OpenAlIR@RGU

The Open Access Institutional Repository

at Robert Gordon University

http://openair.rgu.ac.uk

Citation Details

Citation for the version of the work held in ‘OpenAIR@RGU’:

TOURISH, N., 2007. The dynamics of upward communication in
organisations. Available from OpenAIR@RGU. [online]. Available

from: http://openair.rgu.ac.uk

Copyright

Items in ‘OpenAIR@RGU’, Robert Gordon University Open Access Institutional Repository,
are protected by copyright and intellectual property law. If you believe that any material
held in ‘OpenAIR@RGU’ infringes copyright, please contact openair-help@rgu.ac.uk with
details. The item will be removed from the repository while the claim is investigated.



http://openair.rgu.ac.uk/
mailto:openair%1Ehelp@rgu.ac.uk

THE DYNAMICS OF UPWARD COMMUNICATION IN ORGANISATIONS

NAHEED TOURISH

This thesis is submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of
The Robert Gordon University for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

October, 2007
Scotland




CONTENTS

TABLE OF CONTENTS
APPENDICES
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
ABSTRACT
LEXICON
CHAPTER 1
1. THE INTRODUCTION
1.1  Preamble
1.2 Upward Communication Gone Amiss
1.2.1 Kissinger
1.2.3 The Challenger
1.2.4 Fleeing from Saigon
1.2.5 Rumsfeld and McNamara
1.2.6 Tony Blair
1.2.7 Birmingham University
1.2.8 ABB
1.3 Conclusion
CHAPTER 2

2. THE LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

2.1.1
2.1.2
2.1.3
2.14
2.15

Upward Communication in Organisations
The Cognitive Framework and the Employee
Organizational Climate

Semco, Distinctive and Unique

Conclusion

2.2 Silence, Trust and Cynicism

2.2.1
2.2.3
2.2.4
2.2.5
2.2.6
2.2.7
2.2.8

Introduction

Further Models on Employee Silence

The Importance of Social Capital in Upward Communication
The Impact of Silence on the Organisation

Introducing Kassing (2001) and the Organisational Dissent Scale
Managers’ Implicit Beliefs

Different Industries, Different VVoices

viil

xii

XV

XVii

[EEN

P OO0 ~NO Ol M

11

11
12
19
20
24
25

26
26
28
35
37
38
43
46



2.2.9 Organizational Structures, Policies, and Practices 47

2.2.10 Implications Of Silence For Organisations 49
2.2.11 Trust and its Impact on Upward Communication 50
2.2.12 Definitions of Trust 51
2.2.13 Cynicism 52
2.3 ‘The Romance Of Leadership’, Distance and Dialectics 59
2.3.1 Introduction 59
2.3.2 Does the Leader Set the Tone? 59
2.3.3 The Follower as the Change-Agent 61
2.3.4 The Romance of Leadership Theory and Social Networks 63
2.3.5 The Network Based Model and Social Contagion 67
2.3.6 The Distance of the Leader 68
2.3.7 Conclusion 71
2.4 Ingratiation And Impression Management 72
2.5 Impression Management 75
2.5.1 Introduction 75
2.5.2 Frames 80
2.5.3 A Trichtomous Classification of Influence Behaviours 81
2.5.4 Three Schemes of Upward Influence 83
2.5.5 Tactics used in Verbal Self Presentation 85
2.5.6 Referent Power and Self Presentation 87
2.5.7 Publicness 88
2.5.8 Causal Attributions and Cognitive Perception 89
2.5.9 The Actor and the Audience 91
2.6 Ingratiation 93
2.6.1 Introduction 93
2.6.2 The Tactics of Ingratiation 96
2.6.3 Reciprocity 100
2.6.4 Locus of Control 102
2.6.5 Machiavellian Streaks 103
2.6.6 Self — Promotion 105
2.6.7 Situational Variables 106
2.6.8 Management Style and Ingratiation 108
2.6.9 A Reappraisal 111
2.7 Leader- Member Exchange Theory Ingratiation 113
And Impression _Management

2.7.1 Performance Evaluations 117

2.7.2 Ingratiation and Career Success 118



2.8 Organisational Power And Politics

2.8.1
2.8.2
2.8.3
2.8.4
2.8.5

Introduction

Power and Organisational Politics
Ingratiation and Power
Dominance in the Organisation
Conclusion

CHAPTER 3
3. METHODOLOGY

3.1.Introduction

3.1.1
3.1.2

3.1.3
3.14
3.15
3.1.6

The Development of the Aim and Objectives

The Qualitative and/or Quantitative Debate and the
Ultimate Choice of a Qualitative Methodology

The Methodological Prototype That Emerged

A Linguistic and Philosophical Scrutiny

Language and Reflexivity — A Post Modern Perspective
Is Language A Mirror?

