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Exploring Indigenous Employee Voice Practice: Perspectives from Vietnamese Public Sector 

Organisations 

Abstract 

This study explores how the implementation of government policy with respect to Indigenous voice practice 

impacts on the workplace participation of Indigenous employees in Vietnamese public sector organisations. 

A qualitative case study approach was adopted capturing the perspectives of managers and Indigenous 

employees in three public sector agencies. The findings showed that, while government policies have led to 

increased Indigenous workforce participation, there are a range of barriers at the organisational level that 

limit and undermine workplace participation. These include first, inconsistencies in the interpretation and 

implementation of these policies at the organisational level due to the reliance on the discretion of individual 

managers. Second, the lack of awareness and commitment or even underlying racism of non-Indigenous 

managers which was exacerbated by inconsistency in direct employee voice practices. Third, trade unions 

played a minor role in integrating Indigenous voice with collective voice. Theoretical and practical 

implications are discussed.  

 

Key words: employee voice; Indigenous participation; Vietnam; public sector 

 

Key points 

1.  Vietnamese Government policy on equal employment opportunity increased Indigenous workforce 

participation;  

2. Lack of awareness and organisational accountability and underlying racism undermined the expression 

of Indigenous voice;  

3. Political, social and cultural factors contribute to Indigenous employee voice in Vietnamese public sector 

organisations. 
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Introduction 

Research focusing on Indigenous employees in Western contexts indicates that they not only face 

workplace discrimination and isolation (Biddle et al. 2013; Kensington-Miller and Ratima 2015) but also 

that their voices are often ignored by stakeholders such as trade unions and policy-makers (Hunter and 

Hawke 2001). Furthermore, employment policies targeting Indigenous employees often exclude, disrespect 

or devalue their specific unique cultural needs and assets, which ideally would underpin their workplace 

participation (Haar and Brougham 2011). Evidence suggests that capturing the unique knowledge, skills, 

and capacity of diverse groups can contribute to both organisational effectiveness and social and economic 

benefits (Farndale et al. 2015). However, employee voice studies have tended to focus on mainstream 

employees, and little is known about minority groups in general (Wilkinson et al. 2018) and Indigenous 

employees in particular. Wilkinson et al. (2018) suggest that voice should be explored at the societal, 

organisational, departmental and individual levels and in this paper, we take up this challenge. Specifically, 

we explore how the implementation of government policy with respect to Indigenous voice practices 

impacts on the workplace participation of Indigenous employees in three Vietnamese public-sector 

agencies. Vietnam is a culturally diverse country comprising of fifty-four designated ethnic groups (IWGIA 

2018). The Kinh people are the dominant group accounting for eighty-six per cent of the population (Badiani 

et al. 2012). Other ethnic groups are officially described as ‘ethnic minority people’ and reside mainly in 

the Central Highlands, North West and South West regions of the country (Badiani et al. 2012). The term 

‘Indigenous people’ is a sensitive term not recognised officially by Vietnamese policymakers for historical 

and political reasons (IWGIA 2018; Nhandan 2013). However, in international reports (e.g., IWGIA 2018), 

Indigenous people is often used interchangeably with the term ‘ethnic minority people’ referring to the 

indigenous people in the mountainous areas such as the Montagnards and Cham people. In this paper we 

use the term ‘Indigenous’ to differentiate between ethnic minority people who are Indigenous or ‘first 

peoples’ in the Central Highlands region from those who have arrived from other locations (Gupta 2005).  

 Indigenous people in many countries have organised politically and demanded autonomy from 

governments (Gupta 2005). Even if these demands are not fully accepted, Indigenous voice can attract 

attention and lead to the reshaping of policies that impact on Indigenous communities and their experience 

in the workplace. Public sector organisations often act as bureaucratic representation of different segments 

of local populations (Groeneveld and Van de Walle 2010; Sabharwal 2014). This is the case in Vietnam and 

government regulations on workplace democracy formulated and implemented in public sector 

organisations have been specifically designed to be inclusive of Indigenous employees (Vietnam National 

Assembly 2012). The Government of Vietnam has also introduced policies to foster Indigenous 

participation, involvement and voice in public sector organisations (UNDP 2010). These include targeted 

university places for Indigenous students, preferential recruitment of Indigenous people into public sector 

organisations and preferential promotion into decision-making positions (Badiani et al. 2012). However, 

Badiani et al. (2012) suggest that these policies are well begun but not yet done. Empirical research on 

Indigenous people in Vietnam is limited and focuses mainly on social and cultural issues at the macro level 
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(Van Gramberg et al. 2013; NAFOSTED 2018). Little attention has been given to Indigenous employees 

within Vietnamese organisations, particularly amongst public-sector agencies, despite the fact that the 

representation of Indigenous government employees has increased in recent years (Vietnam Border Defence 

Force 2015). We argue that until Indigenous voices and experiences are captured successfully in the 

workplace, progress cannot be achieved. 

In the global context, while there is increasing diversity within organisations, voice strategies for 

minority groups remain relatively unexplored (Wilkinson et al. 2018). Evidence suggests that, in order to 

capture diverse voices, organisations need to develop participation and engagement practices targeting 

minority employees (Farndale et al. 2015). Studies also suggest that it is not enough just to provide pathways 

for minority employees into employment and increasing workforce participation, organisations also need to 

actively engage minorities by giving them a voice in decision making and enhancing their workplace 

participation (Bell et al. 2011; Trau et al. 2013). The overall aim of this paper is to explore how the 

implementation of government policy with respect to Indigenous voice practices impacts on the workplace 

participation of Indigenous employees in three Vietnamese public-sector agencies. The focus of Indigenous 

voice in a transitional economy from this study presents a unique opportunity and contributes to the 

conceptualisation of employee voice in the literature by providing different political, social and cultural 

perspectives (Bell et al. 2011; Mowbray et al. 2015; Jones et al. 2000).  

