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Abstract 

Theories that explain employees’ positive emotional, cognitive and behavioral 

responses to fair procedures rely on control and relational processes. In the present study, we 

build on these models but reverse this perspective to examine when leaders provide voice 

opportunities in their interactions with employees. We argued that leaders may take care of 

employees’ perceived individual control needs (which influence their own outcomes) by 

granting them with voice. However, this will be the case particularly when leader perceive 

that this employee also wants to belong to the organization, because this makes it more likely 

that employees will use their voice in a way that does not hurt the organization’s interest. 

Support for this predicted interaction effect was found in a laboratory experiment and a 

multisource field study. This research is among the first to identify factors that influence 

whether leaders will be more likely to act fairly, thus integrating procedural justice processes 

in the leadership literature. 

 

Keywords: voice, leadership, procedural fairness, need to belong, need for control
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When do Leaders Grant Voice? How Leaders’ Perceptions of Followers’ Control and 

Belongingness Needs Affect The Enactment of Fair Procedures. 

One of the most robust findings in the organizational justice literature is that when 

employees are allowed to voice their opinion in decision making procedures, they perceive 

these procedures as more fair than when they are not allowed to do so (e.g. Folger, 1977; Van 

Prooijen et al, 2004). Such perceptions of procedural fairness (i.e. the extent to which 

authorities use fair procedures in allocating outcomes and in decision making processes, 

Leventhal, 1980; Thibaut and Walker, 1975) play a crucial role in influencing a variety of 

attitudinal and behavioral outcomes that are important to organizational functioning and 

employee wellbeing (see De Cremer and Tyler, 2005; Greenberg and Colquitt, 2005; Van den 

Bos and Lind, 2002 for overviews). For instance, granting voice to employees promotes 

employees’ satisfaction and compliance with the leader, cooperative employee behaviors like 

organizational citizenship behavior, task performance, and ethical employee behavior 

(Brockner et al., 1998; De Cremer and Van Knippenberg, 2002, 2003; Folger and 

Cropanzano, 1998; Tyler et al., 1997; Weaver, 2004). 

Given that the enactment of voice is such an important element of effective and 

ethical leadership, it is surprising how little we know about the conditions under which 

leaders actually enact procedural fairness (for a recent discussion on the importance of this 

issue, see Scott et al., 2009). In fact, studies that have focused on factors that influence 

leaders’ procedural fairness enactment have only recently begun to surface. For instance, 

Scott et al. (2007) studied the effects of follower charisma and manager sentiments towards 

the follower as potential determinants of informational and interpersonal fairness. Brebels 

and colleagues (2011) identified leaders’ moral identity as an important predictor of whether 

they grant voice to followers and are accurate when evaluating followers. Seppälä et al. 

(2012) found that when leaders perceive their followers as cooperative (e.g. helping), they are 
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more likely to enact procedures in a fair manner and this effect is mediated by the leader’s 

trust in the employee. Furthermore, Belliveau (2012) found that managers sometimes treat 

procedural fairness (i.e. post-decision voice) as a substitute for lower pay, but only in their 

interactions with female employees. This is presumably because many managers 

stereotypically believe that women are more communally oriented (i.e. focused on connection 

to others), and less agentic (i.e. focused on themselves and their own outcomes) than men. 

Finally, Blader and Chen (2012) argued that high status leaders focus on the needs of 

followers in order to maintain their status, whereas high power leaders are less focused on the 

needs of their followers. In support of this idea, they found a positive effect of high status and 

a negative effect of high power on the fairness behaviors of leaders.  

Although these studies have all emphasized that fairness enactment deals with serving 

follower needs, and, hence that these needs might play a role in fairness enactment, only one 

very recent study directly examined the role of a follower need. That is, Cornelis et al. (2012) 

found a positive relation between follower belongingness need and leader fairness enactment. 

Interestingly, the justice literature has provided widespread evidence that procedural fairness 

enactment by leaders serves employees’ need for control and their need to belong 

(Cropanzano et al., 2001; De Cremer and Tyler, 2005). In contrast to Cornelis et al (2012), 

we aim to develop and test a model that explains when organizational authorities will provide 

employees with voice opportunities as a function of perceptions of both follower control need 

and belongingness need. Because leadership deals with motivating employees to work in line 

with the interests of the organization (Hogan and Kaiser, 2005; Yukl and Van Fleet, 1992), 

leaders are likely to respond to the needs of employees (Organ, 1988; Zapata-Phelan et al., 

