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Abstract: Although numerous researchers have examined leaders’ behavior in promoting employee
voice, so far, there have been limited empirical studies in interpersonal emotion regulation (IER)
and employee silence literature. This study aims to investigate how leaders’ IER can break the
barrier of employee silence through examining the mediating roles of perceived mutual recognition
respect and psychological entitlement. To enhance sustainable organization practices, this may be the
first study that identifies leaders’ IER strategies as an effective communication tool for diminishing
employee silence. By collecting data from 315 management employees in Pakistan, the hypothesized
relationships were tested using path analysis and bootstrapping technique with AMOS. Our findings
support the mediating role of mutual recognition respect and psychological entitlement in leaders’
IER and employee silence relationship. More specifically, while mutual recognition respect mediates
the relationship between leaders’ problem-focused strategies and employee silence, psychological
entitlement mediates the association of both problem-focused and emotion-focused strategies with
employee silence. In line with the research findings, we have highlighted some notable theoretical
contributions and managerial implications. Further, we present limitations and future research
directions.

Keywords: interpersonal emotion regulation; mutual recognition respect; psychological entitlement;
employee silence; emotional communication

1. Introduction

Respect is a substantial interpersonal phenomenon that numerous employees value
beyond compensation and job stability [1]. Recognition respect relates to the quality of in-
terpersonal treatment towards others in a dignified, ethical, and trustworthy manner [2,3].
Indeed, mutual recognition respect, an equality-based respect, can be regarded as a cen-
tral ingredient for promoting organizational sustainability and also for maintaining an
innovative workforce. Meanwhile, in today’s competitive work environment, and despite
other challenges [4], leaders have to deal with employees who view their exchanges as
biased and inequitable. For instance, psychologically entitled employees believe they
deserve preferential treatment irrespective of their performance [5]. The entitlement belief
causes the perception of injustice [6] and could enhance aggressiveness and frustration
among employees [7]. Employees consequently become dissatisfied even in more extreme
cases, thereby intentionally suppressing communication [8]. These situations may lead
to employee silence, referring to the deliberate suppression of ideas and information [9],
which could be a possible threat to the maintenance of sustainable workplace practices.
Likewise, leaders who are unable to obtain useful information from employees may face
the danger of organizational stagnation [8,9]. Whereas extant literature has identified work-
place bullying [10] and abusive supervision [11] as a precursor to employee silence, to date,
empirical studies focusing on how to overcome employee silence are scarce [12,13]. More
specifically, the role of leaders in dealing with their employees’ silence and encouraging
them to speak up is still limited in the literature.
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To address these gaps, we explore leaders’ interpersonal emotion regulation (IER),
a social process for achieving emotional goals to break the barrier of employee silence.
IER was found to be highly relevant to social relationships, through which one could be
able to regulate emotions with the support of others [14]. Although leaders’ behavior
in promoting employee voice has extensively been investigated [15], to the best of our
knowledge, we may be the first to directly investigate leaders’ IER–employee silence link.
In addition, we argue that employees’ perception of getting fair treatment, equity, and
worthiness could also play a significant role in this regard. For this, we investigated and
compared the mediating roles of perceived mutual recognition respect and psychological
entitlement. Due to the significant implications of mutual recognition respect in leader-
member exchange relationships [16], the mediating role of mutual recognition respect
between leaders’ IER and employee silence cannot be overlooked. However, what is less
prevalent in the extant literature is the neglected aspect of perceived entitlement perceptions
of employees [17]. As psychologically entitled employees are more inclined towards status-
seeking and obtaining praise and recognition [18], they tend to create potential risks for
maintaining organizational sustainability. In order to encounter these workplace challenges,
the other goal of our study is to analyze and compare the mediating roles of perceived
mutual recognition respect and psychological entitlement in the leaders’ IER and employee
silence relationships.

Our research offers several noteworthy contributions to the literature on leaders’
emotional communication and employee silence. First, we highlight and emphasize the
significance of perceived mutual recognition respect and entitlement perception as pre-
cursors to employee silence behavior, which extends the scope of empirical studies in
employee silence research. For this, we examined employees’ judgments and expectations
based on their perception of fair treatment and worthiness. Second, drawing on emotion
regulation and social exchange perspective, this study contributes to empirical research on
IER by probing how leaders’ IER strategies regulate employees’ negative emotions and help
them overcome their silence. It provides a comprehensive understanding of utilizing these
strategies as a potential tool for effective emotional communication, which has significant
implications for sustainable organizational practices. Third, by comparing the mediating
roles of perceived mutual recognition respect and psychological entitlement, we contrast
two different perceptions that can either contribute to or disrupt sustainable organiza-
tional practices. In doing so, we propose the groundwork for creating workplace respect
and managing entitlement perceptions to hinder the threat to long-term organizational
sustainability.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development

The theoretical framework that guided this research is shown in Figure 1. We pro-
pose that leaders’ IER can influence the perception of mutual recognition respect and
psychological entitlement in breaking the barrier of employee silence.
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2.1. Mutual Recognition Respect and Employee Silence

Even though extensive research has been conducted primarily on employee voice,
researchers have recently started to recognize the critical prevalence of employee silence,
an intentional withholding of ideas or information concerning organizational issues [19,20].
In this study, we focus on acquiescent silence (a disengaged behavior stimulated by res-
ignation) and defensive silence (a self-protective behavior stimulated by fear), as we are
interested in the types of employee silence that are of negative consequence to organiza-
tions. Empirical studies have shown that when employees keep silent, it is because they
feel unsatisfied and uncommitted [21] and so purposely limit their communication, which
then causes them stress and other psychological issues [8]. In this condition, employees
engage in undesirable actions, such as disengagement, and become prone to turnover. They
restrict themselves from actively participating and sharing their inputs, which can detract
from the organizational development process [22]. Thus, how to reduce employee silence
has become a big challenge for managers and has attracted wide academic attention.