3.2.1 The Interpretivist Approach

3.2.2
3.2.3
3.24
3.25
3.2.6
3.2.7
3.2.8
3.2.9

The Art Of Interpretation: Insight Production

Impression Management In Interviews: A Critical View

Truth In A Tight Spot

Story Telling In Narrative Research: The Interview As A Story
Sensemaking And Identity

Limitations of the Interview Technique

The Obscurities Within the Interviews

The Context of Interviews

3.2.10 Gender

3.3.1 The Sample, The Organisations And The Fieldwork

3.3.2
3.3.3
3.34
3.35

3.3.6
3.3.7

Introduction

Pilot Study. Winter, 2004

Insights Gained

The Process Of Data Collection
3.3.5.1 Ladies Who Lunch.....
3.3.5.2 The Interviews
3.3.5.3 The Sample
3.3.5.4 The Four Organisations

Analysis /Findings

Communication Audits

120
120
122
124
126
130

131
131
133
136

141
142
146
148

150
153
153
154
158
161
164
166
169
170

172
172
172
180
181
181
182
185
186
187
192



3.4.1 Limitations And Ethical Issues

3.4.2
3.4.3
344
345
3.4.6
3.4.7
3.4.8

Limitations: Validity

Lenses and Paradigm Assumptions
Validity Procedures

Objectivity Or The Personal Perspective?
The Element Of Ethics

Informed Consent

Conclusion

CHAPTER 4
4. THE ANALYSIS

4.1 Introduction

41.2

413

Analytical Snapshots of the Distinctive Climates of
the Four Organisations

4.1.2.1 Snapshot of Organisation B

4.1.2.2 Snapshot of Organisation C

4.1.2.3 Snapshot of Organisation E

4.1.2.4  Snapshot of Organisation P

The Variables

4.2 Upward Communication

421
422
423
4.2.4
425

The Similarity Bias

Circumvention

Anonymous Upward Communication

Benefits of Upward Communication To Organisations
Summary

4.3 Silence and Voice

43.1
4.3.2

433
434
435
4.3.6
4.3.7
438
4.3.9

Retaliation

Employees’ Impressions Formed from Limited and
Inaccurate Information

Infoglut and Datasmog

Different Metiers and Silence

Cost Control and Upward Communication
Publicness, Upward Communication and Silence
Locus of Control and Employee Silence

Trust

Employees’ Feelings Of Not Being Valued

4.3.10 Cynicism
4.3.11 Tenure and Time
4.3.12 Ending on a High: the Positive Uses of Silence

194
194
195
197
200
201
202
206

207

207
211

213
218
224
230
233

234
235
240
242
242
244

245
246
248

250
250
253
256
259
261
263
265
270
278



4.4 The Leader, Distance and Upward Communication

4.4.1 Does The Boss Sets The Tone for Upward Communication?

4.4.2 The Significance of Followership in
Upward Communication

4.4.3 Distance and Upward Communication

4.4.4 The Romance of Leadership Theory

445 Networks

4.4.6 Thoughts on Leadership

4.5 Ingratiation, Impression Management
4.5.1 The Presentation of Two Analogous Theories
4.5.2 Common Constructs

4.5.3 Tactics

4.5.4 Publicness

4.5.5 Opinion Conformity

4,5.6 The Fabric of the Persona

45.7 Age and Tenure

4,5.8 Machiavellian Streaks

4.5.9 Situational Variables

4.5.10 Management Style and Ingratiation
4.5.11 The Reaction of the Superior

4.5.12 Ingratiation and Career Success
4.5.13 LMX

4.5.14 Summary

4.6 Power, Hierarchy and Size

4.6.1 Hierarchy and Power

4.6.2 Size and Structure, Culture and Communication
4.6.3 Summary

4.7 _Downsizing, Morale and Upward Communication
4.7.1 Share Prices and the Stock Market

4.7.2 The Victims and the Survivors

4.7.3 The Impact on Human Psyche

4.7.4 Communication Strategies

4.7.5 Summary

4.7.6 Coda

4. 8 Upward Communication and the Land That
Celebrates Robbie Burns
4.8.1 Introduction
4.8.2 Ingratiation Theory and Impression Management
in Scotland
4.8.3 Summary

280
280
286

288
294
296
297

302
302
303
308
309
311
313
315
318
320
321
324
326
330
331

332

339
344

345
348
356
359
361
363
364

365

365
366

369

Vi



4.9 Gender and Upward Communication

49.1
4.9.2
4.9.3

Introduction
Rapport v. Report
Conclusion

CHAPTERS
5.1 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

5.11
5.1.2
5.1.3

5.1.4
5.15

5.1.6

5.1.7
5.1.8

Introduction

The Results and the Research Aim and Objectives
The Interface between the Aim and Objectives

and the Variables

5.1.3.1 Upward Communication

5.1.3.2 Employee Voice and Silence

5.1.3.3 Ingratiation and Impression Management Behaviours
5.1.3.4 Distance and Romance of Leadership (ROL)
5.1.3.5 Power, Hierarchy and Size

