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Abstract

The aim of this study was to identify and prioritize the factors influencing organizational voice at Zanjan
University of Medical Sciences using a mixed qualitative—quantitative approach and the fuzzy Delphi
method. In the qualitative phase, 23 experts and university managers were selected using snowball
sampling. Through semi-structured interviews and a review of the literature (both domestic and
international sources), 14 key factors were extracted across three dimensions: individual (including self-
confidence, intrinsic motivation), organizational (organizational culture, organizational acceptance,
organizational levels), and social (team spirit, social interactions). In the quantitative phase, these factors
were evaluated through three rounds of the fuzzy Delphi method using Likert scale-based questionnaires.
The significance of the factors was confirmed with a defuzzification threshold of = 4. The results indicated
that organizational acceptance, organizational levels, and organizational culture held the highest priorities,
while self-confidence and team spirit also showed considerable influence. These findings underscore the
need to redesign managerial structures and strengthen a participative culture within the bureaucratic
environment of the university. The results can assist managers in formulating policies aimed at reducing
organizational silence, fostering innovation (such as ideation for improving healthcare services), enhancing
inter-organizational communication, and implementing training programs (such as participative leadership
and change management workshops). This study can also serve as a model for other universities of
medical sciences.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Organizational voice, as a proactive communicative behavior wherein employees share ideas,
concerns, and constructive feedback to influence organizational functioning, has emerged as a vital
component of modern organizational life (Qi & Liu, 2024). Unlike formal participation mechanisms,
organizational voice is often voluntary, spontaneous, and driven by employees’ intrinsic motivation
to improve workplace outcomes (Latif et al., 2021). In higher education institutions—particularly
medical universities where knowledge creation, service delivery, and complex hierarchical structures
converge—facilitating employee voice becomes both a strategic necessity and a managerial
challenge (Hague et al., 2024).
Several studies have classified the antecedents of organizational voice into three broad categories:
individual (such as self-confidence and intrinsic motivation), organizational (such as culture and
structural hierarchy), and social (such as team climate and interpersonal trust) (Bernauer & Kornau,
2022; Gip et al., 2024). These multilayered influences underline that voice behavior cannot be
dissociated from the broader organizational ecosystem. For example, organizations with rigid
bureaucratic hierarchies and low psychological safety often suppress employee voice and promote
a culture of organizational silence (Alang et al., 2020; Kee et al., 2024). Conversely, institutions that
foster trust, inclusion, and participatory leadership are more likely to experience positive forms of
voice behavior that enhance innovation and collective decision-making (Abdulgalimov et al., 2023;
Brooks, 2024).
In the Iranian context, especially within public-sector medical universities, there exists a significant
research gap concerning the identification and prioritization of contextual factors that shape
organizational voice. Despite the importance of employee voice in enhancing healthcare quality and
academic productivity, existing studies have rarely applied integrative methodologies that account
for both expert judgment and quantitative validation. Moreover, traditional survey techniques often
fail to adequately capture the complex and fuzzy nature of decision-making in organizational
behavior studies (Duarte et al., 2024; Rasheed et al., 2022). The fuzzy Delphi method, by incorporating
expert consensus in an iterative and weighted fashion, provides a robust framework for such an
inquiry (Nazeer et al., 2025).
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Given this background, the present study was conducted to identify and prioritize the key factors
influencing organizational voice at Zanjan University of Medical Sciences. Drawing upon a hybrid
gualitative-quantitative design and grounded in the fuzzy Delphi approach, the study aims to answer
two primary research questions: (1) What are the key individual, organizational, and social factors
affecting employee voice in a bureaucratic university environment? and (2) How should these factors
be prioritized to inform institutional interventions?

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods sequential exploratory design. In the qualitative phase, 23
experts and administrative staff from Zanjan University of Medical Sciences were selected using
snowball sampling. Inclusion criteria included a minimum of five years of administrative experience
and doctoral-level academic qualifications. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
and open-ended questionnaires and were analyzed using thematic content analysis to identify
candidate factors.