Mutual recognition represents a kind of interpersonal relationship mode beyond
value creation [16]. Recognition respect illustrates that employees should be treated with
dignity and respect regardless of their abilities and performance [23]. This type of respect
arises when individuals exhibit honesty, fairness, and justice in treatment, which are
felt to be morally correct. Darwall [24] distinguished recognition respect as a kind of
workplace respect granted as a moral duty by virtue of a person having rights with appraisal
respect, which comes from a positive appraisal of a person. To support this, Clarke and
Mahadi [25] introduced the notion of mutual recognition respect in workplace relationships,
which they believed could facilitate both employees’ well-being and their organizational
performance. Previous studies have shown its association with employees’ job commitment
and satisfaction, employee well-being, and job performance [25,26]. As such, mutual
recognition respect can confer numerous key benefits where interdependence exists.

We therefore propose mutual recognition respect as an important antecedent to re-
duce silence because it fulfills employees’ psychological needs for belongingness and
self-esteem [27] and enhances trust and commitment in workplace relationships. It is
also undeniable that workplace relationships are conditioned on high-quality exchanges
associated with an even higher level of trust and respect [28]. Individuals who retain
relationships are known to do so where exchange activity is prolific, and there are mutual
benefits [29,30]. These high-quality exchange relationships signal to employees that they
are valued and treated fairly by their leaders. Based on this logic, individuals who perceive
equity, worthiness, and common values are more likely to share their inputs because they
believe they will be acknowledged in return for their efforts. Therefore, it is plausible to
assume that this favorable social environment created by mutual recognition respect will
potentially help employees overcome their silence at work. Based on the above premises,
we developed our first hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The more mutual recognition respect employees perceive, the less they will
incline to engage in silence.

2.2. Psychological Entitlement and Employee Silence

Psychological entitlement is a relatively stable tendency toward inflated self-perceptions
and unrealistic expectations concerning praise and rewards [5]. According to equity theory [31],
employees seek out referents for co-workers and compare what they get with others.
Highly entitled individuals believe that they are better than others and should get what
they want. Due to such a biased perception, they naturally perceive their entitlements
as more than what the organization offers [32]. They usually believe they are paid less
than they deserve, which causes them to be dissatisfied with their jobs, subsequently
intensifying their aggressive behaviors [6]. Research has also identified some similarities
between psychological entitlement and narcissism. While entitlement inflates one’s sense
of self in response to others’ treatment, narcissism inflates one’s sense of self regardless
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of others’ treatment [33]. Previous studies show that psychological entitlement has been
linked to supervisor conflict, turnover intentions, job frustration, lower work satisfaction,
and perceptions of abusive supervision [34].

Certainly, employees require equity and worthiness in terms of getting rewards and the
way they are being handled. However, entitled employees distinguish between the fairness
of organizational procedures and interactions by comparing their duties, time, pay scales,
and benefits with those of their co-workers. When these individuals feel that they are being
treated unfairly, they perceive a lack of justice, which results in their aggressive behaviors
and low commitment [35]. The more psychologically entitled individuals remain dissatis-
fied, the more they retaliate strongly under the aforementioned circumstances as compared
to others. Based on this biased self-perception, when their unrealistic expectations are not
met, they end up being frustrated [36], with increased deviant behaviors [37,38], such as
knowledge-hiding behaviors [39]. Applying this logic to the context of our study, we argue
that these biased attributions will increase their disengagement towards work, causing
them to intentionally disengage. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The more psychological entitlement employees perceive, the more they will
incline to engage in silence.

2.3. Mutual Recognition Respect as a Mediator in Leaders’ IER–Employee Silence Relationship

Interpersonal emotion regulation (IER) is defined as the management of one’s own
and others’ emotions within the context of social and environmental realms [40,41]. Past
studies demonstrate that the phenomenon of IER is highly related to better negotiation and
workplace relationships [42,43], enhancing leader-follower relationship quality, follower
trust, and citizenship behavior [44]. According to emotion regulation theory, regulation
of one’s own emotions is intrinsic, while regulation of others’ emotions is extrinsic [45].
Here, we focus on extrinsic emotion regulation to facilitate employees in dealing with
their negative emotions. Drawing upon Gross’s process model of emotion regulation,
Williams [14] proposed interpersonal emotion management (IEM) strategies based on
managing followers’ negative emotions. Problem-focused strategies (PFS) involve changing
the causes of emotions through removing a problem (situation modification) or altering
how individuals think about a situation (cognitive change), whereas emotion-focused
strategies (EFS) change negative emotions by taking someone’s attention away from the
origin of negative emotions (attentional deployment) or suppressing negative emotions
(modulating emotional response).

