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Creating Voice for 2016 and Beyond

BY ROB BOGOSIAN, EdD

Leadership complexity is rapidly increasing. This past year
was replete with corporate challenges and wreckages—
the Volkswagen emissions crisis, a continuation of General
Motors’ ignition defects crisis, Honda Motor Co.’s air bag
crisis, and the exposure of a brutal Amazon workplace.

A1 the root of sach of these scenanos is a "Culture of Silence,”
inwhich employees willfully withhold irnportant wark-retated
information for reasons that involve you, the leader.

As 3 leader, you must be able to shape and sustain a healthy
culture and productive relationships and enahle employees Lo
stay fired up and committed to you and the cormpany A "Culture
of Voice™—the oppasite of a Culture of Silence—exsts when
employees know that their voice has merit and that they can

yaur employess are silent, when you aren't heaning any ideas
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or cormplaints, it might mean they are busy and confent. But it

might also mean that crtical knowdedge which could impraove
processes, stmulate innovation, or even prevent fatal rishaps
is blocked. Waorst-case scenarie, employee silence could
threaten your organization’s sunivel,

The history of the Culture of Silence traces back to the Titanic,
In Serate testimony guen after the disaster, the Titanic's owner,
Joseph Bruce lsmay, admitted the company's semor leaders
hadn't paid much attention to safety. The color of the first-class
carpet was discussed for three hours; the lifeboat capacity issue
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was discussed for 15 minutes. Some engineers long suspected
the ship could sink under certain circurmstances. Why hadn't
those engineers sounded a forceful warming?

The Senate testimanials reveal the engneers were pul off by
the Titanic leaders” attitudes and belisved it would be futile to
voice their concerns. The Titanic, GM, and Honda catastrophes
all are the result of the phenomenon called “organizational
silenice.” According to Elizabeth Wolfe Mornison and Frances
1. Milliken in "Organizational Silence: A Barrier to Change and
Develaprment in a Pluralistic World™ [Acadermy of Managernent
Review, October 2000, silent employees reflect a work
ervironment, & culture, in which impartant infarmation—
relevant knowledge or an innovative idea—is willfully withheld,
Although these are extrermae, well-publicized examples, 3
Culture of Silence can exist in any organization, big or small.
How is a Culiure of Silence created? How do you know if you
are operating in a Culture of Silence, and what can you do as a
leader to eradicate it?

Silence is primarnily caused by leader-employes interactions,
especally when the employee experiences the leader's actions
as egregious [such as berating in public o taking credt for

one's ideas), Emplnyées question their personal value systern,
sxperience sell-doubt, and eventually give up and acquiesce
due to external forces requiring them to remain on the job [
need this job because |'m the primary breadwinner”].

Discretionary affort is one area of consequence in 3 Culture of
Silence that should concern every leader. Discretionary effort
is the amount of extra performance gven by employees ahove
what their job requires for success. The amount of employee
discrationary effort shrnks when there is a perception of
eqregious action on the part of the leader,

CAUSES AND SIGNS OF SILENCE

Employee silence is either offensive ['m not going to speak
up Lo help you. | don't have your back because |don T think you
hawe mine”] or defensive |7 would be crazy to speak up. They
shoot the messenger here,” or "It's futile to spealk up, sowhy
bother?"), What's more, if you a5 a leader ane genuinely trying
to doyour best for the company, it's not Likeby that you'll be able
to recognize whether you're unwittingly sending a message,
through your behaviors, that employees should keep their
heads down and rmouths shut,
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Ultimately, a Culture of Silence bails down to how employees
receive and perceive a leader's actions and the arganizational
processes and syrmipols that have been put in place as a result
The place fo start enderstanding employee silenee i with your
o aclions ard the beliefs and values that drive them.

Think of the perception of leadership behavior as a hierarchy of
observable behaviors, values, and lunderlying] beliets, as shown
in thi figure below.

