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Abstract

This study aims to present a qualitative model of the factors influencing organizational silence and its
consequences on managerial decision-making. A qualitative approach was adopted using thematic
analysis and meta-synthesis methods. Data were collected from two main sources: (1) documentary
analysis of academic literature on organizational silence, and (2) semi-structured interviews with 16
experts, including senior managers and faculty members specialized in human resource management and
organizational behavior. Data analysis was conducted using Sandelowski and Barroso’s meta-synthesis
method and Attride-Stirling’s three-level thematic coding. Thematic analysis yielded 66 conceptual codes
grouped into five main categories: individual factors, interpersonal factors, organizational factors, extra-
organizational factors, and the consequences of silence on decision-making. At the outcome level,
organizational silence was found to reduce the accuracy, precision, timeliness, efficiency, security, and
traceability of managerial decisions. The findings revealed that silence arises from the interaction of
personal, structural, cultural, and external dynamics. The study concludes that organizational silence is a
multi-causal phenomenon that directly impairs decision-making quality. Understanding its dimensions and
impacts can help managers design effective mechanisms to reduce silence and improve decision
effectiveness.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Organizational silence has emerged as one of the most critical behavioral challenges affecting

modern institutions. Initially viewed as a passive reaction, silence has now been recognized as a
deliberate and dynamic organizational phenomenon that can severely impact knowledge sharing,
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decision-making quality, and organizational performance (Dedahanov & Rhee, 2015; Wang & Hsieh,
2012). In essence, organizational silence occurs when employees intentionally withhold opinions,
feedback, or suggestions that could benefit organizational learning and strategic alignment (Panahi
et al., 2012; Saeed & Hamdi, 2016). The phenomenon is deeply rooted in a combination of
psychological, cultural, structural, and interpersonal factors that collectively discourage open
communication and reinforce an atmosphere of disengagement.

Prior research has distinguished several types of silence, such as acquiescent, defensive, and
prosocial, each of which arises from different motivational orientations (Dedahanov et al., 2015).
Moreover, studies have shown that silence is not solely an individual behavior but is shaped by
systemic organizational variables such as leadership styles, organizational culture, and
communication structures (Hozouri et al., 2018; Mazaheri, 2022). In particular, authoritarian and
directive management styles have been associated with elevated silence levels due to their
discouragement of dissent and critical feedback (Kose & Giiclii, 2017; Olcer & Coskun, 2022).
Furthermore, the presence of power distance, perceived organizational injustice, and workplace
incivility exacerbates the likelihood of employee silence (Aslan, 2022; Tutar et al., 2021).

In the Iranian organizational context, silence is further intensified by sociocultural dynamics, such as
hierarchical authority structures, emphasis on social harmony, and fear of punishment or ridicule,
which inhibit open voice behaviors (Ahmadi & Saffari, 2024; Khodabakhshi, 2024). However, research
on organizational silence in Iran has often lacked a comprehensive qualitative exploration that
accounts for the interplay of individual, structural, and societal factors. This study addresses this gap
by developing a qualitative model of the factors influencing organizational silence and examining its
effects on managerial decision-making within Iranian organizations. By applying thematic analysis
and meta-synthesis techniques, this research aims to provide a deeper understanding of how silence
manifests and how it undermines strategic effectiveness at the management level.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative approach and employed two primary data collection techniques:
document analysis and semi-structured interviews. The document analysis involved a meta-
synthesis of relevant academic literature, including articles, books, theses, and credible online
sources related to organizational silence. The semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16
selected experts, including senior managers with over 15 years of experience in decision-making
roles and faculty members in organizational behavior and human resource management. The
participants were chosen using purposive sampling, and interviews continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. The interviews lasted between 30 to 60 minutes and were transcribed for
further analysis.

The data were analyzed using two methods. First, a meta-synthesis based on Sandelowski and
Barroso’s seven-step model was applied to the documentary data to identify conceptual themes.
Second, thematic analysis was conducted using Attride-Stirling’s three-tiered coding framework
(basic themes, organizing themes, and global themes) to analyze the interview data. Codes were
iteratively refined to identify patterns and interrelationships, ultimately producing a comprehensive
model of organizational silence and its impact on managerial decisions.