When leaders utilize PFS to deal with the source of negative emotions, it signals to
employees that their leader cares about their well-being and workplace stressors [44,46].
The amount of time and effort a leader invests in their employees demonstrates their
worthiness to be trusted. In turn, it may help employees feel better and develop high-quality
relationships. Based on the central tenet of interpersonal respect, employees who receive
recognition respect are likely to believe that their leader will respond to them, thereby
increasing the likelihood of engaging in sharing opinions [3]. They feel that their leaders are
providing them with an opportunity for open dialogue, which motivates them to speak up.
In contrast, when leaders apply EFS that fails to rule out the source of negative emotions, it
does not fulfill employees’ role expectations of their leader [44,47]. The absence of perceived
social support may cause psychological distress among employees [48]. Consistent with
the tenets of social exchange theory, employees could become disappointed and unable to
contribute to their role if expectations are not fulfilled [49]. They become reluctant to invest
in voluntary actions because they perceive that their efforts will not be repaid. We thus
infer that followers might consider this action a lack of empathy and concern about their
matters. These perceptions will weaken their relationship quality, and they will be unable
to overcome their silence. Based on the above arguments, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). The more leaders use PFS, the more it will lead the perception of mutual
recognition respect to break silence.
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Hypothesis 3b (H3b). The more leaders use EFS, the less it will lead the perception of mutual
recognition respect to break silence.

2.4. Psychological Entitlement as a Mediator in Leaders’ IER–Employee Silence Relationship

Individuals who feel entitled are more likely to perceive getting disproportionate and
unworthy preferential treatment [50]. These self-centered employees, when encountering
a leader who accommodates them, presume a chance of getting favorable treatment. It
can be viewed as an opportunity to achieve their desired goals. Due to these expectations,
employees believe that their leaders will realize their actual potential and will accommodate
them with favorable treatment. As they are more ambitious towards getting recognition,
they are more inclined to link organizational success with their successes and commensurate
rewards [51,52]. Thus, it is reasonable to believe that when leaders use PFS, there is a lower
probability that these entitled employees will engage in silent behavior. On the other
hand, while they might first perceive the opportunity of garnering their leader’s attention
as gratifying, it may further exaggerate their expectations of obtaining proportionate
rewards [53]. Though EFS seems useful to resolve the issue of controlling ambiguity and
negative emotions, it can only work on a short-term basis. As long as the actual problem
remains unresolved, there may be a chance of hurting their self-esteem and “me-first”
attitude [54]. As a result, the employees who are more inclined towards achieving social
goals may become more upset in the absence or delay of reaching the desired results [55].
This may increase their disengagement, and they are more likely to engage in silence. Based
on these considerations, we postulate the following:

Hypothesis 4a (H4a). The more leaders use PFS, the less it will lead to employees’ psychological
entitlement to engage in silence.

Hypothesis 4b (H4b). The more leaders use EFS, the more it will lead to employees’ psychological
entitlement to engage in silence.

3. Research Method

In this section, we discuss our data collection procedures, details of measures, and the
overall data analysis used to test the study hypotheses.

3.1. Participants and Procedure

The participants of this study were 315 management employees working in the health
care, pharmaceuticals, banking, customer service, NGOs, and telecommunication industries
of Pakistan. This ensured a diverse occupational background of employees working in
different services departments, reducing the likelihood of their association with specific
organizational cultures. The participants had a minimum of one year of working experience,
implying that they had broad awareness of the organization’s procedures and norms.
Selected firms were chosen through a purposeful sampling in order to meet our desired
study objectives. To check the applicability of measurements in the context of Pakistan,
we conducted a pilot study of 20 respondents. Consequently, the sample appeared to be
suitable for our research purposes.

After assessing its feasibility, an online survey questionnaire link was sent to employ-
ees working in different service departments. Participants were encouraged to answer
all questions candidly and were assured of complete anonymity. We eliminated incom-
plete and missing data from the raw dataset. Out of 380 responses, 65 respondents were
seemed uninterested; hence, their observations were excluded from the study to avoid
confounding results. In the end, we obtained usable data from 315 employees (an effec-
tive response rate of 83%). The demographic statistics revealed that most participants
were male (52.4%), ranging from 35 to 44 years of age (47.3%), and university graduates
(54%). Mostly, participants were found working as permanent employees (54.6%) for
3–5 years (29.2%) in Administration/HR (27.6%), Marketing/Customer service (27.3%),
and IT departments (18.7%).
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3.2. Measures

The measures were adapted from previously developed scales with slight modifica-
tions to reflect the specific context of this study. Participants were asked to indicate the
extent to which they agree or disagree with the statements provided in the questionnaire.
Responses to each item were scored on 5-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree;
5 = strongly agree). A brief description of the selected measurement items for each construct
is as follows.

3.2.1. Interpersonal Emotion Regulation

Leaders’ interpersonal emotion regulation was assessed with a 20-item interpersonal
emotion management strategies scale proposed by Little et al. [56]. As such, it captures two
PFS: situation modification, “My supervisor removes the negative aspects of situations that
are negatively impacting me”, and cognitive change, “When my supervisor wants me to
feel less negative emotions, s/he puts my problems into perspective”. The EFS include:
attentional deployment, “My supervisor distracts my attention from the aspects of problems
causing undesired negative emotions in me”, and modifying the emotional response,
“When I am experiencing undesirable emotions, my supervisor suggests strategies to
suppress my emotions”. The reliability estimates of these data (Cronbach’s alpha) were
0.89 for PFS and 0.92 for EFS.

