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WORKPLACE MOMENTS OF SILENCE

• Think of a work situation, at any point in your career, in which you held back on 

speaking up with a work-related idea, question, or concern. It should be a 

moment in which speaking up was technically possible, yet you held back.  

– This might have taken place in a team meeting, in a large “townhall” gathering, in an 

operational setting in the field, or in a one-on-one conversation. The only limitation is 

that it happened at work and what was left unsaid was work-related. 

• Now, consider key attributes of the situation—most notably, who was present 

and the content of what you considered saying. 

– Try to recall what led you to hold back. 

• Lastly: What might have been the consequences of your remaining silent? How 

might your voice have made a difference if you spoke up? 
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THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF SPEAKING UP

Voice Silence

Who gains? The Organization Self

When? Delayed 

(& uncertain)

Immediate 

(& a near certainty)

It’s not surprising is that voice is rare but rather that it occurs at all!

Detert, J.R. and Edmondson, A.C. (2011).  Implicit voice theories: Taken-for-granted rules 
of self-censorship at work. Academy of Management Journal (54) 3: 461–488
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FEARLESS?

Psychological safety, simply put, lowers the threshold for speaking up.
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No One Wants To Look

Ignorant

Incompetent

Intrusive

Negative

It’s Easy To Manage!

Don’t Ask Questions

Don’t Admit Weakness or Mistakes

Don’t Offer Ideas

Don’t Critique the Status Quo

THE SUBTLE NATURE OF INTERPERSONAL RISK AT WORK

IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT IS SECOND NATURE
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ETHICS & COMPLIANCE ARE FRAUGHT WITH (INTERPERSONAL) HURDLES

• Tendency to agree with the boss

• Tendency to hide problems 

• Reluctance to ask for help

• Lack of confidence about the content

• Complacency

(to name a few…)

Human instincts 

that lead us to 

hold back ideas, 

concerns, and 

questions at 

work…

IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT IS SECOND NATURE
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A belief that the context is safe 

for interpersonal risk taking –

speaking up with ideas, 

questions, concerns, or 

mistakes will be welcomed and 

valued.

THINK OF IT AS FELT PERMISSION FOR CANDOR.

WHEN IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT TAKES A BACK SEAT: 

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
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Nembhard, I. and Edmondson A.C. (2006). Making it safe: The effects of leader inclusiveness and professional 

status on psychological safety and improvement efforts in healthcare teams, Journal of Organizational Behavior.

N=1100 clinicians

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AND HIERARCHY
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Doesn’t fear motivate 

people to work hard?

BUT WAIT! 
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2015’S SHINING STAR OF BANKING

Serving 1 in 3 

households in 

America!

World’s Most 

Valuable 

Bank

Source: 2015 Annual Report
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CEO JOHN STUMPF ON CROSS-SELLING

“Some people are 

calling us the ‘King 

of Cross-Sell’.”

“Our primary 

strategy…is to 

increase the number 

of products our 

customers utilize…”

Source: 2010 Annual Report, 2011 Annual Report
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WELLS FARGO: GOING FOR GR8!

Source: 2016 Annual Report
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THE PRESSURE COOKER IN THE BRANCHES

They told us to 

do “whatever it 

takes” to sell.

I “couldn’t leave 

for the day” until 

I met my sales 

target.

“Managers were 

constantly checking 

in. They wanted 3 or 

4 a day!”

“I thought I was 

having a heart 

attack.”
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• Branch employees would open accounts or credit cards for 

customers without their consent, and say a computer glitch had 

occurred if customers called or e-mailed to complain. 

• Some would lie that certain products could only be purchased 

together. 

• They encouraged customers to open multiple checking accounts 

for groceries, travel, emergencies, etc. 

• Some created fake emails addressees to enroll customers in 

online banking, which counted towards their sales for the day. 