In this paper first, we explore the literature on employee voice; second, we outline the Vietnamese 

context; third, we describe our methodology; fourth, we present our findings and finally we discuss these 

findings and present suggestions for implications and future research. 

 

Understanding employee voice and minority groups 

Pyman, Cooper, Teicher and Holland (2006, 543) define voice as ‘how employees raise concerns, 

express and advance their interests, solve problems, and contribute to and participate in workplace decision 

making’. By implementing this approach, voice benefits both employees and organisations by reducing 

employee dissatisfaction and capturing employee suggestions for improving organisational performance 

(Dundon et al. 2004). Voice mechanisms are implemented through either formal or informal structures 

(Dachler and Wilpert 1978; Richardson et al. 2010; Mowbray et al. 2015). Formal voice is defined as ‘voice 

using codified, pre-arranged, and regular/concrete structures’ (Marchington and Suter 2013, 286) to ‘foster 

consistent implementation and that reduces the discretionary powers of managers’ (Harlos 2001, 329).  

Formal voice occurs through channels including grievance processes; self-managed teams; attitude 

surveys; staff meetings; quality circles; suggestion schemes; joint consultative committees; works councils; 

continuous improvement teams and tribunals (Marchington and Suter 2013; Dundon et al. 2004; Wilkinson 

et al. 2013). Klaas et al. (2012, 342) define informal voice mechanisms as ‘ideas or concerns…expressed 

directly and outside a structured process’. This form includes informal discussions; one-to-one meetings; 
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word-of-mouth; email and open door policies (Dundon et al. 2004; Wilkinson et al. 2013; Marchington and 

Suter 2013).  

Voice can be categorised as either direct or indirect. Direct voice allows individual employees to get 

involved via procedures and practices rather than through third-party representatives (Richardson et al. 

2010). Whereas indirect voice refers to collective employee representation through trade union and non-

union structures including workers’ councils or consultative committees (Richardson et al. 2010). Some 

scholars (e.g., Brinsfield 2014; Strauss 2006) argue that direct participation and involvement is often token 

in nature as individual employees have very little power to make changes and contribute to decision making. 

While others (e.g., Barak 1999) suggest that informal meetings and encounters are often where information 

is shared and real decisions take place. 

Evidence suggests that the macro level government legislation and policy plays a critical role in 

determining the nature and effectiveness of voice in organisations (Kaufman 2015; Markey and Townsend 

2013; O'Donoghue et al. 2007; Budd et al. 2010). In particular, when legislation and policy is intended to 

enhance minority voice through equitable treatment practices (Pichler et al. 2017; Trau 2015). For example, 

public sector organisations often focus on implementing affirmative action or equal opportunity 

employment policies to increase the representation of minority groups within their workforce. This is due 

to the belief that  policy outcomes emanating from engaging with diverse employees might better reflect the 

representation and needs of a diverse range of citizens (Ashikali and Groeneveld 2015).  

Line managers and supervisors also contribute directly to voice practices within organisations 

(Wilkinson et al. 2014; Mowbray et al. 2015). Line managers play a key role in the implementation of 

legislation and policy which is a contributory factor in the success or failure of voice (Townsend 2014). 

They act ‘as an intermediary for voice by communicating up and down via the hierarchy’ and create the 

conditions for remaining silent or promoting voices (Mowbray et al. 2015, 393). Managers and supervisors 

can also limit or undermine the implementation and successful use of voice mechanisms due to their lack 

of emotional and cultural competencies and communication skills (Wilkinson et al. 2004; Gollan et al. 

2005). This is particularly important in managing minorities because without emotional and cultural 

competencies and communication skills, voice practices can become meaningless (Townsend 2014). 

Research on minority employee voice suggests that often their voice is not considered to be a crucial part 

of organisational voice practice, since voice is often treated as ‘a universal concept’ and applied in the same 

ways to all workers (Bell et al. 2011; Wilkinson et al. 2018). As such, voice from minority groups has often 

gone unheard and minority employees are excluded from decision-making processes (Shore et al. 2018). 

The lack of minority voice can be exacerbated by discrimination and various forms of harassment in the 

workplace (Colgan et al. 2009). For example, studies show that lesbians and gay men live in fear of sexual 

prejudice, and they often distance themselves from other lesbians and gay men due to fear of potential 

negative outcomes from such relationships (Trau 2015). Many studies call for different but equal treatment 

to capture minority voice by adapting to their unique aspects of identity, culture, language, and capacity 
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(Bell et al. 2011; Day and Schenrade 2000; Hunter and Gray 2002; Kensington-Miller and Ratima 2015; 

Trau et al. 2013; Wilkinson et al. 2018). For example, focusing on inclusion of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender employees, Bell et al. (2011) argue that voices from this group not only need to be treated the 

same as others in terms of ‘rights, benefits, and privileges’ (p. 136), but also their organisational contribution  

should be accepted and valued equally (Bell et al. 2011; Trau et al. 2013). Moreover, government policies 

and legislation are considered as key elements that guide organisations, employers and management in 

adopting appropriate approaches to including minority employee voices into the workplace (Hunter and 

Hawke 2002; Shore et al. 2018; Wilkinson et al. 2018).  