5.1.3.6  Downsizing

5.1.3.7 Gender

5.1.3.8 Culture

Implications of This Research For Leadership Theory
Implications for Theorizing

5.1.5.1 The Model

5.1.5.2 Conformity

5.1.5.3 Silence

5.1.5.4 Conformity and Silence

5.1.5.5 The Construct of Conformity

5.1.5.6  Cynicism

The Methodology: Limitations, Constraints And
Compromises

5.1.6.1 The Limitations Of A Snapshot Analysis
5.1.6.2 Biases And Their Impact

5.1.6.3  Problems with Access

Suggestions for Future Research

Conclusion

BIBLIOGRAPHY

370

370
371
377

378
378
378
380

381
383
388
390
394
397
400
401
403
406
409
410
411
413
419
422
424

425
430
433
435
436

437

vii



APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Good Communication Practices Drive
Superior Financial Performance

Appendix 2: Birmingham University And The Culture
Of Fear

Appendix 3: Doing the Literature Review

Appendix 4: The Flow of the Literature Review

Appendix 5: The Benefits of Upward Communication
(Tourish and Hargie, 2004: 190)

Appendix 6: Supportive and Dissenting Voice In
Upward Communication

Appendix 7: Quality of Implementation

Appendix 8: Noelle-Neumann (1974, 1985, 1991)
And the Spirals of Silence

Appendix 9: Time Magazine, December, 30, 2002:
Persons of the Year, 2002

Appendix 10: The Effect of Labels (Milliken, 2003)
Appendix 11: Milliken’s (2003) Social and

Relational Model of Employee Silence

Appendix 12: Reasons why Employees Remain Silent
Appendix 13: Key Variables And Major

Relationships In Impression Management

489

490

495

496

497

498

499

500

501

505

506

507

508

viii



Appendix 14: Self, Job and Supervisor Focused
Impression Management Tactics

Appendix 15: Wayne and Liden’s (1995)

Impression Management Model

Appendix 16: Verbal Self-Presentational Behaviours
Used In Upward Communication

Appendix 17: Table on Original and Current Research
Aims and Objectives

Appendix 18: The Context of this Research

Appendix 19: The Learning Experience

Appendix 20: A Map of the Original Qualitative and

Quantitative Methodology

Appendix 21: Deductive and Inductive Modes of Inquiry
Appendix 22: Choosing a Qualitative or Quantitative Methodology

Appendix 23: The Highlights of Conducting Qualitative Research

Appendix 24: Inductive Analysis in the Research

Appendix 25: The Framework Analysis

Appendix 26: Deliberations on Qualitative Analysis Software

Appendix 27: A Synopsis of the Pilot Interviews

Appendix 28: A Brief Overview of the Research

Appendix 29: The Original Timeline

509

510

511

512

513

514

515

516

017

518

519

520

521

523

528

532



Appendix 30: The Revised Timeline

Appendix 31: Detailed Information on the Four Organisations

Appendix 32: The First Interview Schedule

Appendix 33: The Revised Interview Schedule

Appendix 34: Tactics Used By Employees While Communicating

With Supervisors

Appendix 35: A Management Level Schedule

Appendix 36: A Very Short Interview Schedule For Participants

in a Rush

Appendix 37: Ethics in this Study

Appendix 38: Comments from the 2004 Survey,

which prompted the Communication Strategy, 2005

Appendix 39: Excerpts from the Communications

Strategy, 2005, That Followed the Survey, 2004

Appendix 40: Slides from the Management Presentation In March
2005

Appendix 41: A Précis of the Communication Document of

June 2005

533

535

545

550

552

553

554

555

556

557

559

561



Appendix 42: A Short History Of Organisation P From 564
The Perspective Of The Managing Director
Appendix 43: A Pictorial Representation of the 566

Percentages of Employee Silence and Employee Voice

Appendix 44: The Common Link of Conformity 573
Appendix 45: Percentage Pie Charts To Illustrate 574

The Use Of Opinion Conformity
Appendix 46: Number Of Employees In Each Of The Four Organisations 579
Appendix 47: Percentage Pie Charts on the Gender Balance in 580

all the Four Organisations

Appendix 48: Leadership Styles And Upward Communication 583
Appendix 49: The Construct Of Conformity 584
Appendix 50: The Conformity-Silence-Cynicism Model Of 585

Upward Communication

Xi



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Researching and writing this thesis has been a journey about self discovery,
scholarship and learning. Although there were the inevitable challenges and
tribulations along the way, most of the journey has been a positive one, of self-
realisation and affirmation. As | approach the end of my academic voyage, | would

like to thank several people, who have helped me.

First of all, 1 would like to thank my academic supervisor, Professor Rita Marcella,
who has given me immense encouragement, guidance and moral support. I am also
grateful for the Studentship | received from the Aberdeen Business School. Rita,

thank you very much for everything.

My sincere thanks and appreciation go to Dr. Robert Halsall, for giving me the
opportunity to present my research at a seminar at the Aberdeen Business School in

November, 2006.

Furthermore, to Dr. Martin Simpson, Mrs. Rosie Mearns, and Professor Dorothy

Williams, my very special thanks, for your kindness and your assistance at many

difficult stages.

xii



In addition, my sincere appreciation goes to Dr. Bernice West and Dr. David Lal,
from whom | have learnt a tremendous amount about research processes, scholarship

and academic writing.

Moreover, | would like to make a special mention of Mrs. Eileen Ord, who has
helped me out on many occasions during the course of my thesis; | have never seen

her lose her grace and poise.