THE PRESSURE BOILS OVER

A Recipe for Failure: Stretch Goals + Closed Ears
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THE FALLOUT
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The World’s 

Largest 

Automaker

Green Car of 

the Year 

2008

WHERE ELSE HAVE WE HEARD THIS SONG?
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THE ILLUSION OF STELLAR PERFORMANCE IS REVEALED

Source: City Lab (2014); NYT (2015); NYT (2018)
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There was always a 

distance, a fear and a 

respect. . . If [Winterkorn] 

would come and visit or 

you had to go to him, your 

pulse would go up. If you 

presented bad news, 

those were the moments 

that it could become quite 

unpleasant and loud and 

quite demeaning.”

CEO MARTIN WINTERKORN

Source: Reuters (2015)

A Recipe for Failure: Stretch Goals + Closed Ears
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WHY FEAR IS NOT A GOOD MOTIVATOR

• Research in neuroscience shows that fear diverts cognitive 

resources from parts of the brain that manage working memory and 

process new information.  

– This impairs analytic thinking, creative insight, and problem solving… (YES, it 

impairs investigative rigor!)

• Interpersonal fear reduces learning behavior.

– If information sharing, asking for help, discussing mistakes, or experimenting 

matters, then reducing interpersonal fear is important.

• In short, people cannot do their best work when they are afraid.

Moreover, covering up may drive out truth telling… 
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“Your greatest fear as 
a CEO is that people 

aren’t telling you the 

truth.”

Mark Costa

MARK COSTA, EASTMAN CHEMICAL

Do you know who finds you scary?

A Recipe for Success: Stretch Goals + Open Ears
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• Whistleblowing happens when 
people believe they have no other 

recourse… 

• Usually, they have tried speaking up 
internally…

• But not been heard.

Image of whistle here  

DOES AN ACT OF WHISTLEBLOWING CONSTITUTE SUCCESS? 
OR FAILURE?
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UNCERTAINTY EXACERBATES THE PROBLEM OF SILENCE
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CONFRONTING A NEW REALITY 

• Volatile: Rapid changes, ups & downs/big swings

• Uncertain: Difficult to predict future events/values

• Complex: Multiple interconnected elements

• Ambiguous: Unclear meaning of signals/events

= V.U.C.A.
HOW DOES WORK GET DONE IN A V.U.C.A. WORLD?
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“EXECUTION-AS-LEARNING”

• You face MANY unknowns

• You bring in different EXPERTISE at 

different times. 

• You don’t always have a fixed set of 

deliverables or roles.

• You often must do things that haven't been 

done before. 

• You must ACT – to learn.

Execution-as-learning and innovation are both 

severely impaired by reluctance to speak up…
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PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY: WHAT WE KNOW

Psychological safety is not about ‘being nice’
– It’s about creating room for the behaviors needed in complex, 

uncertain, interdependent work 

Psychological safety “lives” at the group level  
– that is, psychological safety varies across groups within organizations  

Psychological safety enables learning behavior
– Error reporting

– Creativity 

– Quality improvement implementation

What about performance? 



26

SACRIFICING PERFORMANCE STANDARDS?

Is it a matter of finding the right 

point on a balance beam?

?Psychological Safety High Standards
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NO TRADEOFF BETWEEN HIGH STANDARDS & 

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
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FACING UNCERTAINTY OR INTERDEPENDENCE
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When [Julia] Rozovsky and her Google 
colleagues encountered the concept of 
psychological safety in academic papers, 
it was as if everything suddenly fell 
into place…

What Google Learned From Its Quest to Build the Perfect Team

New research reveals surprising truths about why some work groups thrive and others falter.

By CHARLES DUHIGG Illustrations by JAMES GRAHAM

February 28, 2016
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THE UNDERPINNING

“Psychological safety 

was far and away the 

most important of the 

five dynamics we found 

-- it’s the underpinning 

of the other four.”
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TWO LEADERSHIP RESPONSIBILITIES

What strategies do 

you use to motivate 

performance?

