75 .083 

H13 

c LMX→ UC Quality -.10 .10 -.10 -.96 .336 

c LMX2
→ UC Quality -.03 .06 -.05 -.51 .612 

a LMX→ Social anxiety -.14 .09 -.12 -1.54 .125 

b LMX→ UC Quality -.13 .10 -.13 -1.25 .212 

b LMX2
→ UC Quality -.05 .06 -.08 -.76 .452 

b Social anxiety → UC Quality -.27 .09 -.25 -3.01 .003 

b Social anxiety2 → UC Quality .07 .08 .08 .90 .367 

H14 

c LMX→ UC Quality -.10 .10 -.10 -.96 .336 

c LMX2
→ UC Quality -.03 .06 -.05 -.51 .612 

a LMX→ Self-censorship -.30 .09 -.25 -3.29 .001 

b LMX→ UC Quality -.16 .11 -.16 -1.43 .155 

b LMX2
→ UC Quality -.05 .06 -.10 -.87 .387 

b Self-censorship → UC Quality -.19 .10 -.18 -2.01 .047 

b Self-censorship2 → UC Quality .06 .07 .07 .78 .434 
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As seen in Tables 14 and 15, no support was found for the proposed mediators of 

psychological safety, expectancy and instrumentality beliefs (i.e., Hypotheses 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

and 9).  However, Hypothesis 10 was partially supported, as social exchange beliefs 

transmitted an indirect effect between inclusive leadership and upward communication 

quality.   While I did not find support for Hypotheses 11 and 13 and the indirect effect of 

social anxiety on either the quantity (H11) or quality (H13) of individuals’ upward 

communication, respectively,  there was some evidence to suggest that higher levels of LMX 

was associated with less self-censorship (b= -3.58, p<.10), resulting in a greater quantity of 

upward communication.  Thus, Hypothesis 12 was marginally supported.  Finally, 

individuals’ perceived need to engage in self-censorship did not mediate the inclusive 

leadership-quality communication relationship.  As such, Hypothesis 14 was not supported. 

Discussion 

 
The purpose of this supplemental analysis was to provide additional support for the 

inverted curvilinear relationship between inclusive leadership and upward communication 

quality found in Studies 1 and 2, while using a measure (i.e., LMX) that on the surface may 

not necessarily be viewed as belonging to the same family of inclusive leadership constructs.   

However, the fact that this relationship emerged in this field study offers interesting avenues 

for further exploration.  For instance, just as Harris and Kacmar (2006) demonstrated that 

individuals who have a strong reciprocity-oriented relationship with their boss can find 

themselves burdened by the need to perform and thus, experience increased stress levels, 

perhaps individuals who had similarly strong relationships with their supervisor felt 

compelled to provide input at any and all costs, irrespective of its quality.  Or, as seems to 

have been the case in the prior studies, leaders who share a positive rapport with their 
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subordinates may get their input periodically and without the need for formal channels.  

Thus, additional work is needed to further uncover the psychological mechanisms behind 

why individuals provide a lower quality of upward communication when their input is 

solicited by highly approachable and inclusive leaders. 



 

 
IX.  GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 
The purpose of this investigation was to challenge conventional wisdom that “more is 

better” by demonstrating that highly inclusive leadership may have a ‘dark side’ when it 

comes to accomplishing the goal of getting high quality comments, ideas, and suggestions 

from one’s followers.  In two of three settings (archival and lab), I provide initial evidence 

for an inverted curvilinear relationship between inclusive leadership and upward 

communication quality, such that quality begins to go down beyond a certain optimum 

threshold.  Furthermore, by highlighting the limited positive influence of inclusive leadership 

on individuals’ leader-directed communication behavior, I offer support for those scholars 

who have suggested studying leadership as a more complex and intricate relational 

phenomenon that may be nonmonotonic in its influence (e.g., Fleishman, 1995; Fleishman & 

Harris, 1962; Judge, Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004) 

In this dissertation, I make several contributions to both the upward communication 

and leadership literatures.  First, by introducing the idea of upward communication quality, I 

highlight the importance of studying individuals’ quality of contributions and ideas within 

their organizations, rather than just the amount or frequency of these contributions.  Although 

the fear of speaking up (e.g., Kish-Gephart, et al., 2009) has regrettably contributed to the 

spirals of silence seen in many organizations today (e.g., Bowen & Blackmon, 2003), 

scholars have overemphasized the need for employees to speak up more frequently and in 

greater numbers, without considering the potential consequences of these actions.  While 

research is still needed to uncover new ways to unlock the gates of fear that preclude many 
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front-line employees from speaking up at work, the current investigation highlights how a 

broader focus that includes both quantity and quality considerations can help to move the 

upward communications literature forward in a meaningful way.  Through this expanded 

focus on both the quantity and quality of ideas individuals contribute to improving the 

organization, scholars broadly interested in issues of upward communication can help to 

improve the depth and precision of our theory-building, while simultaneously helping to 

integrate several conceptually-related literatures (e.g., issue selling, issue crafting, employee 

voice, persuasion, and creativity). 