To the leaders of the four organisations within which I conducted my research, thanks
for your kindness in allowing me to do so; I am in your debt. | would also like to
extend my sincere gratitude to the nameless, faceless participants of the interviews.
They will remain unknown and anonymous, but | will remember them and am very

appreciative of their co-operation and time.

And to my very glamorous and very astute friend, Patricia, | express my thanks, for
listening patiently to my carping when | was weary, and for urging me on when my

spirit was flagging.

I would also like to thank Lillie and Christopher, ‘with my heart and soul and true
feelings’, for the joy, sunshine and love they bring to my life and especially for their
brilliant assistance during this study. I truly appreciate and value how you helped me,

my precious little ones.

Xiii



And to Milton the Majestic, | say, ‘Merci , Muffin’, for insisting on taking me out for
regular walks to clear my head, all through this thesis, and for his overwhelming,

endearing affection.

Most importantly, I would like to thank my husband, Dennis, for believing in me,
endorsing me and giving me the resolve to do the same. None of this would have
been possible without your love, and your constant support, Dennis. This is a journey
we made together. Thank you for being there for me. It is a joy to share my life with

you.

Finally, | dedicate this thesis to my parents, Heera and Dorab Vatcha.

Plobhced Tonrish

Banchory, Scotland

July, 2007

Xiv



ABSTRACT

This study has researched the dynamics of upward communication within
organisations through the rubric of ingratiation theory (Jones, 1964) and impression

management (Goffman, 1955).

Upward communication was explored via in-depth case studies, in a hundred and
five semi-structured interviews across four organisations in Scotland. A qualitative,
interpretive  methodology was used. The interviews probed how upward
communication was transmitted and investigated how ingratiation theory and
impression management dynamics could impact on it by exploring the story telling
(Gabriel, 200) and sense making approaches (Weick, 1995) employed by

interviewees.

The data was then tabulated on Excel sheets, using the Framework Analysis
(Swallow et al., 2002), thus establishing an easily referenced, perfectly structured

database. Finally, the data was sifted, perused, distilled and analysed interpretively.

It was found that upward communication was shaped by processes such as
downsizing, management and leadership styles, the power dynamics of the
organisation, issues of publicness, and the perceived physical and psychological

distance of the superior from the subordinate.

XV



Finally, the components of opinion conformity (a factor common to ingratiation
theory and impression management), employee silence (Morrison and Milliken,
2000, Milliken, 2003), and cynicism (Fleming and Spicer, 2002; Naus, 2004, 2007)
were identified as the most significant syndromes that impacted on the levels of
upward communication  within  the  four  organisations. Hence, a
Conformity/Silence/Cynicism model of upward communication (the CSC model)
was devised as a means of illustrating the significance of the most important stimuli

of upward communication that the study revealed.

The issues raised in this study are fundamental to the theory and practice of
management. Openness in the search for solutions to organisational problems is
central to organisational learning. The creation of an organisational environment in

which this is possible is therefore vital. This is the dominant context of this research.
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LEXICON

This is a list of the phrases and words that may be capable of many interpretations,

but which, in this study, are defined by their accompanied description:

Ingratiation: The word is used in the thesis in the same manner as is in Ingratiation
Theory (Jones, 1964). The term ‘ingratiation’, according to Jones (1964:11) refers to
‘a class of strategic behaviours illicitly designed to influence a particular other person
concerning the attractiveness of one’s personal qualities.” The Concise Oxford
English Dictionary (1992, 608) describes ‘ingratiation’ thus: ‘to bring oneself into

favour; in gratiam into favour.’

Critical: The word is used as meaning adverse or disapproving criticism. It is not
used to mean critical as in crucial or vital. It is meant to denote upward
communication that is ‘critical of’ rather than important or imperative upward

communication.

Feedback: This word is meant to represent upward communication from the
employee to the supervisor and does not mean a critique or a constructive response

from the superior to the subordinate.

Upward communication: Upward communication refers to any form of oral and/or
written communication between the subordinate and the superior in an organisational

setting. This study, however, does not take into consideration the impact of body

XVii



language that may be used to impact on the process of upward communication, as
part of the array of the *self — presentation’ tactics of ingratiation theory (Jones, 1964)

and impression management (Goffman, 1955).

Self-Presentation: The focus of this research is on the discursive and sense-making
processes of self-presentation in impression management (Goffman, 1959) and
ingratiation theory (Jones, 1964), rather than the non-verbal components, which may
include the actor’s attire, manner, attitude, and comportment. These are behaviours
that are not examined in this thesis, which restricts itself to examining the
communication aspects of ‘self-presentation’, as delineated in impression

management and ingratiation theory.

xviii



CHAPTER 1

1. THE INTRODUCTION

1.1 Preamble

‘Communication represents the very essence of the human condition’ (Hargie and
Dickson, 2004: 2). Within the corporate arena, ‘nothing happens in an
organisation without communication’ (Oliver 2004: 20). Furthermore, ‘People are
greatly influenced by, and remember, how others relate to them...
Communication lies at the heart of effective management’ (Hargie et al., 2004:

vi).