3.2.2. Mutual Recognition Respect

To measure mutual recognition respect, we used the 8-item scale of Clarke and Ma-
hadi [25]. Sample items include “We value each other simply because as people we deserve
it” and “We demonstrate sensitivity to each other’s personal or moral beliefs”. The reliabil-
ity of the scale was 0.89.

3.2.3. Psychological Entitlement

The 9-item measure developed by Campbell et al. [5] was adapted to measure a sense
of psychological entitlement. A sample item includes, for example, “I feel entitled to more
of everything”. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.88.

3.2.4. Employee Silence

Employee silence was assessed using 10 items adapted from Dyne et al. [20]. To
investigate the dimensions of silence that negatively influence organizations, we used
acquiescent and defensive silence. Sample items include “I passively keep ideas about
solutions to problems to myself” and “I avoid expressing ideas for improvements due to
self-protection”. The reliability estimate for these data was 0.93.

3.2.5. Control Variables

We used gender, age, education, job tenure, and dyad tenure as covariates to exclude
potential confounding effects. Some past studies have discovered a link between job tenure
and dyad tenure when it comes to leader member exchanges [57]. Thus, we felt it was
critical to keep these variables under control throughout our research.

3.3. Overview of Analysis

The model in Figure 1 was tested with a two-step approach, as suggested by Anderson
and Gerbing [58]. We first tested the measurement model, and then tested our theoretical
model with structural paths. Next, to evaluate the significance of the mediating effect, we
used a bootstrapping method by applying a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval [59,60].

4. Results
4.1. Test of Reliability and Validity

The assessment of the measurement model was conducted by examining internal
reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA)
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and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of all constructs were conducted simultaneously
for this purpose. The EFA results from Table 1 demonstrates that all factor loadings are
higher than 0.5 and Kaiser–Mayer–Olkin (KMO) is 0.86, which is higher than 0.6. Next, the
construct reliability was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha (α) and composite reliability
(CR). The reliability coefficient of each factor as well as the whole instrument is higher than
the acceptable level (α ≥ 0.7) recommended by Nunnally [61]. The CR for each construct
also ranged from 0.86 to 0.93, exceeding the established threshold of 0.70 [62].

The average variance extracted (AVE) was considered to measure the convergent
validity. AVE values exceeded 0.50, indicating the convergent validity for all constructs.
Additionally, the square root of each construct’s AVE was found to be higher than the respec-
tive inter-construct correlation, indicating support for the discriminant validity of all con-
structs [62]. The measurement model showed an adequate fit to the data: χ2 (25) = 138.685,
goodness-of-fit index (GFI) = 0.921, a comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.921, a root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.072, and a standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR) = 0.059. These values demonstrate further support for discriminant valid-
ity. Furthermore, Harman’s single-factor test [63] suggested that CMB (common method
bias) was not a serious issue for this research (the single factor accounted for 26.42%).
Tables 1 and 2 summarize the results of validity and reliability tests. The results provide the
evidence supporting the reliability and validity of the indicators of the research model.

Table 1. Factor analysis, instrument validity, and reliability.

Variables Items M SD % of Variance
Loadings

Cronbach’s Alpha
EFA CFA

Problem-
Focused

strategies (PFS)

SM1 4.00 0.86

14.70

0.51 0.56

0.89

SM2 4.07 0.82 0.52 0.59
SM3 3.99 0.79 0.54 0.68
SM5 4.01 0.69 0.60 0.68
CC1 3.85 0.81 0.65 0.74
CC2 3,87 0.78 0.69 0.68
CC3 3.69 0.76 0.80 0.80
CC4 3.67 0.77 0.80 0.73
CC5 3.69 0.75 0.85 0.78

Emotion-
focused

strategies
(EFS)

AD1 2.85 1.01

14.67

0.73 0.80

0.92

AD2 2.86 0.98 0.78 0.84
AD3 2.74 0.94 0.80 0.86
AD4 2.86 0.97 0.75 0.83
AD5 2.77 0.98 0.77 0.84

MER1 2.42 0.91 0.70 0.64
MER2 2.39 0.95 0.70 0.62
MER3 2.46 0.92 0.75 0.66
MER4 2.71 1.02 0.76 0.69
MER5 2.30 0.88 0.70 0.60

Mutual
recognition

respect

MRR1 4.05 0.61

11.79

0.51 0.59

0.89

MRR2 4.16 0.66 0.64 0.64
MRR3 4.00 0.85 0.70 0.74
MRR4 4.17 0.62 0.68 0.68
MRR5 4.15 0.73 0.80 0.80
MRR6 4.25 0.68 0.80 0.80
MRR7 4.26 0.61 0.75 0.77
MRR8 4.43 0.60 0.67 0.64



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2389 8 of 14

Table 1. Cont.

Variables Items M SD % of Variance
Loadings

Cronbach’s Alpha
EFA CFA

Psychological
entitlement

PE1 3.80 0.82

11.01

0.64 0.63

0.88

PE2 3.94 0.63 0.63 0.55
PE4 3.73 0.85 0.79 0.80
PE6 3.93 0.71 0.74 0.73
PE7 3.56 0.85 0.76 0.71
PE8 3.58 0.81 0.71 0.70
PE9 3.76 0.89 0.77 0.86

Employee
silence

AS1 2.15 0.94

9.90

0.60 0.70

0.93

AS2 2.15 0.96 0.72 0.79
AS3 2.19 0.99 0.63 0.74
AS4 2.38 1.00 0.65 0.62
AS5 2.20 1.01 0.67 0.75
DS1 2.36 0.98 0.81 0.83
DS2 2.20 0.88 0.80 0.79
DS3 2.43 1.01 0.81 0.80
DS4 2.42 1.05 0.83 0.81
DS5 2.22 0.87 0.83 0.82

Instrumental total
Cumulative (%) 62.06 0.83

KMO 0.86
p-value 0.000

Note. SM, situation modification; CC, cognitive change; AD, attentional deployment; MER, modulating emotional
response; AS, acquiescent silence; DS, defensive silence; all loadings were significant at p < 0.001.