2009). Building on these insights, we argue that leaders will take both of these needs into 

account when they consider giving employees voice. Specifically, we propose that these two 

needs will, in fact, interactively affect leaders’ enactment of voice. 
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The present study extends the procedural fairness literature in meaningful ways. First, 

the vast majority of research to date has studied the psychology of voice procedures by using 

it as an independent rather than dependent variable (Scott et al., 2009). Our research focuses 

on voice as a dependent variable and identifies determinants of this important leader 

behavior. Second, influential fairness research in the past decades has identified employees’ 

need for control and their need to belong as two basic human needs served by leaders’ 

fairness enactment, and thus as explanatory mechanisms of the positive effects of such leader 

behavior (e.g. see Cropanzano et al., 2001). We reverse the approach typically used in voice 

research by examining by examining how leaders’ perceptions of these employee needs 

interactively affect whether leaders provide voice opportunities to their followers. Thus, in 

contrast to previous research we aim to show that granting voice not only has an important 

influence on employees, but is also shaped by the needs of employees. In doing so, we 

integrate the literature on fairness evaluations with the emerging literature on fairness 

enactment. 

Why people value procedural fairness: control and belonging 

The topic of procedural fairness was put on the research agenda by Thibaut and 

Walker’s (1975) publication of the control model of justice. The central premise of this model 

is that people value fair procedures (i.e. voice) in their relationships with authorities because 

it gives them the feeling that these authorities take their interests into account, which 

maximizes the probability of obtaining fair or favorable outcomes in decision making 

processes (Greenberg and Folger, 1983; Tyler, 1987). The control (or instrumental; Tyler, 

1987) model of justice has received strong support in the literature: when people receive 

voice it makes them feel that their views are taken into consideration by decision makers and, 

consequently that they can influence outcomes more than when not given voice (Barry and 

Shapiro, 2000; Greenberg, 2000). Other research reveals that people react to the fairness of 
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decision making procedures particularly when they feel that they lack control (Van den Bos, 

2001, Study 2) or when they actually do lack control in the decisions of authorities 

(Korsgaard et al., 1995). Thus, the control model of justice indicates that people find fair 

procedures such as voice important, because it serves their need for control (Cropanzano et 

al., 2001). 

Yet, other research argued that a different need might explain people’s reactions to the 

fairness of decision making procedures. For instance, Lind and colleagues (1990) showed that 

people also react positively to having voice after the decision has been made, making it 

impossible that their input will affect the actual outcome received. Studies like these have 

paved the way for relational models of justice such as the group-value model and the 

relational model of authority (Lind and Tyler, 1988; Tyler and Lind, 1992). These models 

build on the influential finding that people have a strong need to belong to social collectives 

(Baumeister and Leary, 1995). In support of these models, a wealth of research indicates that 

people value fair procedures such as voice, because they communicate a symbolic message of 

acceptance and standing in the group or organization (Tyler and Blader, 2000; Tyler and 

Lind, 1992). Furthermore, several studies show that particularly individuals with a strong 

need to belong are affected by the fairness of procedures and process information about 

procedures more carefully (De Cremer and Blader, 2006; see also De Cremer and Tyler, 

2005; Van Prooijen et al., 2004).  

Thus, whereas the control (or instrumental) model of justice argues that people value 

fair procedures (e.g. voice) because it serves their control need, relational (or non-

instrumental) models of justice argue that people value fairness because it serves their need to 

belong (Cropanzano et al., 2001). Although these explanations have often been treated 

separately, more recently it has been argued that the models are actually intertwined (Shapiro 

and Brett, 2005). Indeed, a vast amount of work  shows that fairness evaluations are driven 
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by both instrumental and non-instrumental judgments (Lind and Tyler, 1988, pp. 240-241) 

and that both control needs and belongingness needs are important in followers’ evaluation of 

the procedural fairness of authorities (e.g. Cropanzano et al., 2001; Mayer et al., 2008). 

Moreover, the higher these two needs are, the more strongly followers will value and comply 

with fair procedures such as voice (e.g. De Cremer and Blader, 2006; Van den Bos, 2001). 

But do leaders take these needs into account when enacting fair procedures? 

The present study: an actor perspective on fairness enactment 

 Arguably the most important function of leadership is to direct followers towards the 

goals of the organization (e.g. Hogan and Kaiser, 2005; Yukl and Van Fleet, 1992). However, 

to motivate followers to work towards collective goals, leaders also need to ensure that 

employees’ needs are satisfied at a certain level (cf. Mayer et al., 2008; Organ, 1988; Zapata-

Phelan et al., 2009). In support of this idea, a large number of studies show that leaders who 

pay attention to the needs of their employees are more effective in stimulating these 

followers’ in- and extra-role performance (e.g. Dvir et al., 2002; Wang et al., 2005). This 

suggests that leaders should be motivated to pay attention to the needs of their followers in 

order to stimulate followers to focus on the collective welfare.  