What strategies do 

you use to create 

psychological 

safety?
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MAKE IT SAFE FOR INNOVATION AND GROWTH

1. FRAME THE WORK

2. INVITE ENGAGEMENT

3. RESPOND PRODUCTIVELY
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Implicit beliefs that shape how 

people make sense of a 

situation and influence how they 

act and respond… 

COGNITIVE FRAMES

FRAMING

Behaviors that shape others’ 

frames in productive ways

FRAMING THE WORK

1. FRAME THE WORK
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CONSISTENT CUSTOMIZED CREATIVE

Uncertainty

FRAME THE WORK

Consider what instincts need to be overridden do this kind of work well?

Reluctance to FailDesire to look goodComplacency

1. FRAME THE WORK
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Fail often in order

to succeed sooner…”“

FRAMING THE WORK: INNOVATION REQUIRES FAILURE

Instincts addressed:

• Fear of failure

• Hesitancy to take risks
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FRAMING THE WORK: SUCCESS THROUGH COURSE-CORRECTION

I said, “Early, often, ugly. It’s O.K. 

It doesn’t have to be perfect 

because then I can course-correct 

much, much faster.” 

No amount of ugly truth scares 

me. It’s just information to make a 

decision.

Source: New York Times, Corner Office, August 12, 2016 

Instincts addressed: 

• Tendency to wait until 

it’s perfect before 

sharing
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CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL AND CLINICS

“Healthcare by its nature is a complex, error prone system”

FRAMING THE WORK:  IT’S NOT YOU; IT’S THE SYSTEM

Instincts addressed: 

• Hide failures and 

mistakes

(speaking up saves lives!)
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FRAMING THE WORK IN ROUTINE PRODUCTION 

“James Wiseman remembers the 

moment he realized that Toyota wasn’t just

another workplace but a different way of

thinking about work…”

* Source: Charles Fishman (2006). No Satisfaction at Toyota. Fast Company, 111: p.82. 
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FRAMING THE WORK: PROBLEMS AS A TEAM SPORT

“I started out going in there and reporting some of my little 

successes… One Friday, I gave a report of an activity we’d be 

doing…and I spoke very positively about it, I bragged a little…

IT’S ALWAYS POSSIBLE TO DO BETTER!

And Mr. Cho kind of looked at me.  I could see he was puzzled.  

He said, ‘Jim-san.  We all know you are a good 

manager, otherwise we would not have hired you.  

But please talk to us about your problems so we 

can work on them together.’”

Instincts addressed: 

• Boast to superiors

• Hide problems

• Complacency 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR LEADERS

• How would you characterize the work that you lead or do? 

(Where does it fall on the spectrum from routine to novel?)

• What are the implications of that level of uncertainty?  What 

counterproductive instincts must be over-ridden – in you and 

others?

• Think of a framing statement that would help shape the right 

performance climate.

1. FRAME THE WORK
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INVITE ENGAGEMENT: INSIST ON DISSENT

Gentlemen, I take it we are all in complete 

agreement on the decision... “ Then I propose we postpone further discussion of 

this matter until our next meeting to give ourselves 

time to develop disagreement and perhaps gain 

some understanding of what the decision is all 

about.

”– Alfred P. Sloan (1946). My Years with General Motors.

2. INVITE ENGAGEMENT
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INVITE ENGAGEMENT: ASK GOOD QUESTIONS

• To broaden the discussion
– What do others think?
– What are we missing?
– What other options could we consider?
– Who has a different perspective?

• To deepen the discussion
– What leads you to think so?
– What’s the concern that you have about that?
– Can you give us an example?
– Can you explain that further?
– What do you think might happen if we did X?

Good questions focus on 

what matters, invite 

careful thought, and give 

people room to respond.  

2. INVITE ENGAGEMENT
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ALAN MULALLY AT FORD

“You have to make honest 
feedback a positive 
experience. It has to be that 
the red is a gem. I had to 
demonstrate with my 
behavior that I welcomed it.”  