The study of organisational communication, including upward communication,
has profound implications for organisational practice. Surveys have demonstrated
the impact productive communication strategies have on the performance of the
organisation. The 2005-2006 Watson Wyatt Communication ROl Study showed
that effective communication is a leading indicator of an organization’s financial
performance. Furthermore, it revealed that companies that communicated
effectively had a 19.4 higher market premium than companies that did not.
Interestingly, one of the key elements of effective organisation communication
that the study identified was the practice of soliciting and making use of employee
feedback. See Appendix 1: Good Communication Practices Drive Superior

Financial Performance.

Roberto (2005) went a step further and urged leaders to recognize that expressing
dissent can be very difficult and uncomfortable for lower-level managers and
employees. Therefore, leaders cannot wait for dissent to come to them; they must

actively seek it out in their organizations. In short, they must search for people



willing to say no to them. He advocated that leaders can and should take concrete

steps to build conflict into their decision-making processes.

Roberts and O’Reilly (1974: 205) have suggested that there are three interpersonal

factors that are constantly related to the aspects of upward communication:

e The subordinate’s trust in his superior
e The subordinate’s perception of his superior’s influence over his future

e The subordinate’s mobility aspirations.

In a study by Roberts and O’Reilly (1974), of these three variables, the first two,
trust and influence, appear to be most closely related to the employees’ estimates

of their upward communication behaviour.

As Hargie and Dickson (2004: 326) have said, ‘almost all exchanges between
people involve some element of influence’. Communication dynamics in
organisations are multifaceted and intricate, reflecting the complex values, climate
and goals of the organisation and the environments in which it functions
(Mintzberg, 1973, 1983; Cooren et al., 2006). Pacanowsky (1983) reminded us
that organisations are firstly, social arrangements and by definition organisational
culture is constructed by the organisation’s members. Thus, the essence of an
organisation is formed by the relationships which develop within the membership
of the organisation. ‘Organisations do not communicate — people do.
Organisations do not have goals — the people who comprise them do’ (Hargie et

al, 2004 5).



In as much as this is of the essence of the process of communication, this study
introduces an element of social psychology into its investigation of the dynamics
of bottom-up communication in organisations as it proceeds to research upward
communication within the rubric of ingratiation theory (Jones, 1964) and
impression management (Goffman, 1959). The term ‘ingratiation’, according to
Jones (1964:11) refers to ‘a class of strategic behaviours illicitly designed to
influence a particular other person concerning the attractiveness of one’s personal
qualities’. There is no negative connotation associated with the word,

‘ingratiation’; indeed it is a normal part of all human interaction.

Moreover, this research examines the impact that impression management has on
critical upward feedback, with particular emphasis on ingratiation, whereby
individuals seek to be viewed as agreeable or credible by employing conforming
and gratifying behaviours. In doing so, employees modify their feedback to their
managers accordingly. Previous research has focused on interpersonal aspects of
ingratiation and reveals that individuals using ingratiation achieve high levels of
career success and attainment (Judge and Bretz, 1994). This research focuses on
the dynamics of ingratiation processes and the manner in which they regulate the
pulse of upward communication in an organisational setting, which in turn

impacts on organisational effectiveness.

Downs and Conrad (1982) and Downs and Hazen (1992) found that subordinates
were often reluctant to bring bosses bad news. Whether employees have the
freedom or not, to initiate communication with superiors, characterizes how they
perceive the communication climate: *‘Upward communication also sets the tone

for organisational climate... There is an old observation that no one wants to be



the bearer of bad news... People felt negatively associated with bad news or
criticism... Being able to communicate upward openly gives one a stake in the
organisation and promotes a sense of dignity or importance’ (Downs and Adrian,

2004: 54).

The issues involved in the dynamics of communication between the superordinate
and the subordinate are a universal and natural part of human interaction and are

not restricted to organisational life, as the following examples highlight:

1.2 Upward Communication Gone Amiss

1.2.1 Kissinger

The disinclination of leaders to listen to critical upward communication from their

staff is a universal feature in many arenas, be they political, academic or technical.

For instance, both Nixon and Kissinger tended to be evasive when dealing with
subordinates ‘because they were unwilling to share either information or credit’
(Isaacson, 1992: 140). Just as Kissinger said of Bismarck that he could ‘never
have accepted the good faith of any opponent’, so it was that Nixon and Kissinger
‘invariably assigned sinister motives to anyone who challenged them’ (Isaacson,

1992: 140)

As Isaacson (1992: 187) said, ‘Perhaps to a small degree, Nixon would have been
Nixon, with or without Kissinger at his side. There were plenty of people around
Nixon - including Secretary of State William Rogers - who practiced a more open
and forthright style; but the president quickly shunted them aside in favour of
those more comfortable with being devious’. Leaders in all realms are often

reluctant to accept critical upward communication from their people, but are often



elated at hearing favourable endorsements from their juniors. This is in keeping
with the self - efficacy bias, which comes from a key element in Bandura’s (1978,
1993, 1994, 1997) social learning theory and refers to one’s often exaggerated
belief in one’s own capability to perform tasks, that also impacts on one’s thought
patterns and emotional reactions. This has been neatly summarised in a Japanese
proverb, “Though you see the seven defects of others, we do not see our own ten

defects’.