Findings

The analysis resulted in the extraction of 66 conceptual codes grouped into five main thematic
categories. These included: (1) individual-level factors, (2) interpersonal factors, (3) organizational-
level factors, (4) extra-organizational factors, and (5) consequences for managerial decision-making.
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At the individual level, key antecedents included introversion, risk aversion, emotional insecurity, low
self-confidence, and fear of negative evaluation. Employees also reported motives such as
indifference, material concerns, and career self-preservation. These traits often resulted in self-
censorship and disengagement from participative discussions.

Interpersonal-level factors involved communication challenges, such as lack of open dialogue,
dominance of personal over professional relationships, and generational gaps in communication
styles. A deficit in mutual trust and emotional resonance between colleagues was found to
exacerbate these issues.

Organizational-level factors represented the largest group and were subdivided into managerial,
cultural, structural, and job-related causes. Managerial causes included autocratic leadership,
suppression of dissent, lack of feedback mechanisms, and manager insecurity. Culturally, values
such as conformity, individualism, and mistrust discouraged voice behavior. Structurally,
bureaucratic rigidity and absence of technological systems for feedback limited participation. Job-
related stress, role ambiguity, and workload burden also contributed to silence.

Extra-organizational factors included cultural norms emphasizing social conformity and fear of
conflict, as well as economic pressures such as job insecurity and the perceived value of expertise
in external labor markets. These macro-level dynamics reinforced the tendency of employees to
withhold opinions within their organizational roles.

Regarding consequences, organizational silence was found to impair decision-making across six
dimensions: accuracy, precision, timeliness, efficiency, security, and traceability. Managers reported
difficulty in evaluating the completeness of available information, delays in problem identification,
increased costs of decision-making, and lack of feedback loops. Inaccurate or incomplete data due
to silence undermined both strategic planning and operational responses.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study illustrate that organizational silence is not a linear behavior but a complex,
multidimensional response shaped by the interdependence of micro-, meso-, and macro-level
factors. The model developed in this study confirms that silence arises from an intricate blend of
psychological fear, interpersonal disconnection, organizational rigidity, and societal pressures.
Importantly, the findings underscore that silence is not merely a symptom of organizational
dysfunction but also a mechanism through which organizational inefficiencies are perpetuated.

A particularly noteworthy finding is the role of leadership and managerial behavior in triggering or
mitigating silence. Autocratic and non-participative leadership styles were repeatedly associated with
environments where employees refrained from speaking up. This confirms the view that
psychological safety and trust are prerequisites for open communication and voice behavior. When
leaders model vulnerability, provide feedback, and express receptiveness to criticism, they create a
communicative culture that reduces silence.

The model also revealed how systemic organizational features—such as rigid bureaucracies and
hierarchical cultures—act as structural inhibitors of voice. These features often alienate employees
from decision-making processes, leading to disengagement and eventual withdrawal. Silence,
therefore, becomes a coping mechanism in such environments rather than an act of sabotage. The
presence of extra-organizational influences such as job market insecurity and cultural taboos against
dissent further amplify this behavior.

The consequences for managerial decision-making were particularly alarming. Silence deprives
managers of critical bottom-up information, leading to distorted perceptions, delayed actions, and
unverified assumptions. This erodes decision accuracy and effectiveness, particularly in volatile or
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complex environments where adaptive decision-making is crucial. As such, silence can be seen as
both a cause and consequence of poor governance, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of dysfunction.
Overall, this study provides valuable insights for scholars and practitioners seeking to understand
and counteract organizational silence. By identifying the diverse antecedents and mapping their
interaction with decision-making processes, the study contributes to both theory and practice.
Interventions aimed at reducing silence should address not only individual-level competencies but
also systemic organizational redesign and cultural change. Cultivating environments that reward
openness and tolerate dissent will be key to breaking the cycle of silence and fostering more
inclusive, transparent, and effective management.
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