Table 2. Test of composite reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.

CR AVE MSV PFS EFS MRR PE ES

PFS 0.86 0.51 0.36 0.71
EFS 0.92 0.56 0.30 −0.12 0.74

MRR 0.90 0.51 0.36 0.60 −0.07 0.71
PE 0.88 0.52 0.20 0.43 −0.38 0.37 0.72
ES 0.93 0.60 0.23 −0.38 0.48 −0.33 −0.30 0.77

Note. CR > 0.7; AVE > 0.5; MSV < AVE;
√

AVE > inter-construct correlation,
√

AVE is bold face diagonal. PFS,
problem-focused strategies; EFS, emotion-focused strategies; MRR, mutual recognition respect; PE, psychological
entitlement; ES, employee silence.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

As our measurement model fit the data well, we incorporated structural links among
the latent variables to test the efficacy of our proposed framework. The results of the SEM-
analysis showed that the proposed model fit the data well: χ2 (13) = 75.219, GFI = 0.947,
NNFI = 0.926, CFI = 0.937, RMSEA = 0.078, SRMR = 0.054. The standardized path coefficient
(β) was taken into consideration to test the hypotheses regarding the direct relationship
among the constructs of the present study. Table 3 recapitulates the results of hypotheses
testing. According to the path analysis results, mutual recognition respect (β = −0.22,
p < 0.001) had a significantly negative relationship with employee silence, which supports
our H1. However, in the case of psychological entitlement, a significant negative relation
was observed (β = −0.30, p < 0.001). Thus, it fails to support H2.

Next, by using the bootstrap analysis option in AMOS [64], we tested indirect effects
by generating 5000 samples and bias-corrected confidence intervals. First, we tested the
indirect effect of PFS on employee silence through mutual recognition respect. Bootstrap
analysis revealed that this indirect effect was significant (β = −0.38, p < 0.001). The bias
corrected confidence interval (B-CCI) ranged from−0.57 to−0.20. This result validates H3a.
Second, we tested the indirect effect of EFS on employee silence through mutual recognition
respect. The results showed that this indirect effect was not significant (β = 0.005), and the
bias corrected confidence interval (B-CCI) also included zero, ranging from −0.08 to 0.09.
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Thus, the results fail to support H3b. Third, we tested the indirect effect of PFS on em-
ployee silence through psychological entitlement, which was also found to be significant
(β = −0.17, p < 0.001, −0.31 ≤ B-CCI ≤ −0.06). The final bootstrap analysis results showed
that the indirect effect of EFS on employee silence through psychological entitlement was
also statistically significant (β = 0.11, p < 0.001, 0.03 ≤ B-CCI ≤ 0.20), hence providing
support for H4a and H4b. Table 4 exhibits the results of the mediation hypotheses for
this study.

Table 3. Results of the hypotheses (standardized regression weights).

Hypothesis Paths Estimate Statement of Hypothesis Results

H1 MRR→ES −0.22 *** MRR has negative
association with ES Supported

H2 PE→ES −0.30 *** PE has positive association
with ES Not Supported

Note. MRR, mutual recognition respect, PE, psychological entitlement; ES, employee silence. *** p < 0.001.

Table 4. Results of the mediation hypotheses (standardized regression weights).

Hypothesis Paths Indirect Effect 95% CI
(Low, High) Mediation

H3a PFS→MRR→ES −0.38 *** (−0.57, −0.20) O
H3b EFS→MRR→ES 0.005 (−0.08, 0.09) X
H4a PFS→PE→ES −0.17 *** (−0.31, −0.06) O
H4b EFS→PE→ES 0.11 ** (0.03, 0.20) O

Note. PFS, problem-focused strategies; EFS, emotion-focused strategies; MRR, mutual recognition respect; PE,
psychological entitlement; ES, employee silence. ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

5. Discussion

In this paper, we examined how leaders’ IER strategies have a different impact on mu-
tual recognition respect and psychological entitlement in breaking the barrier of employee
silence. The results demonstrated that both mutual recognition respect and psychological
entitlement have a direct negative association with employees’ silence. Our findings sug-
gest that mutual recognition respect mediates the relationship between leaders’ PFS and
employee silence only, while the significant mediating effects of psychological entitlement
were observed in the association of both PFS and EFS with employee silence.

Based on these findings, our study demonstrated that mutual recognition respect
has a significant negative association with employee silence. Mutual recognition respect,
as an environment of fair and equitable exchanges, ensures employees that their inputs
will be acknowledged and given value. However, interestingly, we also found a negative
association between the perception of employees’ entitlement and their silence, suggesting
that exchange relationships and reward expectations encourage employees to speak up.
Specifically, in the case of entitled employees, the expectation of gaining rewards and a
higher level of self-confidence about attaining goals may restrict them towards giving-up
approaches [65].