Isaacson (1992: 147) wrote that, ‘As a refugee with a full share of the insecurities
and ambitions that come from being a smart outsider, Kissinger ... could
manoeuver, amuse, impress, and occasionally dazzle. But more important, at least
in the strange case of Richard Nixon, he learned how to flatter.” Kissinger’s entire
demeanour would change whenever he was talking to the President; he was so

deferential that he seemed like a totally different person.

1.2.3 The Challenger

The human attribute to suppress critical and often negative information from the
superior has had disastrous consequences, such as the Challenger tragedy in 1986.
After the catastrophe, a special communication and culture survey at NASA,
revealed a dismaying gap between declaratory rhetoric and management’s
credibility as seen from the bottom up. (C.A.L.B., 2003, online). The survey
documented many strengths of NASA’s culture but also recorded a failure to
communicate, and a reluctance of many in the ranks to speak out. The report
revealed that employees at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) believed that speaking up about a perceived safety issue could seriously

jeopardize their careers. This is reflective of the dangers of retaliation that



employees fear from management in case their upward communication is not
favourably received, a concept that has been explored and endorsed by Milliken et

al., (2003).

The survey found that the organizational structure and hierarchy of NASA
blocked the effective communication of technical problems. Signals were
overlooked, people were manipulated and silenced and useful information and
dissenting views on technical issues did not surface at higher levels, resulting in a

reprehensible disaster.

1.2.4 Fleeing from Saigon

In 1975, during the last days of the collapse of the American presence in Vietnam,
Frank Snepp, a young CIA analyst with the US Embassy in Saigon repeatedly
tried to convince the US Ambassador, Graham Martin, that it was time to make an
exit plan. The intelligence arriving from one of the CIA’s best agents in the north
indicated that there was no chance of a negotiated settlement. Martin was an
ageing cold warrior; he had deeply personal reasons for refusing to accept defeat
in Vietnam, having lost a son to the war. ‘I don’t believe you’, he said, ‘I have
better intelligence.” He cut off all military briefings. He refused to receive
anything that contradicted his wishful thinking. The consequences of Martin’s
refusal were chaos and catastrophe. As Alan Carter, Director of Information
service in Saigon said, ‘In Vietnam we got out as badly as we got in’(The

Guardian, G2 Magazine, 28.04.05).



1.2.5 Rumsfeld and McNamara

In the dark ages, the bearer of unfavourable tidings was nearly always beheaded.
In recent times, he is arbitrarily and swiftly dispensed with. More recently, the
world watched as President Bush announced Rumsfeld’s resignation as the

Defence Secretary of the U.S.

President Bush had said that he intended to hear all advice before making
decisions about changes in Iraq strategy, even as it was disclosed that Rumsfeld
had called for major changes in tactics two days before he resigned as Defence
Secretary. Rumsfeld had advised the President to rethink the U.S. military mission
and goals. Clearly, the President was not pleased and Bush proclaimed
Rumsfeld’s impending departure the day after Democrats won control of the

House and Senate.

This is not dissimilar to the manner in which McNamara was dispensed with
when he advised Lyndon Johnson to pull back in the Vietnam War. In May, 1967,
McNamara, the technocrat manager extraordinare who had run out of solutions for
the war, performed an act of abundant moral courage - he gave the President of
the United States a memorandum saying that the U.S. could not win the war in

Vietnam and ought to negotiate a favourable peace (Sheenan, 1990).

Lyndon Johnson was not pleased. He had invested his place in history and close to
11,000 American lives in the Vietham War. ‘He began to put Robert McNamara
at a distance’ (Sheenan, 1990: 685). In November, 1967, McNamara gave the
President a memorandum elaborating his dissent and advised Johnson to halt the

bombing of North Vietnam by the end of the year. Lyndon Johnson was annoyed.



At the end of November, McNamara learned through a press leak of his new
appointment as the President of the World Bank. Quietly during November,
without telling McNamara, Lyndon Johnson had arranged for his departure from

the White House (Sheenan, 1990).

1.2.6 Tony Blair

In the present political scene in the U.K., when Tony Blair was urged to resign as
the leader of the Labour Party in 2006, it was noted how he sidelined Stan
Greenberg, ‘the distinguished U.S. pollster he had hired, dismissing him as
‘obsessed about Iraq’’. “He shot the messenger who brought the bad news that the
fallout from lIraq has done for trust in Blair, permanently and irredeemably’

(Toynbee, 2006, The Guardian online).

1.2.7 Birmingham University

Furthermore, the negative effects of working in a ‘punitive environment’ were
recently revealed at Birmingham University (The Times Higher Education

Supplement, 21 January 2007: 4)

The report identifies a number of key issues: ‘Leadership and management style is
at the heart of much of the unhappiness that was expressed by the majority of
respondents’. Many members of the School of Health Sciences had been afraid to
raise their concerns with the university for fear of victimisation. *A clear split
emerges between a minority of staff - described as an ‘inner circle’ - and the
majority who feel bullied, isolated and discriminated against. Some staff said
feedback and performance management were ‘punitive’ and nearly all considered

communications to be poor...’



