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magine an organization
where the CEO has no
clothes. The CEO’s lack of
clothes is apparent to all
who set eves upon him. Yet
employees don’t say a word.
Some employees even compliment
and praise the CEO’ attire. The
CEO takes pride and comfort in the
fact that subordinates recognize his
fine taste in clothing, and easily dis-
misses the few trouble-makers who
eye him strangely in the elevator.

And yet these employees are not
blind. Behind the safety of closed
doors and in veiled whispers, they
talk of their leader’s lack of clothing.
They all clearly know that the CEO
is not wearing clothes but only the
foolish or naive dare to speak of it in
public.

While seemingly fanciful, our
mock fairy tale captures an impor-
tant phenomenon of organizational
life. — namely that, in many organi-
zations, employees know the truth

about certain issues and problems
facing the organization yet they do
not dare to speak that truth to their
superiors. Employees tend to believe
that they would face negative reper-
cussions for speaking up, and that
speaking up would not make a dif-
ference. An Industry Week survey of
845 line managers from diverse

“There has been little sys-
tematic academic explo-
ration of why ‘organizational
silence’ is pervasive. . .
even in an era in which
managements universally
extol the virtues of greater
communication.”

organizations found that only 29
percent of first-level supervisors
thought that their organization
encouraged employees to express
opinions openly. In our own inter-
views with working MBA students,
we have found that most (85 per-
cent) have been in situations where

they have felt unable to speak up
about a concern at work, and that
many feel this way frequently in
their organizations.

This phenomenon — which we
dub “organizational silence” - is a
potentially dangerous impediment
to organizational learning and
change. It can hamper the develop-
ment of truly pluralistic organiza-
tions — ones that value and allow for
the expression of multiple perspec-
tives and opinions. But to date,
there has been little systematic aca-
demic exploration of why “organi-
zational silence” is pervasive, or of
the consequences of widespread
silence — even in an era in which
management universally extols the
virtues of greater communication.
In our recent work, we have sought
to understand both the
quences and the causes of silence in
organizations, especially when that
silence is widespread.

conse-
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Implications of Silence

Figure 1 provides an overview of
the effects of silence.

Extensive research on group deci-
sion making has shown that decision
quality is enhanced when multiple
perspectives and alternatives are con-
siddered. Further, it has been argued
that innovation requires a context
where employees feel free to deviate —
to offer totally novel perspectives or
ideas or to question current beliefs
and practices. Together, these research
streams suggest that organizational
silence will compromise the effective-
ness of organizational decision-mak-
ing and learning by restricting the
variance in informational input avail-
able to decision makers. In addition,
without dissenting viewpoints, there is
less likely to be the type of eritical
analysis necessary for effective deci-
sion-making, which may similarly
undermine organizational learning.

Organizational silence is also likely
to compromise effective organization-
al learning and development by block-
ing negative feedback, or information
that suggests that current practices are
not working as intended. Without neg-
ative feedback, errors tend to persist
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and may even magnify. To make mat-
ters worse, Lop management may not
recognize that they lack important
information, and may interpret silence
as signaling consensus and success.
Even if management directly asks
employees for feedback, employees
may be careful to filter out negative
information.

Effects on Employees
Individuals have a strong need for
control over their immediate environ-
ment and over decisions that affect
them. Being able to express opinions
and concerns gives people a sense of
control, and feeling that one is unable
to express opinions and concerns
makes people feel that they lack con-
trol. And a perceived lack of control
has several detrimental effects,
including reduced motivation, physi-
cal and psychological withdrawal,
turnover, and even sabotage. Thus,
when employees feel that they cannot
speak up about problems or concerns,
there can be serious negative effects
on morale and performance.
Organizational silence is also likely
to give rise to cognitive dissonance, an
aversive state that arises when there is

a discrepancy between one’s beliefs
and one’s behavior. Consider a sales-
person who is confronted daily with
evidence that customers are not satis-
fied with a product, but feels unable
to raise this information to his superi-
ors without repercussions. In cases
such as this, the individual may exist
in a state of prolonged dissonance —
knowing that there is a problem but
acting as if there is not. This disso-
nance can create high levels of anxi-
ety and stress, both of which can
undermine performance and con-
tribute to turnover.