At the same time, organizations and leaders have been found to be somewhat reluctant 

in providing followers with voice (Brockner, 2006; Greenberg, 2009). One reason for this is 

that doing so might make organizations vulnerable as they concede a certain level of control 

to their followers (Brockner, 2006; Donaldson, 1990). This might especially be the case when 

it is uncertain whether followers share the same goals as the leader and organization (Vroom 

and Jago, 1974; Yukl and Fu, 1999). Likewise, the needs of followers may not always be in 

line with the interests of the organization (Argyris, 1964). Followers with a strong need for 

control might want to influence outcomes that serve their own interests rather than those of 

the organization (Simons, 1995). Therefore, it stand to reason that leaders might not always 
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grant more voice to followers with a perceived high control need, especially when they sense 

that those followers might only desire influence over their own outcomes.   

Following the reasoning above, it seems important for leaders not to focus on the 

control needs of their followers only, but to align these needs explicitly with the 

organization’s interests. More specifically, we argue that leaders are willing to take into 

account the control needs of their followers (i.e. by giving them voice when making decisions 

that concern these followers), but particularly when they believe that followers also strongly 

value being a part of, and working for the organization.  

One relevant variable that influences leader beliefs about employees’ willingness to 

be part of the organization might be followers’ need to belong. First of all, a perceived high 

need to belong signals that employees want to have long-term, positive and stable 

relationship with their organization (cf. Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Second, employees 

with a perceived high need to belong to the organization are more likely seen as motivated to 

exert effort on behalf of the organization than employees with a low need to belong (Meyer 

and Allen, 1991). Thus, a high need to belong signals that employees are not only motivated 

by self-interested concerns, but are also motivated to engage in behaviors that make them feel 

included in their organization. Therefore, we propose that leaders are more likely to grant 

voice when they perceive that a follower has a high rather than a low need for control (i.e. the 

desire to influence self-relevant decisions and outcomes). However, we argue that it is 

important for leaders to perceive that a follower is not only motivated by a need for control 

but also by a need to belong. Hence, we hypothesize that:  

Leaders will grant more voice to a follower when they perceive this follower to have a 

high rather than a low need for control, but this effect of control need on granting voice will 

be found particularly when leaders believe that the follower also has a high need to belong. 

We tested this prediction regarding the interactive effect of followers’ perceived 
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control and belongingness need on leaders’ voice enactment in two studies. Study 1 is a 

laboratory experiment in which all participants were assigned to the position of group leader 

who could choose how much voice to give to one of their followers. We orthogonally 

manipulated the strength of this follower’s control and belongingness needs. In order to 

increase the external validity of our findings, Study 2 was a multisource field study that relied 

on employees and their leaders from a variety of different organizations as respondents.  

Study 1 

Method 

Participants  98 business undergraduates (73 female and 25 male, Mage = 21.01 years 

SD = 4.41) from a Dutch University, participated in this study in return for 7 Euros. They 

were randomly assigned to a 2 (follower control need: low vs. high) x 2 (follower 

belongingness need: low vs. high) design. 

Procedure  Upon arriving in the laboratory, participants learned that they would take 

part in a group study. Sitting in adjacent, soundproof cubicles, they worked on the study 

using a computer. All communication took place (in Dutch) via the computer, which 

participants believed to be linked to a central server. In the first part of the experiment, 

participants filled out several questionnaires. We supposedly used these questionnaires in a 

later phase of the study to appoint participants to the leader position. Additionally, these 

questionnaires were used to promote the credibility of the follower control and belongingness 

needs manipulations.  

Next, the participants learned that they would work on an in basket test, which is a 

managerial simulation task that is often used in selection procedures to assess specific 

competencies of job applicants. The in basket test is also used to provide a realistic work 

setting to laboratory experiments (Treviño, 1992). We used a version of the test that involves 

a group situation in which there is one leader (i.e. manager) and four employees. Participants 
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believed that these roles would be appointed based upon their answers to some of the 

questionnaires that they filled out at the start of the experiment that measured leadership 

skills. This procedure is often used in studies to appoint participants as leaders in a legitimate 

manner (e.g. Hoogervorst et al., 2010; Stouten and Tripp, 2009). In reality, each participant 

was appointed to the leader position and believed that (s)he supervised four employees.  