Some 47 staff in the school, including 41 academics, participated in the survey
held in October 2005. They reported the school suffered from a blaming culture
and an unrewarding social climate, and that they suffered low autonomy and
insufficient participation. See Appendix 2: Birmingham University and The

Culture Of Fear.

1.2.8 ABB

The more successful leaders become, the more reluctant followers become to

challenge their decisions. Writing about the rushed exit of Percy Barnevik, the

former CEO of the Swiss conglomerate, ABB Blumen (2005: 148) wrote,
‘Even as dark shadows began to creep up in the form of rash and foolhardy
decisions made in a spirit of over-confidence, followers frequently
refrained from openly criticising the leader’s plans. Because followers are
reluctant to confront the leader about a flawed decision, the leader
becomes emboldened to continue on a misguided path. This becomes a
vicious cycle, with the pattern becoming entrenched in the communication
patterns of the subordinate and the supervisor.’

At ABB, employees privately grumbled about Barnevik’s decentralised matrix

structure but publicly applauded it; there was virtually no public debate about the

difficulties.

‘When multiple followers fail to protest a leader’s questionable behaviour, they
are opening the door for the leader to step over the toxicity threshold’ (Blumen,
2005: 148). In these all too rare cases, when a sole critic steps forward, the leader
may not take criticism simply because no one else supports the dissenter. ‘In fact,
when only one intrepid messenger delivers the bad news, that individual, like the
sentry who carried grim tidings to Creon in Sophocles Antigone, may barely

escape with his or her life” (Blumen 2005: 148).



1.3 Conclusion

Many of the examples mentioned here are not from the organisational milieu but
are generally representative of the communication dynamic between the superior
and those that they manage in any setting. This study proceeds to explore in detail
precisely how subordinates in organisations communicate with those in
managerial positions, particularly when such communication is critical in nature,
and to illuminate the mechanisms whereby conformity, ingratiation and

impression management are manifest in such communicative processes.
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CHAPTER 2

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter begins with a brief introduction to the raison d’etre of the research,
the dynamics of upward communication within organisations and how the
mechanisms of ingratiation theory (Jones, 1964) and impression management
(Feldman and Kilch, 1991) might impact on its pulse, form and flow. The role of
upward communication is investigated in depth as an important determinant of
staff management relationships. Building on this, the chapter proceeds to explore
the different facets of organisational dissent, employee voice and silence, where
seminal papers in the research are compared, discussed and appraised.
Furthermore, the implications of trust and social capital in the tide of upward
communication are considered. The chapter also assesses the impact of distance
and role of the romance of leadership theory in debating whether the leader or the
follower sets the tone for upward communication within the organisation. The
latter part of the literature review evaluates the possible influence of the factors of
ingratiation theory (Jones, 1964) and impression management (Goffman, 1959) in
shaping upward influence tactics used by employees to communicate with their

Supervisors.

This literature review provides a context for the thesis; it assesses and critiques
the existing research and furthermore, develops a knowledge and understanding of
the theories and concepts involved. Moreover, it informs the research question of

this study and in doing so, demonstrates a link between the literature and the
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research proposition. See Appendix 3: Doing the Literature Review and Appendix

4: The Flow of the Literature Review.

2.1.2 Upward Communication in Organisations

“l want someone to tell me,”” Lieutenant Scheisskopf beseeched them all
prayerfully. “If any of it is my fault, | want to be told.”

“He wants someone to tell him,” Clevinger said.

“He wants everyone to keep still, you idiot”, Yossarian answered.

“Didn’t you hear him?”” Clevinger argued.

“I heard him. * Yossaran said. “I heard him say very loudly and very
distinctly that he wants every one of us to keep our mouth shut if we know
what is good for us.”

““I won’t punish you,” Lieutenant Scheisskopf swore.

“He says he won’t punish me,” said Clevinger.

‘He’ll castrate you,” said Yossarian

“l swear | won’t punish you,” said Lieutenant Scheisskopf. “I’'ll be
grateful to the man who tells me the truth.”

“He’ll hate you,” said Yossarain. “To his dying day, he’ll hate you.”

From ‘Catch-22’, (1970), Joseph Heller.

‘Communication is ...a central component of effective business operations’
(Hargie et al., 2004: 5). Within the ambit of the organisation, communication ‘has
been variously described as:

e its life blood

e its oxygen

e itsbrain

e its central nervous system

e itsarteries

e the highways along which its business is transacted

e the mortar/glue which binds its parts together

o the fuel that drives its engine’ (Hargie et al, 2004: 5).
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Moreover, ‘the tools of communication are an organisation’s most vital resource

in the daily battle for organisational survival’ (Hargie and Tourish, 2000: xiv).