The Perception of Leadership Behavior

Your Delief systern explains how you see the world and what
you believe to be true about it. This system drves your vallses,
which are the basis for your observable behavior Your behavior
iminacts how your associates experience, perceive, and brand
your keadership,

Yo may value control because you believa its your respon-
sihility, 2= a leader, Lo keep others work in check to ensure
the organization meets its goals. As a result, you may be less
inclined to accept alternate wews presented by employees.
i iz beliewss that “givirng emplovees an inch means they
will st likely take a mile,” and you are also likely to behave in
ways that reflect those values. You may require frequent sliztus
reports, Mold daity update meetings, or retain ultimate decision-
raking control To carry the exarple further, stajus reports
rmiay, in this scenario, become an organizational symbol that
reinforces employee silence in your workplace,

Thie issue isn't whether status reports are good or bad. The
issue is the underlying belief that drives your need for status
raports and frequent check-ins with associates, This belief,
if unchecked, can drive behaviors that have undesiable and
unanticipated consequences for your employees—such as
feeling micromanaged.

Caonsider the story of one senier-level manager at a global
manufacturing firmwhe believed that driving results and

cantrolling projects were part of her job. She aften boasted
abaut herwork ethicand "drie for results.” However, her
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employees had been busning out and were resentful about the
Lack of autonarmy and overt micromanagement.

This leader discovered her beliefs, values, and bebaviors
actually stemimied from beng the oldast child growing upin

& household with lwo working parents. The responaibility for
her siblings had rested an her shoulders, 2nd she had warked
very hard to keep evenything together far them. She learmed
atayoung 2ge that control was her saving grace and kept ner
siblings safe, and she brought that lformed) perspective into her
adull life and work.

Within a few weeks of this realization, and without deliberate
intenit or her par, the manager's behaviars began to change,
and her employess [slowdy] began to speak up more than they
had in the past. Within a few months, productivity was improving
at a faster pacs than before, As soon as she understood the
connectian betwean her belisfs and her cantrolling behaviars,
shi explored ways to separate the behaviors that worked in

the past from those in her present wark life that had become a
patential lehility, This transition tzkes persistence, a desirs far
self-reflection, and openness to insights and learming.

If you alue structure and control, and your emnplayees crave
that direction, so much the better. But if you value structure
and control, and your emplmess are molvated by autonomy,
your desire for struchure and control, l=ft unchecked and
unexarrined, could create tension and unresolved conflict,
fow can atter your behaviors when and if you receive feedback
from those with whorm you work. But you’re unlikely to receive
feedback if you have fostered employee silence,

RECOGMNIZING SILENCE

Howr can you tell ifyour employees ane silent? Start with some
hieavy self-reflection and ask yoursell the following questions
larvd benie olber managers throughout the croanization do the
sarmel. Your responses may indicate signs of silence,

* How many ernplayvees, within the past month, presented &
soluton to a problem when you didn't have a solution to offer?
Hiwe did you respond?
Hiwe did they respond o you?

* In howe miary staff meetings, within the past six months, did
you get the “bovine stare”—a blank look—from the group
wihen you asked people to give you their opinions ard views?

Heres i you respond T
Hiw did they respond taymu?

= Who were the employees, within the pastweek, to sl you o
sherey up at your office [unsolicited] with 2 newidea?
Haws didd vou respond?
Hiow did they respond toyou?

= Within the past weak, who were the employess that openly
disagreed with you? What are their positions/roles in the
company?
Howy did vou respond?
Haow did they respond toyou?



four answers to these questions may indicate you are operating
ina Culture of Silence. Omgznizations that have a Culture of
Voice tend to emibrace and encourage innovation and change
and successtully implement ideas, products, and services,

Take the third question, for example. Suppose a direct report
carne Lo you this past week with an idea for changing a
procurement process, Suppose you didn't bke the idea and
considered it hatf-baked. To be nice, you thanked the indwidual
for his or hier input and said that you would look into the idea,
even though you had ne intention of doing se. The good news
is that your employee was willing to come toyou with an ides,
The bad news is that by leaving it hanging, you've sent an
implicit message that the employee’s idea had little merit
and really wasn'twirth your time. Consequently, the nesi
time that employee has an idea, he or she may be reluctant
1o bring it Yo you. You have inadvertently seeded a Culiure

af Silance

Lastly, ernployees will voice contrary views, including open
disagreement, only when they are certain there is no risk

of retaliation. Research shows that a leader's openness to
different experiences is comrelated to his or her attitede toward
divergent thinking. Openness is & perseaalily dimension thal
includes curicsity, imagination, and a tolerance far slrarge
situations, which can foster a Culture of Yoice.