With respect to Indigenous people, previous studies found that Indigenous employees are twice as likely 

to suffer from racial discrimination and sexual harassment than others in the workplace (Hunter and Hawke 

2002; Kensington-Miller and Ratima 2015). Such discrimination and harassment may lead  Indigenous 

employee voice to be  vulnerable and overlooked by managers, as there is a lack of understanding of 

Indigenous voice from managers, trade unions, and policy makers (Hunter and Hawke 2001). Evidence 

suggests that organisational voice practices do not take into account specific Indigenous employees’ cultural 

needs, often because managers have a limited understanding and knowledge of what these needs are (Haar 

and Brougham 2011; 2013). Furthermore, Indigenous employees have less opportunity to gain a range of 

technical skills and abilities from which they could utilise to contribute to their voice inclusion in regard to 

organisational decision making (Hunter and Hawke 2001; Biddle et al. 2013; Kensington-Miller 2015).  

In order to encourage  Indigenous voice in the workplace, Hunter and Hawke (2002) argue for the 

implementation of particular policies and practices for Indigenous employees. For example, policies 

outlawing racial discrimination and harassment against Indigenous employees (Hunter and Hawke 2002). 

In addition, they recommend that managers in workplaces with Indigenous employees should be trained in 

a range of policy and practices including equal employment opportunity, affirmative action, and anti-sexual 

harassment procedures. Making workplaces safe for Indigenous employees can increase Indigenous 

workforce participation and provide Indigenous employees with a pathway for voice (Hunter and Hawke 

2002). Other researchers call for particular leadership styles in workplaces with Indigenous employees, 

arguing that culturally appropriate leadership styles can capture Indigenous uniqueness and encourage their 

voice and inclusion (Randel et al. 2018; Ruwhiu and Elkin 2016).  

 

Vietnamese public-sector organisations 

The Vietnamese government is a signatory to the United Nations Millennium Declaration for freedom, 

equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature, and shared responsibility (Gerard 2001; UNDP 2010). The 

government has demonstrated willingness to foster ethnic equal opportunities by implementing policies 

relating to prioritised recruitment, training and development and promotion (e.g., Vietnam National 

Assembly 2012; Vietnam Government 2015). As a result of these policies, there has been an increase in 

Indigenous participation in employment particularly in public-sector agencies (Cling et al. 2014). In 2013, 
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the Vietnamese Government’s Border Defence Force (2015) reported that the percentage of Indigenous 

workforce participation constituted 11.68 per cent of the total of governmental officials in the public sector. 

Indigenous people also participate in executive positions in public sector organisations (UNDP 2010). 

UNDP (2010) reports that there was approximately 0.76 per cent of Indigenous managers work in the public 

sector in the Central Highlands in 2010.   

In Vietnam, government policy states that employees can have influence over their work through a 

variety of direct and indirect voice mechanisms (e.g., Vietnam National Assembly 2012). For example, the 

‘regulations on workplace democracy’ includes sharing information with employees; encouraging employee 

participation; and recognising employees’ responsibility to monitor the progress of democracy practices 

(Vietnam National Assembly, 2012). Employees can also be represented by official trade unions 

(Vietnamese Government 2015) which according to government documentation, represent and protect the 

legal rights and interests of workers (Clarke et al. 2007; Van Gramberg et al. 2013). However, in reality, 

evidence suggests that unlike unions in Western countries, Vietnamese unions are less likely to bargain for 

and represent their members and focus more on organising welfare, cultural and sporting activities (Clarke 

et al. 2007).  

As one of the first studies on Indigenous voice in the workplace in a transitional economy, this study 

addresses the follow research questions: how is Vietnamese government policy with respect to Indigenous 

voice practices implemented in public sector workplaces, and how and why does it impact on the workplace 

participation of Indigenous employees? 

 

Methods 

This study draws on data from three qualitative case studies of public administrative agencies in the 

Central Highlands region, identified as Public Administrative Agency 1 (PAA1), Public Administrative 

Agency 2 (PAA2) and Public Administrative Agency 3 (PAA2). They were purposively selected due to 

their large, ethnically diverse workplaces and union presence. This case study approach allows a comparison 

of the similarities and differences between these organisations in terms of social and historical context, 

demographics and location. The case studies in this research also allowed a deep dive into organisational 

policy and practice (Denscombe 2014) as most research into Indigenous people in Vietnam has been at the 

macro level and the qualitative approach was particularly suited to capturing data from Indigenous 

employees due to the sensitivity of the research. These methods enabled deep understanding of new and 

complex situations from the perspectives of the individuals involved (Creswell 1998). There were two 

interview questions and schedules utilised in this study. The first one was designed for managers and union 

representatives in order to gain their perspectives on the implementation of government policy with respect 

to Indigenous voice practices. The questions focused on their understanding, knowledge and experience of 

the policy and practice of their organisation in relation to Indigenous employees. The questions for 

Indigenous employees focused on capturing their experiences of voice practice and how these impacted on 
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their workplace participation. The investigation of this study lasted for five months, from early July 2016 to 

late November 2016 in the Central Highlands region of Vietnam.  