A second contribution of this work is demonstrating how various psychological 

influences, such as instrumentality beliefs and social exchange expectations, may provide 

indirect influences on individuals’ upward communication behavior.  As seen in Study 2, 

participants were motivated to provide more upward communication when they felt that the 

leader would act upon their concerns in some meaningful way.  In this way, leaders can 

increase employees’ motivation to engage in the upward communication process by 

heightening their instrumentality beliefs, which research has shown is a strong antecedent of 

procedural justice perceptions (see Avery & Quiñones, 2002).  Building upon these findings, 

Study 3 also demonstrated that individuals’ quality of written communication was largely 

determined by the extent to which they felt strong bonds of social exchange with their 

immediate supervisor.  Specifically, the greater employees’ perceived need to reciprocate and 

engage in acts of social exchange with their leader, the more communication employees 

provided and the higher the quality of this communication.  Taken together, these findings 

raise an interesting and potentially difficult practical challenge for managers.  On the one 

hand, highly inclusive leaders can get more upward communication from their followers 
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because individuals feel more comfortable expressing their true thoughts and opinions 

around their leader and believe that these leaders will act upon their concerns.  At the same 

time, however, the observed inverted curvilinear relationship between inclusive leadership 

and upward communication quality suggests that individuals’ quality of comments and ideas 

may actually be poorer when leaders adopt a highly inclusive style.  Although clear 

theoretical guidance for why inclusive leaders get lower quality communication was not 

evident in this exploratory set of studies, understanding how leaders can potentially bound 

the negative influence of inclusive leadership through tactics such as more targeted 

communication solicitations (e.g., “give me your one best idea” rather than open-ended 

invitations for input), or eliminating anonymity may provide a way for leaders to handle this 

delicate balance.  Just as managers must sometimes take harsh action to do what is necessary 

to ensure organizational effectiveness (Molinsky & Margolis, 2005), highly inclusive leaders 

may need to place self-imposed constraints on their availability and willingness to consider 

others’ input, if they are to get the very best ideas from their workforce. 

A third contribution this work makes to our collective understanding of upward 

communication and management issues is the attention it draws to the dark side of inclusive 

leadership.  With recent trends in management practice seemingly skewed towards 

highlighting only the beneficial aspects of inclusiveness, this research echoes Fleishman and 

Harris’s (1962) early admonition that effective leadership is often found at an optimal 

‘middle point’ that is constrained on both sides.  Most recently, Grant and Schwartz (2011, p. 

61) shared similar sentiments, arguing persuasively that “a wealth of psychological research 

has focused on demonstrating the well-being and performance benefits of positive traits, 

states, and experiences. This focus has obscured the prevalence and importance of 
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nonmonotonic inverted-U-shaped effects, whereby positive phenomena reach inflection 

points at which their effects turn negative.”  

Taking Grant and Schwartz’s (2011) admonition to heart may move scholars in the 

direction of developing new theories of leadership that are more precise and contextually 

bounded.  Just as the original Ohio State leadership studies’ espousal of both consideration 

and structure for effective leadership paved the way for modern leadership perspectives to 

gain wider acceptance, so too can fresh conceptual work on the need for “bounded 

inclusiveness” open the bridge to new developments in leadership theory.   

Although this work makes important contributions to both the upward communication 

and leadership literatures, this research is not without several limitations worth considering.  

Perhaps the most glaring shortcoming of this initial research effort is that it did not yield 

conclusive results as to why inclusive leadership lowers upward communication quality, nor 

provide sufficient insight into how leaders may effectively limit the negative influence of 

inclusiveness on communication quality.  Although individuals did express a lower quality of 

upward communication to more inclusive leaders when given the opportunity to provide 

input, these initial studies provide only tepid support for my underlying assumption that 

highly inclusive leaders promote a work environment that encourages cognitive laziness.  