After being explained in detail what the in basket task entailed and what the 

responsibilities of their personal role as a leader would be (e.g. prioritizing emails and 

memos, distributing tasks and supervising employees, making decisions), we introduced the 

manipulations of employees’ control and belongingness needs. Supposedly to get to know 

their employees better, participants received the results of analyses of their employees’ 

answers on the questionnaires they had filled out at the beginning of the experiment. They 

would receive the results for group member A first, then for group member B, and so on. In 

the high control need conditions, participants read the following information about group 

member A: 

Group member A is someone who lies awake at night when important decisions have 

to be made in his environment. He is someone who needs to feel part of the decision making 

process so that he can influence the outcomes 

In the low control need conditions, participants read: 

Group member A is someone who does not lie awake at night when important 

decisions have to be made in his environment. He is someone who has a low need to feel part 

of the decision making process and influence the outcomes 

Subsequently, participants received information about the belongingness needs of the 

employee. In the high belongingness need conditions, the participants read: 

The scores also show that Group member A needs to feel at home in his environment. 

Feeling like an included and valued member is of great importance to him. 
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In the low belongingness need conditions, the participants read: 

The scores also show that Group member A does not need to feel at home in his 

environment. Feeling like an included and valued member is not important to him. 

Upon reading this information, participants learned that, as part of the task, they 

would have to make important decisions that could concern this particular group member A. 

We then employed our voice enactment measure. This measure was originally introduced by 

Brebels et al (2011) to measure accuracy in decision-making processes. We made slight 

adjustments in order to measure voice in a similar manner, providing us with an opportunity 

to measure the amount of voice granted by the leader at the behavioral level while avoiding 

the risk of demand characteristics. Specifically, participants read: 

As the leader, you will have to decide on how you will distribute tasks among your 

followers and how you will evaluate your followers. To make these important decisions, you 

will have to go through 10 individual procedures (i.e. steps). For instance, these procedures 

include distributing tasks to individual followers, setting individual targets as well as setting 

targets for the team, setting evaluation criteria, and designing a reward/punishment system. 

Please indicate in how many of these ten procedures you want to grant voice to Group 

member A.  

Finally, we assessed our manipulation checks on a seven-point Likert-scale (1 = 

Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). To assess whether our manipulation of follower 

control need was successful, we asked participants to respond to two items (α = .97). 

Specifically, participants rated the extent to which they believed that their group member A 

needs to feel that he can influence “decisions” and “outcomes”. Likewise, two items (α = 

0.97) were included to assess whether we manipulated follower belongingness need 

successfully. Participants rated the extent to which they believed that group member A likes 

to feel “accepted” and “valued” in his environment. 
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Note that while answering the dependent measures about Group Member A, the 

participants believed they would also receive information and had to answer questions about 

the other three group members. We did not provide explicit information about the gender of 

the four group members, although participants could infer that Group Member A was male1. 

After answering the questions about Group Member A, the experiment was terminated and 

participants were thanked, debriefed and paid. 

Results 

 Manipulation checks  A 2 (control need) x 2 (belongingness need) ANOVA revealed 

only a main effect of follower control need F(1, 94) = 393.26, p < 0.001, d = 4.04, on the 

control need scale. Participants in the high follower control need condition (M = 6.02, SD = 

1.03) perceived a higher follower control need than those in the low follower control need 

condition (M = 2.00, SD = .96). The main effect of follower belongingness need F(1, 94) < 1, 

ns, d = 0.0, and the interaction effect, F(1, 94) < 1, ns., were not significant 

 A 2 (control need) x 2 (belongingness need) ANOVA revealed only a main effect of 

follower belongingness need F(1, 94) = 310.86, p < 0.001, d = 3.55 on the belongingness 

need scale, showing that participants in the high follower belongingness need condition (M = 

6.42, SD = .66) perceived a higher follower belongingness need than those in the low 

follower belongingness need condition (M = 2.49, SD = 1.42). The main effect of follower 

control need F(1, 94) = 1.99, p = 0.16, d = 0.14, and the interaction effect, F(1,94) < 1, ns., d 

= 0.0, were not significant.  

These manipulation checks show that we successfully and independently induced our 

follower control and belongingness needs manipulations. 

------------------------------------------------------ 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------------------ 
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Voice  We conducted a 2 x 2 ANOVA on leader’s decision of how many times they 

granted voice to the follower (out of 10 decisions) revealing a significant main effect of 

follower control need F(1,94) = 6.06, p < 0.05, d = 0.48. This main effect was qualified by a 

significant interaction effect, F(1,94) = 6.05, p < 0.05 (see Table 1, and Figure 1). Simple 

effects tests revealed a significant main effect of follower control need when the follower had 

a high belongingness need F(1, 94) = 12.11, p < 0.01, d = 1.09, but not when this need was 

low F(1, 94) < 1, ns, d = 0.0. Put differently, leaders provided more voice opportunities to 

followers with a high control need, but only to followers who also have a high need to 

belong. 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

Study 2 

Having causal data is important for the internal validity of our findings, but we also 

need to be able to demonstrate whether our findings can be generalized to organizational 

leadership. Therefore, we conducted a second study to test our predictions in actual work 

environments. To reduce concerns about socially desirable or self-serving biases associated 

with self-report measures (e.g. Donaldson and Grant-Vallone, 2002), we employed a 

multisource design in which leaders rated the control and belongingness needs of one of their 

employees. In turn, these employees rated the amount of voice they received from their 

leader.  