The study utilised a snowball sampling strategy to enlist participants. First, an informal recommendation 

from a senior leader in the Vietnamese university where the lead researcher worked as an academic, was 

made to senior managers of the three public agencies by telephone. These calls, based on the personal 

networks and relationships of the senior leader, requested participation (verbally) from the senior leadership 

of the agencies in the research study. The requests included support for publicising the project to all staff in 

the workplace. Gaining such permission and support from senior managers of the public agencies was 

essential as research on Indigenous people generally is sensitive and needs to observe protocols around their 

cultures (Burnette et al. 2014). It is particularly sensitive in Vietnam due to historical factors such as disputes 

over territory and land rights and shifting allegiances during the American War prior to 1975 (Gupta 2005). 

The primary field data involved face-to-face interviews using semi-structured questions. Notes were 

taken, and some interviews were recorded with the participants’ permission. All interviews were translated 

into English by the lead researcher and checked independently by another Indigenous Vietnamese researcher 

from a different project. In each agency, the supportive senior managers (who gave permission to conduct 

the project) were approached and interviewed first. Winning their confidence in this way led to the provision 

of further potential interviewees both line managers and Indigenous employees who were approached 

confidentially. Approaching the second interviewee in the Case Study site was always the most difficult and 

time-consuming because the Indigenous employees were often suspicious of the research, believing the 

interviewer to be a ‘spy’. However, once they recognised that the interviewer was Indigenous, they became 

more willing to become involved. Thirty-one interviews were conducted across the three cases, the 

participants included senior managers, line managers, union representatives and Indigenous employees. The 

majority of respondents were Indigenous as very few non-Indigenous managers accepted the interview 

invitation (see Table 1). Also, we attempted to include perspectives from non-Indigenous employees in 

order to have multiple sources in order to obtain a holistic view and triangulate the information.  However, 

none agreed to be interviewed.  

All participants were full-time employees and their service ranged from 7 months to 21 years. There 

were 13 female participants. The sample size (over 25) satisfied the criteria of ‘sufficiency’ and ‘saturation’. 

Interviewing stopped at 31 interviewees when there was no new information emerging (Creswell 2009; 

Guest et al. 2006). The study also explored secondary data including human resources policies, annual 

reports, monthly briefing summaries, workplace regulations, local news, and the central and provincial 

governments’ decisions and directives. This process of triangulation involved cross-referenced information 

from a range of sources (Creswell 2014).  

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

Table 1 approx here 

---------------------------------------- 
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This study utilised thematic analysis to analyse the data as it is considered as a traditional method for 

qualitative analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006; Green and Thorogood 2014; Holloway and Todres 2003). 

Three researchers were involved in reading, coding and interpreting the emerging themes (see Table 2). The 

coding procedure is presented as follows. The raw data (including interview transcripts, fieldwork notes, 

documentation, memos and comments) was first catalogued, sorted and arranged into different groups of 

sources of information (Creswell 2014). The data was then imported into NVivo 10 where it was coded and 

grouped into different categories. Themes were developed from the categories and were discussed further 

among researcher teams. The final themes were reached the consensus from three researchers. 

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

Table 2 approx here 

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

Findings 

Government policy 1: Prioritised policies 

Overall the managers were very positive about the impact of government policy on the workforce 

participation of Indigenous employees. Many managers described how government policy provided tertiary 

educational opportunities for Indigenous people followed by prioritised recruitment into the public service 

agencies (e.g., M1; M2; M10; M11; M23). Also, government regulation included quotas for the employment 

of Indigenous employees and managers within each organisation. These regulations were implemented 

differently in each organisation reflecting the percentage of Indigenous people living in the local area. For 

example, documents showed that PAA2 was situated in a district with a 70% Indigenous population aimed 

to have a 35% Indigenous workforce, and 67% Indigenous managers. Whereas PAA1 (30% Indigenous 

population) aimed for only 10% Indigenous employees and 20 per cent Indigenous managers, while PAA3 

(90% Indigenous population) aimed for equal distribution between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. 

These different targets led to different internal practices. According to an Indigenous manager in PAA3: 

We have regulations on the ratio of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people working in the Agency. This 

ratio is a priority for our people because we are Indigenous locals here. The non-Indigenous people also 

get priorities in recruitment from this because it is required to balance the number of the Agency’s staff 

among the Indigenous and the non-Indigenous people (M23). 

Whereas in PAA2 where the quota for Indigenous managerial positions was high. One non-Indigenous 

manager reported that ‘if there are two people with the same qualifications and are ready to be promoted to 

managerial positions, the Indigenous employee will be preferred’ (M11). There were other differences in 

the implementation of government policy amongst agencies. In PAA1, the increased participation of 

Indigenous women in managerial positions was seen as important with one senior manager arguing: ‘there 
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should be at least one Indigenous woman in leadership positions’ (M1). In PAA3, one manager explained 

how government regulations had been interpreted in the departments, commenting: ‘in my department the 

head is me as an Indigenous person, and it is required that the deputies should be from non-Indigenous 

groups’ (M25).  

According to managers, government policy led to the provision of training programs for Indigenous 

employees to improve their professional and leadership skills (M10; M23; M2). Furthermore, 

documentation from the case studies suggested that Indigenous employees were given priorities in relation 

to permanent working contracts and salary benefits. While most of the managers interviewed were unaware 

of these policies the Union Representative in PAA2 confirmed their practice claiming that in her agency: 

He [the manager] supports signing permanent contracts with Indigenous people rather than the Kinh 

[the mainstream ethnic group] because he understands that most Kinh staff will leave the workplace 

after several years (U12). 