The current research findings support the mediating role of mutual recognition respect
in the leaders’ PFS–employee silence link. Our finding is consistent with previous research,
which revealed that mutual recognition respect perceptions encourage people to accept their
vulnerability in front of others and so encourage risk-taking behaviors [66]. As employees
focus more on socially related currencies, such as loyalty and respect [67], it seems logical
that mutual recognition respect can play a significant role in breaking their silence. Contrary
to our hypothesis, the mediating effect of mutual recognition respect was not observed
between EFS and employee silence. One probable reason would be that it infers the leaders’
ignorance and their avoidance behavior. In this case, employees may ruminate that they
are not getting reciprocal treatment and the desired solution to their issues.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2389 10 of 14

Our findings confirmed the mediating role of psychological entitlement between
leaders’ IER and employee silence. That is, entitlement perception mediates the negative
effect of PFS and the positive effect of EFS on employees’ silence. This reveals that when
leaders use PFS, entitled employees perceive the leader’s attention and support as a special
treatment and an assurance of receiving rewards. Consistent with previous research [68,69],
the perceived positive feedback empowers them to pursue their goals and boost their
confidence. On the other hand, EFS can also control employee aggressiveness and reduce
the likelihood of biased and inaccurate perceptions. Even though EFS signals a gesture of
concern and empathy, it can only work on a short-term basis. The delays in commitments
to create solutions would further increase the probability of disengagement and increased
silent behavior.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Our work contributes to the leaders’ emotional communication and employee si-
lence literature in three unique ways. First, the study contributes to the growing body
of knowledge in employee silence literature by emphasizing the significance of creating
workplace respect and managing employees’ entitlement perceptions. We suggest that
employees responded to the climate of workplace respect by becoming more positively
embedded in the organization. As a result, they reciprocate the benefits derived from the
recognition respect by expressing their views and opinions. On the other hand, employ-
ees with entitlement perceptions are highly motivated and ambitious towards achieving
their goals and achievements in life [70]. These employees have more potential to either
contribute or disrupt organizational changes [71]. Hence, we paid attention to the need of
accommodating rather than avoiding them.

Second, our study also contributes to the literature on interpersonal emotion regula-
tion by extending the knowledge of leaders’ different IER strategies and exploring their
consequences in the dynamic exchanges between leaders and followers. We argue that
through implementing IER strategies, leaders can manage employees’ negative emotions by
creating a respectful workplace environment and reducing biased attribution, which helps
them realize the gap between their prospects and performance graph. More specifically, we
argue PFS (situation modification and cognitive change) can work more effectively, as they
signal to employees that their leaders are genuinely trying to resolve their issues. The use
of EFS can also work on a short-term basis when immediate actions are required.

Third, we offer a rarely established perspective of comparing and contrasting the
mediating roles of perceived mutual recognition respect and psychological entitlement to
the literature. The basis of this comparison is to explore employees’ judgments based on
their perceived levels of equity and worthiness. Through comparing mutual recognition
respect, an equality based respect, with psychological entitlement, a biased perception of
getting unfair treatment, we also intended to add the value of accommodating entitled
employees. Previous research has emphasized their association with increased self-esteem
and considering organizational success as their own success [70]. Therefore, it is rational to
believe that they can have a spark of either bringing creativity or limiting organizational
change and sustainability.

5.2. Managerial Implications

Our study also offers several useful implications for managers. First, our findings
suggest managers to create an environment of workplace respect, which in turn fosters a
climate conducive to open communication; for example, being involved in direct face-to-
face communication with employees and listening to their thoughts will show care and
concern for them [72]. Furthermore, to promote sustainable workplace practices, managers
need to assure their subordinates that there will be zero tolerance for discrimination,
bullying, and sexual harassment issues. It is suggested that organizations should consider
implementing an effective communication and response system that allows employees to
report bullying incidents without fear of retaliation. Through this practice, managers can
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encourage employees to express their opinions and convey to them that their suggestions
will be used for the betterment of the organization. Managers can also foster the perception
of fairness at work through skills-based hiring and by providing emphasis on the equitable
distribution of work and compensation. For monitoring these practices, organizations
should also conduct a time-to-time survey to take employees’ feedback and suggestions.

Second, we emphasize that the ability to acknowledge the perception of entitlement
might be a healthy process for meeting organizational growth and sustainability. Managers
must understand how to manage their employees’ entitlement perceptions, as they can
also make some meaningful contribution to the firm. In line with our research findings, we
suggest managers reframe their mindset through paying attention to their cognitive and
emotional resources. Our findings suggest that frequent communication between leaders
and employees can align the expectations of both parties and can help them understand
what is expected of them [73]. Managers could minimize the likelihood of biased and
misleading perceptions by considering the importance of interpersonal communication
in employee performance-appraisal systems. Implementing methods such as precise
performance-tracking strategies and monitoring through adequate accountability systems
can help to prevent self-serving attributions, which can aid in the clarification of roles and
expectations [74,75]. In doing so, managers could be able to bring out the best in entitled
employees.