The initial list of 14 key factors was categorized into three dimensions: individual (experience,
knowledge, self-confidence, economic status, willingness to listen), organizational (organizational
acceptance, organizational levels, organizational culture, value systems, job security, participative
decision-making, and organizational encouragement), and social (team spirit and cultural structure).
These factors were subjected to three rounds of fuzzy Delphi analysis involving the same expert
panel.

In the quantitative phase, the fuzzy Delphi method was used to obtain consensus on factor
importance. Likert-scale questionnaires were designed for the first round, and pairwise comparisons
were employed in subsequent rounds. The defuzzification threshold for retaining a factor was set
atSj = 4. Data were processed using fuzzy logic formulas and factor rankings were generated based
on meanSj scores.

Findings

The first round of the fuzzy Delphi process confirmed that all 14 proposed factors met the inclusion
threshold (Sj = 4), validating their relevance to organizational voice. In the second round, revisedSj
values were calculated to ensure stability and agreement across experts. The top three factors—
organizational acceptance (Sj = 4.72), organizational levels (Sj = 4.67), and organizational culture
(Sj = 4.66)—emerged with the highest priority rankings.

Organizational encouragement (Sj = 4.63), participative decision-making (Sj = 4.61), and value
systems (Sj = 4.58) were also found to be significantly influential. Among individual factors, self-
confidence (Sj = 4.56), experience (Sj = 4.54), and knowledge (Sj = 4.50) ranked moderately high,
while economic status and job security had slightly lower, but still acceptable, defuzzified scores.
Social factors such as team spirit (Sj = 4.37) and cultural structure (Sj = 4.34) received the lowest
rankings.

These results highlight a pattern wherein organizational-level factors, particularly those related to
openness, leadership accessibility, and cultural orientation, exert a more substantial influence on the
emergence and expression of organizational voice than do individual or social factors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study emphasize the centrality of organizational architecture—specifically
organizational acceptance, levels of hierarchy, and culture—in fostering or inhibiting employee voice.
In the context of a bureaucratic medical university, where formal hierarchies and administrative
inertia are prominent, creating open channels for employees to voice ideas is not merely desirable—
it is essential. The prominence of organizational acceptance suggests that when employees believe
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their ideas are genuinely heard and considered, they are more inclined to speak up. This aligns with
broader literature suggesting that institutional receptivity is a prerequisite for psychological safety
and collective engagement.

The significance of organizational levels reflects the challenge posed by rigid hierarchical systems,
which often serve as a structural barrier to voice. Reducing vertical distance and promoting flat
communication structures could play a pivotal role in mitigating silence and enhancing organizational
learning. Similarly, the emphasis on organizational culture underlines the need for institutions to
cultivate a participative ethos, where dialogue, mutual respect, and shared decision-making are
normative.

The moderate ranking of self-confidence and experience suggests that while individual traits are
necessary for voice behavior, they are insufficient in isolation. Institutional support mechanisms,
such as training programs, leadership coaching, and performance feedback systems, are required
to activate these individual capacities. Social factors, although important in shaping team climate,
appear to play a secondary role in environments where formal organizational constraints dominate.
These insights have practical implications for institutional reform. University administrators should
focus on designing mechanisms that enhance acceptance of employee input, such as anonymous
suggestion platforms, structured feedback loops, and participative governance forums.
Reengineering organizational structures to flatten hierarchies and empower mid-level leadership can
further encourage voice behavior. Promoting a culture of inclusion through symbolic and material
incentives—such as public recognition, promotion pathways, and financial rewards for innovation—
can reinforce these efforts.

In conclusion, this study provides a nuanced understanding of the multi-dimensional factors affecting
organizational voice within a medical university. By employing the fuzzy Delphi method, it not only
identified relevant factors but also provided a prioritized roadmap for institutional intervention. While
the study is context-specific, its methodological and conceptual frameworks are transferable to
similar academic and healthcare institutions. Addressing organizational silence through evidence-
based reforms can enhance institutional effectiveness, foster innovation, and ultimately contribute to
a more responsive and resilient academic environment.
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