However, despite the quotas the training and the extra benefits, at the time the research was conducted, 

the representation of Indigenous employees in the agencies was still low and the quotas had not been met. 

According to organisational documents, Indigenous employees were concentrated into the healthcare and 

education sectors in both PAA2 and PAA3, employed largely as teachers and healthcare workers. 

Furthermore, while Indigenous people were well represented in leadership positions across the three 

organisations occupying senior positions such as Chairperson and Vice Chairperson at the departmental 

level; non-Indigenous people still dominated managerial positions, particularly in PAA1 and PAA2.  

The views of Indigenous employees help cast light on why targets were not being met as they were less 

positive in regard to the implementation of government policy in the agencies. In PAA1, even one of the 

Indigenous managers stated: ‘I don’t see any policies encouraging ethnic diversity in my workplace’ (M3). 

An Indigenous employee in PAA3 whose manager was non-Indigenous claimed: ‘I heard people said that 

[equal employment opportunity]. But I don't see many Indigenous staff working here [laughs!]’ (E31).  

It became clear that the application of government policies varied between departments as the regulations 

were implemented at the department level and hence it was the responsibility and at the discretion of the 

individual manager to monitor and control not the overall leadership of the Agency. As one Indigenous 

respondent from PAA1 commented: ‘I think the implementation of the policy often depends on the 

departmental managers’ (E7). These managers were not always supportive of the regulations, in PAA2, one 

Indigenous employee commented: ‘The policies say that Indigenous students have prioritised recruitment, 

but the real process of application is similar to all people’ (E20). Also, in PAA2 an Indigenous doctor 

believed ‘[…] non-Indigenous people will be the first being considered in recruitment […]’ (E17). 

Overall the evidence suggested that while government policy and regulation were having a positive effect 

in relation to increased workforce participation of Indigenous people in Public Agencies. Furthermore, while 
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there were increased numbers of Indigenous senior managers, many departmental managerial positions were 

still occupied by those with non-Indigenous backgrounds. Further, it was these managers who often made 

the decisions regarding the implementation of government policy in their own departments and hence those 

managers with cultural bias may not be less willing to implement the policy or not implementing the policy 

effectively.  

Government policy 2: Employee voice in the workplace  

In addition to government policy and regulation on Indigenous workforce participation, questions were 

asked about Indigenous employee participation and consultation practices. Each of the three cases had 

workplace regulations pertaining to voice structures at both organisational and departmental levels and all 

managers across the three organisations were aware of these regulations. For example, one senior manager 

from PAA1 claimed:  

Employee participation practices are based on the workplace regulations in each department. These 

regulations show that employees are able to attend the weekly briefings at their workplace’ (M2).  

In PAA3 the policies and regulations even included organisational culture and individual behaviour in 

which they guide how employees, managers and leaders behave and communicate to their peers, 

subordinates and colleagues. Across the three organisations, a variety of voice practices were identified. 

These included formal and direct forms of voice, for example, the Agencies’ assembly, annual and monthly 

workers meetings, and weekly team briefings. Some examples of comments from managers included:  

The Agency hosts a monthly assembly for all employees. At this event, the senior managers will present 

news and other information relating to the city. Besides that, each department has a monthly meeting. 

At these meetings, employees present their suggestions or opinions related to their position (M2).  

In my workplace, there are monthly briefings among managers and staff. At this event, I give them a 

chance to have a say. For example, if they have suggestions, they can talk directly to me (M10). 

The agencies also had informal direct forms of voice. According to managers from PAA1, they often 

communicated with their staff through ‘discussion’, ‘questionnaires’, ‘drop-in’ (M2), ‘mailboxes’ (M1). In 

PAA2, managers also used written report (M24) and social media (M11) to exchange ideas with employees. 

However, Indigenous employees reported that these informal direct mechanisms of voice only came from 

individual leaders who promoted Indigenous voice and inclusion (E5; E30). They described these leaders 

as ‘open minded’ and they attempted to capture Indigenous voice through informal meetings outside the 

workplace (E6; M11; M23; M25). 

In addition to direct voice, indirect voice channels also are in place in each of the three case studies 

through the Trade Unions (M1; M2; M11; M23). According to the Union Representative in PAA2, the 

Union’s roles included collect suggestions from members, presenting to the managers and taking 
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responsibility to organise sport competitions and art events (U12). Some managers in PAA1 and PAA3 

claimed that the Union was supportive of employees (e.g., M1; M23). However, some managers were 

confused and even made jokes about the role of the Trade Unions. For example:  

We do have the Union representatives, but I have never seen the Unions intervene and present their 

members’ suggestions to the manager [laughs] (M11).  

The Union [laughs]. No. To be honest, at the department levels, they almost do nothing. Sometimes, they 

just ask people to clean up the workplace […]’ (M3).  

Many Indigenous employees claimed that the Union failed to provide them with a voice. For, example, 

a Doctor in PAA1 claimed that the Unions ‘do not have any impact’ (E9) on his work. Similarly, a nurse 

from PAA2 stated that the Unions ‘are not good at representing members’ voices’ (E21). Instead, according 

to the employees, the Unions’ role focused more on pastoral or welfare-based issues such as ‘visiting sick 

employees’ (E6); and ‘providing uniforms for staff, and hosting parties on Women’s Day’ (E28). 