Another concern might be that we manipulated follower’s need to belong rather 

generally in Study 1, whereas in our theoretical argument we focus on need to belong to the 
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organization specifically. We addressed this issue by measuring followers’ need to belong to 

the their organization in Study 2. 

Method 

Sample and Procedure  A random sample of 412 members of a Dutch research panel 

consisting of employees from a variety of different organizations were invited to fill out the 

questionnaire on a web page. For their participation, they received credit points that would 

allow them to receive certain gifts (i.e. movie tickets). A total number of 312 employees 

responded by filling out the questionnaire (a response rate of 75.7%). These employees were 

requested to ask their direct supervisor to also participate in the study. Participants did so by 

sending a questionnaire link to their supervisor. Both the employee and supervisor surveys 

were administered online and we gave each respondent a unique identification number to 

ensure anonymity and to make sure we could match the employee and supervisor data.  

We took a number of steps to ensure that the surveys were completed by the correct 

sources. First, in introducing the study, we emphasized the importance of integrity in the 

scientific process and that it was essential for them and their supervisor to fill out the correct 

surveys. Second, when respondents submitted their on-line surveys, time stamps and IP 

addresses were recorded to ensure that the employee and supervisor surveys were submitted 

at different times and with different IP addresses. We found no irregularities in the responses. 

A total of 312 employees and 108 supervisors participated in the study. We included 

only the data of focal employees who had complete and matching supervisor data, resulting 

in 93 focal employee-supervisor dyads. The employees were on average 43.88 years old (SD 

= 9.78) and 36.6% were female. They worked on average for 10.9 years (SD = 10.27) in their 

organization and worked an average 6.1 years (SD = 6.51) in their current job. The employees 

with a matched supervisor did not differ from employees without a matched supervisor in 
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terms of mean scores on the study variables (i.e. the demographic variables and rating of their 

supervisor’s voice), or in terms of correlations between the study variables. 

The supervisors were on average 46.1 years old (SD = 8.99) and 33.0% were female. 

They worked an average of 12.9 years (SD = 9.55) in their organizations and worked an 

average 6.1 years (SD = 5.51) in their current job.  

Measures 

 Our instruments were presented in Dutch. All responses were given on 5-point scales 

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). 

Perceived follower control need  Employees’ need for control as perceived by the 

supervisor2 was measured using the following three-item scale (α = 0.91) based on Burger 

and Cooper (1979) and Skinner (1996): “This employee has the need to influence important 

decisions in the organization”, “This employee has the need to exercise some level of control 

when decisions are made in the organization” and “This employee finds it annoying when 

you have not taken into account his/her interest in making important decisions”. 

Perceived follower belongingness need  Employees’ need to belong as perceived by 

the supervisor was assessed with a 3 item scale (α = 0.92) based on the work of Baumeister 

and Leary (1995) and included “This employee has a high need to feel at home in the 

organization”, “This employee has a high need to feel valued in the organization”, and “This 

employee has a strong need to feel connected to the organization.”  

Voice  The extent to which leader granted voice was measured by a three-item 

combination (α = .83) based on Colquitt (2001) and taken from Blader and Tyler (2003). The 

items included “My supervisor listens to my opinion when making decisions”, “My 

supervisor involves me in his / her decisions”, “My supervisor takes my opinion into 

consideration when making decisions”. 
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Control Variables  Demographic variables might affect our hypothesized relations. 

Therefore we included employee and supervisor age, sex, and job tenure as control variables 

in our analyses.  

Results and Discussion 

OLS regression was used to assess the main and interaction effects of perceived 

follower control and belongingness need on the leader’s enactment of voice. The interaction 

term was based on the centred versions of the independent variables (Aiken and West, 1991). 

The results are reported in Table 2 and Table 3. The high correlation between follower 

control and belongingness need (see Table 2) suggests that collinearity problems may have 

inflated our coefficient estimates. Yet, the VIFs give us no reason to worry about collinearity: 

The VIFs for follower control need, follower belongingness need and the interaction effect 

were 1.56, 1.87 and 1.27 respectively, which is far below commonly accepted tresholds 

(Myers, 1990). 