The above dynamics are particu-
larly troubling because they may dis-
proportionately affect those who dif-
fer from the majority. Not only will
such employees feel greater pressure
to remain silent (because they are
more likely to see the world different-
ly), but they may be more likely to
experience the negative effects of
silence.

Origins of Silence

To investigate the origins of orga-
nizational silence, our ohjective was
not to explain why a particular
employee will choose to speak up or




not to speak up, but rather, to explain
why the dominant response within
may he for
ent

many organizations

employees (en masse) to remain si
about important issues or problems
they encounter on the job.

Figure 2 provides an overview of
some of the managerial and organi-
zational conditions that we believe
are likely to promote silence in
organizations.

Fundamentally. we believe that
(ll':_fi.llliﬂllif}l]ill silence owes its origing
to two major factors. The first is top
managers’ fear of receiving negative
feedback. especially from subordi-
nates. People often feel threatened by
negative feedback. and as a result, try
to avoid it. As well, when they do
receive negative feedback. they often
try to ignore the message. dismiss it as
inaccurate, or attack the credibility of
the source. Because managers may
feel a particularly strong need to avoid
embarrassment, and feclings of vul-
nerability or incompetence, they may
tend to avoid information that sug-
gests weakness or errors, or that chal-
lenges current courses of action. And
it has been shown that when negative
feedback comes from below rather

Top Management

Team Characteristics

= Stable membership

= [emographic
dissimilarity from
|ower level employees

= High power dislance

Implicit Managerial Beliefs

= High Belief that employees are self interested

» High Belief that management knows best

= High Baliaf that unity is goed and dissent is bad

Managers' Fear Of
Negative Feedback

FIGURE 2

Organizational and
Environmental Characteristics
* Low-cost strategy

* [ow-rasource environment

= Vertical differentiation

= External hiring of senior mors

than from above — from subordinates
rather than bosses — it is seen as less
accurate and legitimate, and as more
threatening to one’s power and credi-
bility. Thus, a fear of. or resistance to,
“bad news” or negative feedback can
set into motion a set ol organizational
striuetures and l.)l'ill"-li(‘L‘S that _impf_‘.r_ln
the upward communication of infor-
mation.

A second important factor that we
believe to be at the root of organiza-
tional silence is a set of unstated
beliefs that managers often implicitly
hold about emplovees and about the
nature of management. One such
belief is that employees are self-inter-
ested and untrustworthy. Recent
works have emphasized that an eco-
nomic lmmr'ligm currently dominates
the thinking of many managers. This
paradigm assumes that individuals
are self-interested and  effort-averse
and can be expected to act in ways to
maximize their individual utilities
rather than the organization’s per-
formance. A related belief is that top
management. not those below, always

knows best about issues of organiza-
tional importance. A third erroneous
belief that tends to be held by man-

agers in organizations characterized
by silence is that unity, agreement
and consensus are signs of organiza-
tional health, while disagreement and
dissent should be avoided.

Fears and Silence

These managerial fears and beliefs
can contribute to silence in many
ways. Il the unstated beliel among top
management is that employees are
opportunistic and not knowledgeable
about what’s best for the organiza-
tion. then they will tend to exclude
them from decision-making processes
and not solicit much employee feed-
back. Procedures such as systematic
surveying or polling will be rare
because there will be a tendency to
believe that little of value will be
learned from them, and because neg-
ative upward feedback would be seen
as a challenge to management’s con-
trol. Excluding employees from deci-
sion-making processes and not asking
for feedback is also a way to avoid
dissent and “had news.”

Managers also tend to enact their
implicit beliels and their fear of feed-
back in their day-to-day behavior
toward employees. For example. il
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