Furthermore, in some departments in the three agencies, the manager was also the Secretary of the Party 

which often monitors and facilitates Union activities. Even the Union Representative acknowledged this 

and stated: 

The Union Committee has monthly meetings and we draw up plans and suggestions that will be sent to 

the Heads of Department and the higher level of the Union’s Committees. Sometimes, we also have 

suggestions sent to the senior managers of the Agency, but before the suggestion is sent to the senior 

managers it will be sent first to the Secretary of the party. Then the party will approve it and then we 

can send it out (U26). 

In summary, while there were a wide range of direct employee voice practices in place across all three 

agencies, their implementation varied across the departments as it rested with individual leaders and 

departmental managers. These practices appeared to cover all employees not just Indigenous employees. In 

relation to indirect voice, while the senior managers were largely positive in relation to the role of the Union 

in representing Indigenous employers, a number of departmental managers did not react positively. The 

Indigenous employees were very negative and it must be pointed out that no non-Indigenous employees 

were interviewed so it is entirely possible that they could have the same experience. This is borne out by 

the comments of the Union Representative from PAA2 who acknowledged that all requests had to be cleared 

by the Party. 

Factors undermining Indigenous employee workplace participation 

 Lack of awareness of non-Indigenous managers 

The study found that non-Indigenous managers across the three agencies lacked awareness of Indigenous 

cultures, languages and communication skills. In case of PAA2 and PAA3. Documentation showed that 
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most non-Indigenous people moved to these districts during the central government’s program on ‘New 

Economic Zones’ after the American War (1975). Both non-Indigenous manager and Indigenous employee 

admitted that the non-Indigenous people came to the regions to look for a job and would go back their home 

in the urban areas (M11; E17). Also, one Indigenous employee claimed that some of these non-Indigenous 

managers shouted at the Indigenous staff who tried to have a voice in decision making rather than 

encouraging them. For example: 

We don’t like to present our opinions because she [the manager] often shouts at us, even though our 

opinions are right. If our opinions or suggestions are wrong she never explains in a friendly way to make 

us understand the issue. She just shouts at us, and that’s why Indigenous employees don’t want to have 

a say at her decision, because she doesn’t truly listen to us (E17). 

In addition, an Indigenous nurse claimed that many non-Indigenous managers lacked awareness of 

Indigenous cultural uniqueness so that they did not realise that they should apply a different way of speaking 

to their Indigenous employees (E21). Also, in PAA3, interviewees reported that non-Indigenous managers 

communicated with Indigenous employees abruptly, they did not listen to their Indigenous employees, and 

were likely to apply indirect voice with their Indigenous employees. For example, one Indigenous employee 

reported:  

Three years ago, my boss was non-Indigenous, he was too abruptly speaking so it hurt my pride. But I 

had to go forward on my work because if my work is not improved at all he will ignore me’ (E28). 

Evidence also suggested that non-Indigenous managers and employees who were recent arrivals to 

Indigenous communities used the term ‘Dân tộc’, which means ‘the ethnic’, to refer to Indigenous people. 

The Indigenous employees perceived this term to be derogatory and racist and the use of this term 

demonstrated that mainstream people do not consider them as a part of the community.  

Underlying racism 

Many Indigenous employees experienced racial prejudice in the workplace. According to one Indigenous 

manager in PAA1: ‘they don’t want to work with people from other ethnic groups, because they just feel 

comfortable work with their same racial colleagues […]’ (M3). An Indigenous employee in PAA2 claimed: 

‘they don’t want to accept our people to work with them. But the government has its policies on recruiting 

Indigenous people. It is compulsory; so, they must accept us’ (E16).  

Here was one of the problems, non-Indigenous managers were in a situation where Indigenous 

employment was enforced through legislation but without guidance, training and support. As the Indigenous 

employee explained: ‘he [the Head of Department] did not arrange work for me. I have never been included 

and integrated into the workplace’ (E16). In other cases, Indigenous employees were not welcomed: 

‘sometimes my non-Indigenous colleagues talk about Indigenous people and they look at me’ (E28). Not 



 

 13 

only were Indigenous employees not included in the workplace often they were not given autonomy over 

their work. An Indigenous employee claimed:  

I just take responsibility for small pieces of work. […]. I don’t have any right to make decisions on my 

work. […] Not all leaders in the department allow employees like me to talk directly to them […] (E7).  

Some Indigenous employees believed that some non-Indigenous managers have no confidence in 

Indigenous talent and they often ignored the voice of Indigenous employees. For example, one Indigenous 

employee reported: ‘I am rarely consulted directly by the manager […] two or three times a year she asks 

my opinions’ (E5). Even Indigenous managers felt excluded: ‘when I was a deputy for the mainstream [non-

Indigenous] manager the staff never worked with me. So I did not have any voice over work’ (M25). Some 

Indigenous employees felt that racism from their colleagues was overt. For example: ‘some of my colleagues 

don’t talk to me at all and give me a ‘cold-eyed’ stare’ (E7). Even in PAA3 where the Indigenous population 

dominated the district, Indigenous employees still experienced racism:    

I remember when I was first in the workplace, my non-Indigenous colleague insulted Indigenous people 

when she looked at the Indigenous children. They also often make fun of Indigenous people here (E30). 