------------------------------------------------------------------ 

INSERT TABLE 2 AND TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------------------------------ 

The results presented in the third step of Table 3 reveal a significant  interaction effect 

between perceived follower control and belongingness need, , β = 0.23, p < 0.05. Figure 2 

visually represents this effect. Simple slope analyses (Aiken and West, 1991) revealed that, as 

expected, follower control need was significantly positively related to the voice granted by 

the leader when the follower need to belong was high (1 SD above the mean; β = 0.23, p = 

0.057). In contrast, when follower’s need to belong was low (1 SD below the mean) no 

relation between follower control need and supervisor granting voice was found β = -0.04, p 

= 0.78). These results support our hypothesis and, as shown in Figure 2, reveal that the effect 

of control need becomes greater at higher levels of belongingness need. We also tested our 
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hypotheses without the demographic background variables as control variables in the 

analyses. These analyses revealed similar, but slightly stronger results than the analyses with 

the control variables included, presumably because adding non-significant predictors 

decreases the overall power of the test. 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

General discussion 

 Past research has illustrated convincingly that providing voice opportunities to 

employees can be an important ethical leadership tool. Indeed, voice effectively and 

positively influences employees (De Cremer and Van Knippenberg, 2002, 2003) and 

contributes to an ethical work climate (e.g. Brown et al., 2005; Weaver, 2004). Moreover, 

when they provide voice to employees, it becomes less likely that leaders themselves will 

abuse their power for self-interested motives (cf. De Hoogh and Den Hartogh, 2008). Yet, 

surprisingly little research has focused on the question when leaders actually involve 

followers in their decision making procedures (Scott et al., 2009).  

In the present research we made the assumption that leaders need to be able to satisfy 

followers’ needs, but this cannot happen to the detriment of the leader’s primary task, that is, 

to foster the pursuit of the organizational interest. For that reason we argued that leaders may 

serve followers’ control needs (which influence their own outcomes) by means of granting 

voice, but particularly so if they perceive that this follower also wants to belong to the 

organization. Across two studies (one experimental lab study and one multisource field 

study), we found support for this prediction: leaders granted more voice when interacting 

with a follower with a perceived high rather than a low control need, but this was particularly 

the case when the follower also had a perceived high need to belong to the organization. 
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Theoretical implications 

Our study is among the first to look at (procedural) fairness, and more specifically at 

voice as a dependent rather than an independent or explanatory variable. Although procedural 

fairness is commonly enacted by leaders (De Cremer and Tyler, 2010), and both leadership 

and procedural fairness deal with influencing and motivating followers (Chemers, 2001; 

Colquitt and Greenberg, 2003), the fairness and leadership literatures surprisingly are only 

rarely integrated (e.g. De Cremer and Tyler, 2010; Van Knippenberg et al., 2007). Indeed, 

fairness research has neglected leader-follower relations and has focused more on systemic or 

institutional forms of fairness enactment (Blader and Tyler, 2003; Van Knippenberg et al., 

2007). In contrast, research on leadership effectiveness has often failed to include fairness in 

models of leadership (De Cremer and Tyler, 2010). The lack of studies that have taken an 

actor or leader perspective to studying fairness (Scott et al., 2009) illustrate well how these 

literatures are treated separately. With the present research, we believe to have provided a 

good example of how fairness and leadership research can be brought together by applying a 

more behavioral (i.e. leader) approach to studying fairness enactment.   

In doing so, we build our study on prior research that has identified control and 

belongingness needs as two needs that are crucial in explaining why followers value fairness 

(e.g. Cropanzano et al., 2001). The present findings extend the importance of these needs in 

the procedural fairness process by showing that leader perceptions of these follower needs 

also affect the extent to which leaders grant voice to their followers. This dynamic approach 

to studying leader-follower relations fits nicely with recent calls for more research on how the 

influence between leaders and followers flows both ways rather than top-down only (Shamir, 

2007). By showing that leaders consider follower needs when making decisions (especially 

when they are in line with organizational interests), our research extends knowledge about the 

dynamics and interdependence of leader-follower relations.  
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Arguably, there are risks involved in giving employees a say in decision making 

processes. After all, employees might use their voice for self-interested goals which could put 

leaders and organizations in a vulnerable position. We argued that leaders will therefore 

consider the extent to which followers have a strong need to belong to the organization, in 

order to assess whether followers will use their voice to their own or, conversely the 

organization’s benefit. This suggests that the leader’s trust in the employee may mediate the 

interactive effect of followers’ control and belongingness needs on leader’s voice enactment. 