Thus, it remains to be seen why inclusive leaders might unintentionally lower the quality of 

communication they receive from their subordinates.  One possible explanation for future 

research to consider is that highly inclusive leaders are simply better at soliciting informal 

communication and ideas from their workforce quite regularly, rather than waiting for more 

formal, but infrequent mechanisms, such as employee feedback surveys, to garner 

individuals’ input.  As such, when it came time to offer their ideas and suggestions, 
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participants had very little to share that hadn’t been already communicated to their 

supervisor.  Furthermore, given that all three forums for expressing leader-directed 

communication were more formal across these studies, testing these ideas across other 

contexts where communication is more informal and spontaneous (e.g., team meetings) and 

potentially influenced by social contagion effects, would be a useful way to explore this 

possibility in greater depth. 

Related to this point, another important limitation of this work is that only written 

forms of communication were captured and evaluated for quality.  However, today’s modern 

workplace is one where individuals often have multiple forums at their disposal for 

expressing their ideas and concerns, ranging from personal, one-on-one meetings with 

supervisors to more large-scale employee gatherings where individuals are given the 

opportunity to communicate their concerns to senior leadership.  These latter settings 

typically require individuals to express their ideas verbally and in person to the leader(s).  

Thus, it is possible that the inverted curvilinear relationship between inclusive leadership and 

upward communication quality found across this particular set of studies is limited only to 

forums where written communication is expressed.  Going forward, it will be interesting for 

researchers to consider how individuals’ communication quality varies as a function of 

inclusive leadership in environments where individuals are required to share their ideas 

verbally and in person.  In such cases, one might hypothesize individual-differences having a 

larger footprint, such that individuals who are more introverted and/or better at self-

monitoring, may produce a higher quality of upward communication than their more 

loquacious, spontaneous colleagues (e.g., Grant, Gino, and Hofmann, in press).   
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In light of these limitations, there are clearly numerous opportunities for new research 

efforts to address these shortcomings and enhance our knowledge and understanding of how 

individuals come to share good ideas with their supervisors.  In the final section of this 

dissertation, I turn my attention to explicating additional avenues for future research that may 

hold promise in our ongoing quest to better understand how leadership and other important 

contextual influences shape individuals’ upward communication behaviors.       



 

 
X.  FUTURE RESEARCH 

  
This initial exploration into the inverted curvilinear relationship between inclusive 

leadership and upward communication quality opens up a variety of interesting and 

noteworthy avenues for future research.  As a logical first step, constructively replicating the 

findings presented here across a wider variety of organizations and samples would be a 

valuable contribution to the literature and help to strengthen the conclusions that can be 

drawn from this work.  In addition to replicating these results using individuals in North 

America, these new investigations should also seek to expand geographic boundaries and 

explore how upward communication quality differs across various cultures and contexts, 

given that status norms and power distance expectations often operate differently outside of 

developed Western nations (Hofstede, 1980).  Across Eastern nations, the high degree of 

power distance and regard for institutional hierarchy and norms may make the expression of 

low quality communication less prevalent and infrequent compared to their Western 

counterparts.  Future research should explore this possibility. 

Perhaps the most important issue left unresolved by the current investigation is why 

high levels of inclusive leadership leads to a lowering of individuals’ upward communication 

quality.  Although several psychological mechanisms were proposed for why this 

phenomenon exists, surprisingly little mediating evidence was found to support the various 

predictions.  In fact, despite some initial support in Studies 2 and 3 for the assertion that 

inclusive leaders enhance followers’ instrumentality and social exchange beliefs, the lack of 
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consistent results across both studies suggests the potential for alternative explanations.  

Additionally, the surprising lack of significant correlations between psychological safety and 

upward communication, both in terms of quantity and quality, raises interesting questions as 

to why this correlation was non-significant, particularly in light of prior research showing a 

significant linkage between the two variables.    

In addition, throughout the current investigation, a single-item measure was used to 

assess upward communication quality in light of the large datasets and the manually 

intensive time and effort needed to evaluate each of these comments for quality individually.  