Overall while government policies had led to increased workforce participation of Indigenous employees 

and direct and indirect employee voice practices that provided opportunities for Indigenous employees, there 

were some significant barriers to their success. The first was that despite the fact that there were some 

Indigenous people in senior managerial positions, the implementation of policy and voice practice left to 

the discretion of individual departmental managers. Successful implementation was patchy as it depended 

on the skills, knowledge and motivation of these managers. Second, the decision to make an inclusive 

workplace and the implementation of government policies also rely on the awareness of departmental 

managers regarding the needs of Indigenous employees and their value in the workplace. Third, Indigenous 

employees and some Indigenous managers experienced significant racism in the workplace on a daily basis 

undermining their inclusion, participation and expressing their voice in the workplace. 

 

Discussion 

The overall aim of this paper was to explore how the implementation of government policy with respect 

to Indigenous voice practices impacts on the workplace participation of Indigenous employees in three 

Vietnamese public-sector agencies. We have four major findings. First, Vietnamese government prioritised 

policies have had a positive impact on Indigenous employment in public sector agencies as evidence 

demonstrates that Indigenous workforce participation has increased (Badiani et al. 2012; Nhandan 2013). 

This finding suggests that the Vietnamese government has an intention and is taking its international 

responsibilities in eliminating racial discrimination in the workplace towards Indigenous people seriously 

by promoting affirmative action policies (UNDP 2010). These policies are enforced through legislation 
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similar to many Western countries (Ashikali and Groeneveld 2015; Hunter and Hawke 2002; Pichler et al. 

2017). In each organisation, not only did we find quotas in relation to recruitment and preferential treatment 

in areas such as access to training and development, we also found quotas and targets for middle and senior 

managerial positions and pathways to these positions. As the literature shows not only do minority 

employees need to be visible in the workplace but they also need to be represented in leadership positions 

from which they have an opportunity to have an influence over organisational decision making (Ashikali 

and Groeneveld 2015). 

The second key finding was that a range of both indirect and direct voice mechanisms in each 

organisation mandated by government and targeted at improving Indigenous employees’ representation. 

Increasing the workforce participation of Indigenous employees and providing employee voice mechanisms 

is an essential precursor for Indigenous workplace participation (Ashikali and Groeneveld 2015; Barak 

1999; Shen et al. 2009). The combination of affirmative action policies and a range of employee voice 

mechanisms are a starting point for Indigenous employee participation. 

However, the third finding demonstrates the barriers to Indigenous employee participation and inclusion. 

The impact of government policy and regulation on Indigenous employment and voice rests at the 

organisational level. Each organisation in this study implemented government policy differently possibly 

due to the different geographical and population challenges as well as the attitudes of senior leaders. A 

common feature was that the implementation took place at the departmental level but there was little or no 

overall monitoring or measuring the impact of the policy. As a result, individual managers and leaders 

played essential roles in interpreting policy and regulation, and implementing these policies. The lack of 

awareness and commitment or even underlying racism of non-Indigenous managers came out as a clear 

barrier to Indigenous employee participation and inclusion. This finding is consistent with previous studies 

which suggest that a lack of cultural competence and training undermines diversity and interaction between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous employees (Townsend 2014). The existence of racial prejudice amongst 

managers threatens any attempt to capture Indigenous voices (Badiani et al. 2012). Furthermore, the findings 

in this study suggest that this racism was often exacerbated and there could be a backlash if non-Indigenous 

employees felt that Indigenous employees were receiving extra benefits or preferential treatment – in other 

words, at the expense of non-Indigenous employees. This ‘zero-sum’ perception contributes to the reason 

why non-Indigenous managers may be reluctant to recruit Indigenous people; or if they are forced to comply 

with the policies and targets, they undermine Indigenous contribution if they do not value their skills and 

talent. It suggests that understanding of the uniqueness of Indigenous culture and values is critical (Bell et 

al. 2011; Haar and Brougham 2011; Hunter and Gray 2002) in order to draw the fine line between 

compliance and merit. It is clear that non-Indigenous managers and employees need to be provided with 

cultural training courses on Indigenous cultures, languages and communication as the way to eliminate the 

misunderstanding and racial discrimination at work. 

 The fourth finding related to the role of the union in employee voice practices in Vietnam. Most 

managers were positive about the role of the union; however, this is not surprising given that the union 
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representatives were appointed by the managers and are under the control of the Vietnamese Communist 

Party (Clarke et al. 2007; Van Gramberg et al. 2013). This situation was acknowledged by a union 

representative and echoes other studies that claim that the role of Vietnamese unions is limited to welfare 

and social issues rather than indirect representation on key industrial issues (Clarke et al. 2007; Van 

Gramberg et al. 2013). The Indigenous employees were very critical of the unions and literature suggests 

that trade unions are often unaware of Indigenous issues (Hunter and Hawke 2001; Biddle et al. 2013; Haar 

and Brougham 2011). We cannot make this claim since we were not able to capture the perspectives of non-

Indigneous employees in this study. It could be that the union failure supporting employee voice is the same 

for all employees as the unions are not independent organisations of these three agencies. 