Third, in light of the linkage between IER strategies and psychological entitlement,
our findings suggest managers use it as an emotional communication tool to capitalize on
the benefits of these employees. To do so, it is advisable to grant idiosyncrasy credits to
these employees through creating an open door for arguments and feeling like they have a
voice [76,77]. Through taking their viewpoints on routine issues, managers could be able to
read their minds and communicate with them more effectively [78]. As entitled employees
have a strong desire for autonomy, managers need to utilize their talents by making them
more empowered. Perhaps entitled individuals are useful for jobs involving negotiations,
persuasion, and making demands because they are more prone to interpersonal and
social interactions. Organizations should implement and invest in training programs to
teach leaders how these sustainable workplace practices should be carried out with better
interpersonal skills.

5.3. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The current study has some limitations that can be used to guide future research.
First limitation is based on self-reported survey data, gathered from employees about their
perceived leaders’ IER tactics rather than leaders’ own experiences. Leaders’ actual motives
for using these strategies may differ from the perceptions of their employees. Future studies
could collect data from leaders while assessing their IER behaviors, adding some interesting
findings for this domain.

Second, our findings are not immune to the possibility that the cultural communication
norms of Pakistan may have influenced employees’ silence. That is why probably perceived
entitlement perception was found negatively associated with employee silence. For getting
more generalizable results, future research can replicate the study in other countries, thereby
broadening the applicability of our findings.

Finally, the study adopted a cross-sectional design to collect data from management em-
ployees in one country at a single point in time. The study used a reasonably homogeneous
sample of respondents, thus reducing the likelihood of misleading results. However, future
research is required using experimental or longitudinal designs to replicate its findings.

6. Conclusions

This study provides framework to understand the effects of leaders’ IER on employees’
silence through the lens of workplace respect and entitlement. It also suggests how leaders
need to ponder which IER strategy they should choose and explain how their selection
should be affiliated with their workplace practices. Incorporating this phenomenon into
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the domain of employee silence research is significant in providing managers with insights
into creating a positive organizational climate to encourage employees to speak up.
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48. Gökdağ, C. How does interpersonal emotion regulation explain psychological distress? The roles of attachment style and social

support. Pers. Individ. Differ. 2021, 176, 110763. [CrossRef]
49. Liden, R.C.; Sparrowe, R.T.; Wayne, S.J. Leader-member exchange theory: The past and potential for the future. Res. Pers. Hum.

Res. 1997, 15, 47–119.
50. Naseer, S.; Bouckenooghe, D.; Syed, F.; Khan, A.K.; Qazi, S. The malevolent side of organizational identification: Unraveling the

impact of psychological entitlement and manipulative personality on unethical work behaviors. J. Bus. Psychol. 2020, 35, 333–346.
[CrossRef]

51. Van Quaquebeke, N.; Henrich, D.C.; Eckloff, T. It’s not tolerance I’m asking for, it’s respect! A conceptual framework to
differentiate between tolerance, acceptance and (two types of) respect. Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation. Z. Für Angew. Organ.
Psychol. (GIO) 2007, 38, 185–200. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1108/01425450510611997
http://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2016.1212913
http://doi.org/10.1007/BF01048016
http://doi.org/10.1086/292054
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2724-z
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.09.028
http://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.2001.1791
http://doi.org/10.2307/258314
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0149-2063_03_00023-0
http://doi.org/10.1037/h0040968
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10672-012-9208-4
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.11.004
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.08.001
http://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000063
http://doi.org/10.1177/0146167218808501
http://doi.org/10.1108/XJM-06-2020-0003
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-017-3456-z
http://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2019.1
http://doi.org/10.1037/a0033839
http://doi.org/10.1017/bec.2018.19
http://doi.org/10.1177/0018726712439909
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.08.007
http://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.2.3.271
http://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000132
http://doi.org/10.1177/0730888400027001003
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.110763
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-019-09623-0
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11612-007-0015-6


Sustainability 2022, 14, 2389 14 of 14

52. Langerud, D.H.; Jordan, P.J. Entitlement at work: Linking positive behaviors to employee entitlement. J. Manag. Organ. 2020, 26,
75–94. [CrossRef]

53. Harvey, P.; Harris, K.J. Frustration-based outcomes of entitlement and the influence of supervisor communication. Hum. Relat.
2010, 63, 1639–1660. [CrossRef]

54. Thomason, S.; Brownlee, A. Ethical decision making and psychological entitlement. Bus. Soc. Rev. 2018, 123, 631–659. [CrossRef]
55. Redford, L.; Ratliff, K.A. Pride and punishment: Entitled people’s self-promoting values motivate hierarchy-restoring retribution:

Entitlement and justice orientation. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 2018, 48, 303–319. [CrossRef]
56. Little, L.M.; Kluemper, D.; Nelson, D.L.; Gooty, J. Development and validation of the interpersonal emotion management scale. J.

Occup. Organ. Psychol. 2012, 85, 407–420. [CrossRef]
57. Wayne, S.J.; Shore, L.M.; Liden, R.C. Perceived organizational support and leader-member exchange: A social exchange

perspective. Acad. Manag. J. 1997, 40, 82–111. [CrossRef]
58. Anderson, J. and Gerbing, D. Structural equation modeling in practice: A review and recommended two-step approach. Psychol.