This would be in line with a study by Seppälä et al. (2012) who found that when leaders 

perceive their followers to be cooperative, they are more likely to enact procedures in a fair 

manner, and this effect is mediated by the leader’s trust in the employee. We are unaware of 

studies that have linked perceptions of follower needs to leader’s trust in followers, but it 

appears to fit well in theoretical trust models: When leaders believe that a follower not only 

desires control, but also wants to be an included member of the organization, this should 

make it more likely that leaders believe that the follower wants to benefit the organization, or 

in other words, is benevolent towards the organization. Given that beliefs about benevolence 

have been identified as important antecedents of trust (Mayer et al., 1995), trust could thus 

play an important role in the enactment of fair procedures. 

Practical implications 

Although research has repeatedly and robustly provided evidence for the importance 

of procedural fairness, it appears that leaders find it difficult or are reluctant to enact 

procedures fairly (Brockner, 2006; Folger and Skarlicki, 1998; Greenberg, 2009). Our 

findings show that when leaders believe that an employee wants to be part of decision-

making processes and also wants be part of their organization this signals that this is someone 

who can be trusted to use his or her say to influence outcomes that do not harm the 
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organization. Consequently, employees who want to belong to their organization (and value 

having control) are more likely to be involved in decision making processes by their leaders.  

Our findings emphasize how organizations could benefit from a) promoting an 

environment in which employees are stimulated to speak up and discuss their needs with their 

superiors, and b) facilitating a workplace that employees want to be a part of.  Indeed, when 

followers feel free to communicate their need to be involved in decision making procedures, 

this should make it more likely that leaders take this need into account. Moreover, employees 

who want to belong to their organization (and value having control) are more likely to be 

involved in decision making processes by their leaders. This could create a virtuous cycle in 

the organization: involving employees will have a positive influence on their perceptions, 

motivation and behaviors (De Cremer and Van Knippenberg, 2002, 2003; Folger and 

Cropanzano, 1998; Tyler et al., 1997). In turn, this creates a meaningful workplace that 

employees want to be a part of, making it more likely that leaders will continue to involve 

these employees and maintain a positive collaboration with followers. 

Limitations, strengths and suggestions for future research 

  Of course each of our studies has its limitations and strengths. An important strength 

of our lab experiment is that it provides us with findings that are high in internal validity (e.g. 

De Cremer and Van Knippenberg, 2002). By giving participants (i.e. business undergraduate 

students) information about their follower’s personality, we manipulated follower’s control 

and belongingness needs rather explicitly in this study. The reason for doing this in such a 

straightforward and clear manner was to provide findings that were not confounded by 

individual difference of participants in how accurate they were in perceiving these needs. 

Still, our manipulation of follower control need (“someone who lies awake at night when 

important decisions will be made”) might unintentionally have affected perceptions of 

follower anxiety in addition to level of control need. Taken together, this may raise some 
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concerns on the generalizability of our findings to the actual leadership in organizations, in 

which follower needs might be less explicitly communicated.  

We addressed the limitations of the lab study by conducting a second study in which 

we replicated our experimental findings in an actual work environment. Specifically, in Study 

2 we employed a multisource design in which supervisors rated the perceived control and 

belongingness need of focal employees. In turn, these employees rated the amount of voice 

they received from their supervisor providing us with a behavioral measure of the voice 

enactment of leaders that is not based on self-reports. Yet, when considered in isolation, 

Study 2 also has clear limitations. Although it seems unlikely (i.e. employees had no 

incentive to do so), we cannot guarantee that employees did not also fill out the supervisor 

survey. Moreover, it would be difficult to draw clear conclusions from our field study without 

Study 1. For instance, an alternative explanation for the results of Study 2 is that leaders do 

not use their perceptions of their followers’ control and belongingness needs to determine the 

amount of voice that they will give, but that they retrospectively adapt their perceptions of 

followers’ control and belongingness needs to legitimize the level of voice that they gave to 

their followers. The experimental study is clearly important in ruling out this alternative 

explanation. Thus, although both of our studies are not without their shortcomings, when 

combined they provide us with robust evidence for the causal relation between follower 

control and belongingness need and the voice enactment of leaders.  

 Given that we examined leader perceptions of follower needs as predictors of the 

amount of voice that leaders provide to follower, it is possible that situational or individual 

difference variables that affect leaders’ ability to accurately perceive these needs play a role 

in the processes that explain the enactment of voice. Indeed, some leaders may be more 

empathic to the needs of others (Judge et al., 2004) or better at taking the perspective and 

identifying the needs, thoughts and emotions of others (Galinsky et al., 2006). Furthermore, it 
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has recently been suggested that status motivate leaders to focus more on the needs of 

employees, whereas power might make leaders focus less on the needs of others and more on 

their own goals (Blader and Chen, 2012). Future studies that examine the influence of leader 

perceptions of follower needs on fairness enactment could provide more insights in the role 

that variables such as perspective taking, power and status play in this process. 