There are three theoretical contributions in this paper. First, this study is one of the first studies to provide 

an Indigenous perspective on employee voice. We argue that the implementation of government policy 

prioritising Indigenous employment in public sectors is a main precursor of Indigenous voice in that such 

policies lead directly to increased workforce participation. Moreover, in Vietnam government policies force 

public sector organisations not only to recruit staff from Indigenous groups but also provide career paths 

into managerial positions. In this sense, Vietnamese public sector organisations act as a bureaucratic 

representation of different segments of local populations (Groeneveld and Van de Walle 2010; Sabharwal 

2014) and extend the understanding of the impact of government policy on Indigenous employee voice (see 

Kaufman 2015; Wilkinson et al. 2018). In other words, the implementation of government policy with 

respect to Indigenous voice practice could be considered as ‘voice opportunity’ given to Indigenous peoples 

(Ashikali and Groeneveld 2015; Hunter and Hawke 2002; Kensington-Miller and Ratima 2015; Shen et al. 

2009).  

However, prioritised policy and voice practice by themselves do not lead to the workplace participation 

of Indigenous employees, given that Indigenous voice is twice as more likely to be overlooked by 

organisations (Biddle et al. 2013; Haar and Brougham 2013; Hunter and Hawke 2001; 2002; Kensington-

Miller and Ratima 2015). Which leads to the second contribution. This study demonstrates that voice cannot 

be seen as a universal concept applied in the same way to all workers without considering group differences 

(Bell et al. 2011; Wilkinson et al. 2018). Consistent with previous studies on Indigenous employees, we 

found that despite government mandated affirmative action regulations and employee voice policies which 

translated into increased workforce participation, Indigenous employees still felt isolated and excluded in 

the workplace (Biddle et al. 2013; Kensington-Miller and Ratima 2015). This is because the lack of 

organisational accountability, the lack of awareness of managers and the underlying racism of many 

managers and non-Indigenous staff undermined the regulatory intent. All these factors are consistent with 

the concept of unheard voices (Wilkinson et al. 2018) in which voices are missing even in workplaces due 

to organisational structure and processes. We argue that Indigenous employee voices at the organisational 

level were neglected by individual managers who interpreted and implemented voice practices differently 

according to their individual perspectives. As suggested by Strauss (2006), voice mechanisms by themselves 

do not lead to Indigenous participation and inclusion, they require a consideration of an array of individual 
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and organisational factors. In the context of Indigenous people, it is argued that voice practice should adapt 

to their unique aspects of identity, cultures, languages, and capacity (Bell et al. 2011; 2013; Hunter and 

Gray, 2002; Kensington-Miller and Ratima 2015; Harr and Brougham 2013; Trau and  Härtel 2007; Trau et 

al. 2013; Wilkinson et al. 2018). Previous studies claim that lack of appropriate voice mechanisms applied 

to employees from marginalised groups impacts on their perception of less workplace participation, since 

their uniqueness is not taken into consideration (Bell et al. 2011; Shore et al. 2011; Wilkinson et al. 2018). 

In this paper, we found that leadership behaviour can be seen as a key lever of Indigenous voice in practice 

(Ruwhiu & Elkin, 2016). Our findings suggest leadership behaviour that promoted Indigenous voice 

consisted of open-mindedness, inclusiveness and encouragement. In this way, in addition to the employee 

voice literature, we contribute to both the literature on inclusion and also the literature on Indigenous 

leadership. 

The third contribution is that the context matters in employee voice. Most studies on Indigenous 

employees take place in the Western colonised nations of Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the USA 

(e.g., Biddle et al. 2013; Harr and Brougham 2013). This study focused on a transitional social market 

economy where unions play a very different role and are very much aligned to the Communist Party (Clarke 

et al. 2007) and where  Indigenous identity is not officially recognised by the government (IWGIA 2018). 

Voice practice for Indigenous employees in Vietnam public sector organisations is different from Western 

democratic systems. On the one hand, the Vietnamese government has attempted to foster Indigenous 

workforce participation and their voice at work and have endorsed and ratified the United Nations 

Millennium Declaration for freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature, and shared 

responsibility, which relates directly to Indigenous workforce participation (UNDP 2010). On the other 

hand, the government may consider Indigenous voice as politically threatening  (Gupta 2005). Such a 

situation may contribute to ignoring Indigenous voice at the organisational level. For example, the 

inconsistencies of implementation across departments could be explained as lack of responsibility and 

accountability of senior managers for the implementation of Indigenous policies or even a lack of 

confidence. Similarly, the trade unions could also lack political confidence in supporting Indigenous voice. 

This study has limitations. First, it is a small sample size which limits the generalizability of the findings 

but provides a rich basis for further investigation. Second, the study did not capture the perspectives of many 

senior managers or trade union representatives which could have added depth to the issues explored. 

 

Future research 

It is clear that future research could conduct a larger scale survey to capture both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous perspectives on influencing factors of the implementation of government policy with respect to 

Indigenous voice from both sides: managers and employees. By doing so, we may gain deep understanding 

of this phenomena of Indigenous voice practice in public workplace. Second, we suggest further work on 

inclusive leadership or even Indigenous leadership focusing on public organisations since this leadership 
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behaviour is considered as part of Indigenous voice practice. Particularly, future research could focus on 

exploring how this leadership behaviour can facilitate Indigenous employees’ belongingness and value their 

uniqueness, which may contribute directly to encourage their voice and workplace participation (Shore et 

al. 2011; Randel et al. 2018; Wilkinson et al. 2018). Finally, there is still a question on the roles of trade 

unions in Vietnamese public sector, for example, whether or not the union failure supporting Indigenous 

employee voice is the same for all employees. Therefore, future research clearly needs to provide deep 

insights into non-Indigenous perspectives particularly from those in decision making and representative 

roles including union leaders and officials.  
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