Bull. 1998, 103, 411–423. [CrossRef]
59. Arbuckle, J.L. Amos 6.0 User’s Guide; SPSS Inc.: Chicago, IL, USA, 2005.
60. Preacher, K.J.; Hayes, A.F. Asymptotic and resampling strategies for assessing and comparing indirect effects in multiple mediator

models. Behav. Res. Methods 2008, 40, 879–891. [CrossRef]
61. Nunnally, J.C. Psychometric Theory, 2nd ed.; McGraw-Hill: New York, NY, USA, 1978; ISBN1 0070474656. ISBN2 9780070474659.
62. Hair, J.F.; Black, W.C.; Babin, B.J.; Anderson, R.E. Multivariate Data Analysis, 7th ed.; Prentice Hall: Upper Saddle River, NJ, USA,

2009; ISBN 0138132631.
63. Podsakoff, P.M.; MacKenzie, S.B.; Lee, J.Y.; Podsakoff, N.P. Common method biases in behavioral research: A critical review of

the literature and recommended remedies. J. Appl. Psychol. 2003, 88, 879–903. [CrossRef]
64. MacKinnon, D.P. Introduction to Statistical Mediation Analysis; Lawrence Erlbaum Associates: New York, NY, USA, 2008; ISBN

0805864296.
65. Klimchak, M.; Carsten, M.; Morrell, D.; MacKenzie, W.I. Employee entitlement and proactive work behaviors. J. Leadersh. Organ.

Stud. 2016, 23, 87–396. [CrossRef]
66. Colquitt, J.A. On the dimensionality of organizational justice: A construct validation of a measure. J. Appl. Psychol. 2001, 86,

386–400. [CrossRef]
67. Maslyn, J.M.; Uhl-Bien, M. Leader–member exchange and its dimensions: Effects of self-effort and other’s effort on relationship

quality. J. Appl. Psychol. 2001, 86, 697–708. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
68. Snow, J.N.; Kern, R.M.; Curlette, W.L. Identifying personality traits associated with attrition in systematic training for effective

parenting groups. Fam. J. Alex Va. 2001, 9, 102–108. [CrossRef]
69. Harvey, P.; Martinko, M.J. An empirical examination of the role of attributions in psychological entitlement and its outcomes. J.

Org. Behav. 2009, 30, 459–476. [CrossRef]
70. Schwarz, G.; Newman, A.; Yu, J.; Michaels, V. Psychological entitlement and organizational citizenship behaviors: The roles of

employee involvement climate and affective organizational commitment. Int. J. Hum. Resour. 2021, 1–26. [CrossRef]
71. Lessard, J.; Greenberger, E.; Chen, C.; Farruggia, S. Are youths’ feelings of entitlement always bad? Evidence for a distinction

between exploitive and non-exploitive dimensions of entitlement. J. Adolesc. 2011, 34, 521–529. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
72. Magee, J.C.; Frasier, C.W. Status and Power: The Principal Inputs to Influence for Public Managers. Public Adim. Rev. 2014, 74,

307–317. [CrossRef]
73. Nguyen, N.N.; Nham, P.T.; Takahaski, Y. Relationship between ability-based emotional intelligence, cognitive intelligence, and

job performance. Sustainability 2019, 11, 2299. [CrossRef]
74. Harvey, P.; Dasborough, M. Entitled to solutions: The need for research on workplace entitlement. J. Org. Behav. 2015, 36, 460–465.

[CrossRef]
75. Vatankhah, S.; Raoofi, A. Psychological entitlement, egoistic deprivation and deviant behavior among cabin crews: An attribution

theory perspective. Tour. Rev. 2018, 73, 314–330. [CrossRef]
76. Grant, A.M. Rocking the boat but keeping it steady: The role of emotion regulation in employee voice. Acad. Manag. J. 2013, 56,

1703–1723. [CrossRef]
77. Dedahanov, A.T.; Abdurazzakov, O.S.; Fayzullaev, A.K.u.; Sun, W. When Does Abusive Supervision Foster Ineffectual and

Defensive Silence? Employee Self-Efficacy and Fear as Contingencies. Sustainability 2022, 14, 231. [CrossRef]
78. Galinsky, A.; Schweitzer, M. Why every great leader needs to be a great perspective taker. Lead. Lead. 2016, 80, 32–37. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2018.33
http://doi.org/10.1177/0018726710362923
http://doi.org/10.1111/basr.12158
http://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2328
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8325.2011.02042.x
http://doi.org/10.5465/257021
http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411
http://doi.org/10.3758/BRM.40.3.879
http://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
http://doi.org/10.1177/1548051816636790
http://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.86.3.386
http://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.86.4.697
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11519653
http://doi.org/10.1177/1066480701092003
http://doi.org/10.1002/job.549
http://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2021.1962388
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2010.05.014
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20684979
http://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12203
http://doi.org/10.3390/su11082299
http://doi.org/10.1002/job.1989
http://doi.org/10.1108/TR-09-2017-0146
http://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2011.0035
http://doi.org/10.3390/su14010231
http://doi.org/10.1002/ltl.20229

	Introduction 
	Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 
	Mutual Recognition Respect and Employee Silence 
	Psychological Entitlement and Employee Silence 
	Mutual Recognition Respect as a Mediator in Leaders’ IER–Employee Silence Relationship 
	Psychological Entitlement as a Mediator in Leaders’ IER–Employee Silence Relationship 

	Research Method 
	Participants and Procedure 
	Measures 
	Interpersonal Emotion Regulation 
	Mutual Recognition Respect 
	Psychological Entitlement 
	Employee Silence 
	Control Variables 

	Overview of Analysis 

	Results 
	Test of Reliability and Validity 
	Hypothesis Testing 

	Discussion 
	Theoretical Implications 
	Managerial Implications 
	Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

	Conclusions 
	References