Alan Mulally, to Diane Brady, Business Week. April 12, 2012 

3. RESPOND PRODUCTIVELY
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FOR MORE… 

Interpersonal fear at work puts 

organizations, their customers, 

and their employees at risk. 

But interpersonal fear at work is 

natural and instinctive.

Leaders can, and must, override 

the effects of interpersonal fear 

by building psychological safety 

for speaking up, learning and  

problem-solving. THANK YOU! 

TAKE-AWAYS
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WHAT LEADERS CAN DO TO CREATE PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

Set 

the Stage

Invite 

Engagement

Respond 

Appreciatively

1. Setting the stage by framing the work accurately – ensuring shared understanding of the reality 

of complexity, uncertainty, novelty, and failure – and articulating a motivating purpose;

2. Inviting engagement by acknowledging limits and asking good questions;

3. Responding in a way that embraces messengers and fosters learning.

What can you do to help people throughout your organization do more of these behaviors?. 
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LEADERSHIP SELF-ASSESSMENT

• Setting the Stage

• Inviting Participation

• Responding Productively

As we go through the 

questions that follow, ask 

yourself:

• Which of these behaviors are areas 

of current strength? (e.g., is it strong, 

developing, or limited?)

• Which point to opportunities for 

personal development?

• What will I do, after the session, to 

strengthen my leadership in ways 

that foster engagement, learning, and 

innovation?
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SETTING THE STAGE

Framing the work 

• How actively have I clarified the nature of the work?  (S,D,L?)

– In particular: to what extent is the work complex and interdependent? How 

much uncertainty do we face? 

– How often do I refer to these aspects of the work?  

• How systematically do I assess the level of shared understanding of 

these features? (S,D,L?)

• Have I spoken of failures in a way that fits the context? (S,D,L?)

– Do I point out that small failures are the currency of subsequent improvement?  

– Do I emphasize that it is not possible to get something brand new “right the first 

time”?
For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 
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SETTING THE STAGE

Emphasizing Purpose

• Have I articulated clearly why our work matters, why it makes a 

difference, and for whom? 

• Even if it seems obvious given the type of work we do, or the 

industry in which we work, how often do I talk about what’s at 

stake?  

For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 
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INVITING PARTICIPATION

Situational Humility 

• Have I made sure that people know that I don’t think I have all the 

answers?  

• Have I emphasized that we can always learn more?  

• Have I been clear that the situation we’re in requires everyone to 

be humble and curious about what’s going to happen next?  

For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 
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INVITING PARTICIPATION

Proactive Inquiry

• How often do I ask good questions – rather than rhetorical ones?  

How often do I ask questions of others, rather than just 

expressing my perspective?

• Do I demonstrate an appropriate mix of questions that go broad 

and go deep?

For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 
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INVITING PARTICIPATION

Systems and Structures

• Have I created structures to systematically elicit ideas and 

concerns? 

• Are these structures well designed to ensure a safe environment 

for open dialogue?

For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 
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RESPONDING PRODUCTIVELY

Express Appreciation 

• Have I listened thoughtfully, signaling that what I am hearing 

matters to me?  

• Do I acknowledge or thank the speaker for bringing the idea or 

question to me? 

• Have I done what I can to destigmatize failure?  What more can I 

do to celebrate intelligent failures?

For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 
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RESPONDING PRODUCTIVELY

De-stigmatize Failure

• When someone comes to me with bad news, how do I make sure 

it’s a positive experience?  

• Do I offer help or support to guide the next steps? 

For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 
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RESPONDING PRODUCTIVELY

Sanction Clear Violations

• Have I clarified the boundaries?  Do people know what constitute 

blameworthy acts in our organization?

• Do I respond to clear violations in an appropriately tough 

manner?

For me, is it strong, developing, or limited?  What will you do more of, going forward? 