Naturally, there are still many unanswered questions regarding why and when leaders 

enact fair procedures (Scott et al., 2009). In the present research we examined whether 

leaders consider economical (i.e., control) and social (i.e., belonging) concerns of followers 

in their voice enactment. We did not focus on a third motive that explains why people care 

about fairness. That is, people also consider fairness as a moral value in itself, and people 

want to act as well as being treated accordingly (Folger, 1998). Therefore, it would be 

interesting to examine the underlying intentions of leaders’ decision to enact voice or not. Do 

they do this because they believe it is the right thing to do? Or, do they have more self-

interested or instrumental reasons for enacting voice? One interesting avenue of research to 

test this idea would be to look at the importance of decision-making procedures in which 

leaders grant voice. If leaders are only willing to involve employees in decisions that are 

unimportant this would suggest that leaders grant voice instrumentally rather than out of 

moral concerns.  

Concluding remarks 

Former General Electrics CEO Jack Welch once said: ‘The hardest part is to be fair.’ 

(Tichy and Sherman, 1993; 148). This quote suggests that business leaders a) understand the 

importance of treating employees fairly but b) find it difficult to do so. Our findings suggest 

that leaders understand the importance of being fair to employees, and are less reluctant in 

enacting fairness when the needs of employees align with organizational interests.  
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Footnotes 

 1 To control for a potential effect of gender, we also conducted our ANOVAs with 

gender included. No main effects for gender or interaction effects were found. Moreover, the 

inclusion of gender in our analyses did not change the direction and significance of our 

results for control and belongingness needs. 

 2 Given our focus on how follower needs affect leader behavior, it is important to 

examine leaders’ perceptions of follower control and belongingness needs rather than actual 

follower needs. Of course, this raises the question how well leaders’ perceptions of these 

needs correspond with the actual needs of their followers. Therefore, we also included a self-

report measure (using the same items) in Study 2 in which employees rated their own control 

and belongingness need. The self-reported need for control and need to belong was 

significantly correlated with how leaders rated these needs, r = .52 and r = .43 respectively. 

This suggests that leaders are actually quite accurate in how they perceive followers’ control 

and belongingness needs. 
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Table 1 

Number of procedures in which the leader granted voice by follower control and 

belongingness need condition (Study 1) 

 Low belongingness need 

follower 

High belongingness need 

follower 

 M SD M SD 

Low control need follower 5.04 3.16 4.28 2.49 

High control need follower 5.04 2.97 7.08 2.60 

N = 98 

 

 

 



Table 2 

Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations of leader’s voice enactment, follower’s control and belongingness need and control variables 

(Study 2) 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Sex (employee) - .48 -         

2. Age (employee) 43.88 9.78 -.14 -        

3. Tenure job in years (employee) 6.09 6.51 .04 .36*** -       

4. Sex (leader) - .47 .60*** -.08 -.13 -      

5. Age (leader) 46.10 8.99 -.04 .55*** .30** -.18 -     

6. Tenure job in years (leader) 6.11 5.51 .10 .02 .55*** .05 .22* -    

7. Leader’s voice enactment 3.58 .71 -.16 .00 -.15 -.214* .03 -.19 -   

8. Follower’s control need 4.65 1.30 -.07 .02 -.19 -.08 .15 -.17 .32** -  

9. Follower’s belongingness need 5.23 .86 .08 .20 .06 .08 .19 -.11 .28** .60*** - 

N= 93, * < .05, ** p< .01, *** p< .001. 



Table 3 

Results of hierarchical regression analysis for voice enactment of the leader in Study 2 

Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Sex (employee) -.02 -.03 -.00 

Age (employee) .07 .05 .07 

Job tenure (employee) -.21 -.19 -.24 

Sex (supervisor) -.24 -.24 -.27* 

Age (supervisor) .01 -.06 -.07 

Job tenure (supervisor) -.08 -.03 -.01 

Perceived employee control need (CN)  .12 .09 

Perceived employee belongingness 

need (BN) 

 .21 .34* 

CN x BN   .23* 

R2 
change .11 .08 .04 

F 
change 1.70 4.12* 4.14* 

R2 
total  .11 .19 .23 

R2 
adjusted .05 .11 .15 

F 
total 1.70 2.40* 2.68** 

df 6, 83 8, 81 9, 80 

Note: For employee and supervisor sex, 0 denotes males, 1 denotes females. Table presents Beta coefficients. 

*p < .05, **p < .01 
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Figure captions 

Figure 1. Interaction between perceived follower control and belongingness need on the 

number of voice opportunities provided by the leader (Study 1). 

Figure 2. Interaction between perceived follower control and belongingness need on leader’s 

voice enactment (Study 2). 
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Figure 1 
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