ACHIEVING A CULTURE OF VOICE

Foremployess, 2 Cullure of Yoice means there is ne risk
associated with apen disclesure. One significant benefil of this
culbure is that knowledge transfer accelerates, rasulling in
incresssed knowledge capital When there is risk, it is usually
the result of seeing or hearing that a colleague paid a price for
presenting & solution or an ides upward in the cryganization.
Unfortunataly, you rrisy be quilty by association hwith the
managerient rankl.

Eitherway, you can cornbat this cultural reality by rermoving
all negative respanses inyour control when knowledge is
presentad toyou, A negative respense is one that reduces
the likelinood that others will voice thair views, Like it ar nat,
your respanses reqisbier with the associate culture and are
interpreted and socizlized in 3 nanosecond, These are the
siones your ermployees tell about you that shape the culture
and your leadership brand,

Here are five ways to move 1o a Culture of Voice:

Build up ideas rather than tear themn down. Treal everyigea,
even the ones you perceive as half-baked, as the nest best idea,
Askyourself, "What do | like about this idea? Use that positive
companent to build up the idea, State your dislikes as concerns,
and ack the idea generator how he or she will address each of
your concerns ahout the idea, The build-up process signals to
other employees that it is safe Lo offer ideas and information,
even though it may not be strong yet

Embrace divergent ideas. When the minority view holder
s¢ang the group ervironmient and deterrnines that his view or

Openness is a personality
dimension that includes curiosity,
imagination, and a tolerance
for strange situations, which can
foster a Culture of Voice.

idea s d'ruEr‘-gEﬂl, hets unlikelj,l lo express it. To make 1t sale for
the minority view holder to disclose, ask the group, “Who sees
this prablem differently? You should allow for approximately 30
savonds of silence, which will seem like an etermity | there iz 2
rrinarity wiews within the group, this pausswill help uncover it It
vou make a habet of this practice, you will help your organzation
miove choser toa Culture of Vioice. Recict the terptation of
comifort in conformity, As the leader, you should be in constan
purauit of nenconfonming ideas and reward those who are
orave enough 1o disclosa,

Create a safe environment in meetings. The next time you
gel the bvine stare from team members, ask, "What does the
sitence rmean?” Wit 3 seconds before moving on. fyou get
no response, ask the same question in  one-on-one mesting
with a direct report. Eventually yow will find out how you may be
contributing o the silence o the reat cause of the silence issue,

Listen more than you tell. Practice drawing out of others
rather than telling therm what and how to do things. Remember
the “20¢80 rule”: talk and tell spprowimately 20% of the time and
listen and draw out 805 of the: time. The amount of information
you hear and Learn may Surprise pou.

Measure your culture, Silence = measurable 2nd should

bie assassed annually to determine its existence in your
organization. People dan't go to the doctor when they re healthy.
But rnostwiuld agree that anrual checkups are important to
ensure there is nothing troubling under the racar: You should
explicitly test the culture and how things actually weark inyeur
office, You may not nesd this test. But then again, you rmay not
know hane rrvuch you needed it until after you dojt,

In 2015, we saw a number of organizations suffer frarm
undetected Culbures of Silence, only to realize it sfler it was too
late. Make 2014 the year of the Culture of Voice, Start with an
examination of your own Leadership practices and change the
ones that could contribute to a Culiure of Sikence. Creating a
Culture aof Viaice for 2014 and beyond protects your department
and comparty from the perils of silence, and it can make you

a shellar leader. Demonstrate that every employes’s voice has
mert, build up ideas, and embrace divergent views to achieve a
Culture of Voice, 08

fat Bogosian, co-authar with Christine Mockier Casper of Braaking
Corporate Silence B80S Publishing, 20140 is the femder and princips!
consultant af FVE dssociales, ne
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