However, going forward, developing a more robust, multi-dimensional scale of upward 

communication quality and understanding how its various dimensions relate to one another 

(e.g., Chan, 1998) would be an important and useful theoretical contribution.  For instance, as 

an initial starting point, scholars might consider dimensions of clarity, constructive tone, 

thoughtfulness, and actionability, as possible drivers of upward communication quality and 

whether or not these dimensions compensate for one another, such that different 

combinations of communication quality are possible, depending on the particular context and 

the individual(s) rating it.  Similarly, considering how source credibility perceptions might 

also factor into leaders’ evaluations of idea quality might shed further insight into the 

psychological processes that shape how and why individuals provide the input they do to 

their leaders.   For example, the source credibility literature (e.g., Giffin, 1967; Hovland & 

Weiss, 1951) has long pointed to the importance of an individual’s perceived reputation and 

standing within their organization as a prime determinant of whether or not their ideas were 

received favorably by management.  For this reason, individuals who have accumulated a 

large number of idiosyncrasy credits (Hollander, 1958) over time may actually engage in 
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lower quality of upward communication more frequently because they have proven 

themselves over time and have the ability to say things that are not necessarily meaningful or 

beneficial.   

A third potentially fruitful avenue for future research is exploring how the recent 

widespread proliferation of social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, 

particularly among younger generations, may be contributing to a lower quality of upward 

communication across modern organizations.  Although the rise of social media has greatly 

enhanced the ability of individuals to be able to network and communicate instantaneously, 

one drawback of having “instant newsfeeds” is that it allows for, and even celebrates the 

expression of unfiltered, often irrelevant, obsequious communication.  Given that today’s 

emerging workforce has grown up in an era where instantaneous gratification and the 

expression of ideas at any point in time is viewed as the “new normal” (Twenge, 2006; 

Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 2010), this mindset may easily begin to seep into 

modern organizations, as highly inclusive leaders reinforce and give younger employees the 

perceived license to express a lower quality of upward communication without carefully 

considering the consequences and context in which they raise it.  

Another interesting idea for researchers to explore in the future is how followers 

perceive their leaders’ competence when they are highly inclusive. Although inclusiveness 

may signal friendliness and openness to new ideas, it may also have the unintended effect of 

diminishing confidence in the leader, particularly if the leader requests employees’ input 

frequently.  To illustrate, consider a senior manager who is eager to engage his/her 

employees and takes the time to listen to everyone’s opinions and ideas in a team meeting.  

Although the leader may improve employees’ perceptions of procedural justice and fairness 
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by giving everyone a say in the process, he/she may also create doubts and negative 

attributions in subordinates’ minds about the leader’s strength, competence and motives (e.g., 

Ferris, Bhawuk, Fedor & Judge, 1995; Johns & Saks, 2005).  Even worse, if management 

fails to act on a majority of the concerns raised by employees in that meeting, employee 

morale is likely to suffer (Tucker & Singer, 2009), thereby defeating the very purpose the 

leader intended to achieve by being inclusive.   

Highly approachable leaders may also face more practical challenges when adopting 

an inclusive approach, such as the loss of time, productivity and the ability to act decisively 

on behalf of the organization. Soliciting and listening to employee input is frequently a time-

consuming process, and does not always come with a guaranteed payoff for the organization.  

In fact, getting too many ideas from below may actually be counterproductive to the leader’s 

ability to be effective.  According to recent meta-analytical work by Scheibehenne, 

Greifeneder, and Todd (2010), when individuals have too many choices to consider, their 

motivation to choose among available options, as well as their satisfaction with their final 

selection can actually diminish.  Along similar lines, decision-making researchers have also 

found that individuals often make poorer judgments and decisions when presented with too 

many ideas (as opposed to less) in part because of the increased cognitive load and 

processing capabilities it requires (O’Reilly, 1980; Edmunds & Morris, 2000).  For these 

reasons, leaders who attempt to get more input from their followers may actually find 

themselves becoming more frustrated by choice overload, and thus, choose to do nothing at 

all, rather than investing the time and effort needed to sift through a number of employee 

suggestions. Therefore, in the same way this research has shown some of the unintended 
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consequences of inclusive leadership on upward communication quality, future work should 

investigate other ways in which leaders’ efforts to be inclusive can potentially backfire. 

In closing, in this dissertation I have sought to grapple with an untested assumption 

that has plagued the upward communications literature in recent years – namely, that more 

upward communication is synonymous with better upward communication.  Through a series 

of archival, lab and field studies, I provide strong initial evidence challenging this 

assumption, and in doing so, provide greater theoretical insight into how leaders can 

unintentionally harm organizational effectiveness by adopting an overly inclusive style.  

Going forward, it will be the creative and persistent work of scholars and practitioners alike 

to determine better ways through which leaders can reap the benefits of inclusiveness while 

minimizing its costs.  In this way, organizations and the leaders that guide them can play a 

vital and important role in shaping new 21st century work environments that encourage 

individuals to speak well, not more. 
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