Therefore, the role of internal communication is an important determinant of the
overall quality of staff management relationships of any organisation. Employee
feedback is of the essence of this process (McAleese and Hargie, 2004).
“Yet when it comes to communications with staff, feedback is often seen
as a top-down process...furthermore it is clear that employees attach
considerable significance to upwards communication. In particular, they
wish to report on initiatives taken in their area and request any information
necessary for them to do their jobs effectively...There ought to be a
climate where bottom up communication is fostered and viewed as
positive’ (Hargie et al., 2004: 13).
In recognition of this, during the past few decades, there has been a recognisable
proclivity towards increasingly more participative organisational and practices.
Tourish (2005: 487) has argued, ‘Communication is consistently recognised as an
integral part of participative processes and its role in these has been widely
studied.” Moreover, Hargie and Tourish (2000; xvi) emphasized, ‘Communication
breakdowns are always a barometer of greater storms and mishaps ahead.’

Furthermore, *Upward communication supports participative management and

employee contributions to the organisation goals’ (McClelland, 1988: 124).

Upward communication has been defined in a variety of ways. Kreitner (1995:
378) defined it as ‘employees sharing with management their thoughts and ideas.’
Miller et al., (1994: 88) described it as ‘the flow of messages from employees to
managers.” Green and Knippen (1999: 4) provided an ‘employee definition of

upward communication’, which is:
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‘Employees communicate upward to:

1. understand managers

2. work with managers

3. ask managers, and

4. help managers.’

However, the role of informal upward communication often continues to be
sidelined within organisations, especially when it concerns feedback that is
critical of managerial precepts. This results in a situation whereby “Superiors are
often cut off from essential information because subordinates conceal their real
feelings and opinions out of a fear that forthright disclosure will lead to some

form of punishment” (Gemmill, 2001:25).

Deficient upward communication could result in information about underlying
problems in the organisation being lost and thus “create serious distortions in the
knowledge on which managers base their decisions...Thus, silence about
important issues can compromise an organization’s ability to detect errors and
engage in learning... These outcomes can have serious long-term consequences
for the employees and their relationships with the organization’ (Milliken et al.,
2003: 1473). Senge (1994) argued that openness is therefore critical to
organizational learning ‘Effective management depends on open communication,
and requires an interpersonal style characterised by warmth, candour,

supportiveness and a commitment to dialogue rather than monologue’ (Hargie et
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al., 2000: 5). See Appendix 5: The Benefits of Upward Communication (Tourish

and Hargie, 2004: 190)

An influential review of the literature on upward communication noted that
‘communication upward from subordinate to superior is reported to take four
primary forms:

(a) information about the subordinate himself/herself

(b) information about co-workers and their problems

(c) information about organizational practices and policies

(d) information about what needs to be done and how it can be done’

(Jablin, 1979: 1202).

Speaking up in the workplace has been titled ‘employee voice’, “issue selling’,
‘whistle-blowing’, ‘championing’, ‘dissent’ and ‘boat rocking” (Dutton and
Ashford, 1993; Kassing, 2001; Miceli and Bear, 1992; Parker et al., 1995;
Saunders et al., 1992; Withey and Cooper, 1989; Fenn and Yankelovich, 2000;
Fenn and Head, 1965). More fundamentally, communication tends to mainly flow
from the superordinate to the subordinates (Luthans and Larsen, 1986). On the
other hand, many organizations now suffer from information overload, sometimes
termed infoglut or data smog (Edmunds and Morris, 2000). Nonetheless,
motivating and realising open upward communication is widely recognized as a

serious problem in organisations (Chow et al., 2000).

Employees, therefore, face a choice of remaining quiet, articulating a supportive

(i.e. conformist) voice or a dissenting voice to managers. Tourish and Robson
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(2006) have presented a model on supportive and dissenting voice. They argued
that supportive voice, to which low risks but high rewards are attached, generates
a strong flow of communication to managers. This is in turn reinforced,
encouraged and rewarded:
‘Mismatched perceptions therefore have iatrogenic consequences — i.e.
problems arise that are caused by the treatment regime prescribed by
managers, and which flow from misdiagnosis, rather than from a pre-
existing condition. On the other hand, where employees choose to
articulate dissent, they tend to do so mildly, since dissent carries high risks
and attracts low rewards. Dissent is therefore expressed in a weak flow of
communication to management’ (Tourish and Robson, 2006: 714).
Nonetheless, this creates a strong flow of downward communication from
managers to the dissenters, in the form of messages and actions which penalize
dissent and is therefore seen as retaliation. Ultimately, employees may elect to
remain completely silent (Milliken et al., 2003). This phenomenon has been

widely researched. See Appendix 6: Supportive and Dissenting Voice In Upward

Communication

In a study of 20 firms facing a crisis, Dunbar and Goldberg (1978) found that
many top managers surrounded themselves with admirers. Such people protect
leaders at the top from muted warnings from middle managers who report
problems. When top managers therefore remain oblivious of such potential
difficulties, they risk driving their organisation ‘through a red light’ (Wissema,

2002: 522).

As Kets de Vries said (2001: 93),
‘It is clear then, that when people in positions of leadership... say, “I’d

like some constructive criticism,” what they often mean is, “I want to hear
some praise.” It’s also clear that when executives do get honest feedback,
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they often penalize the speaker. As the old adage says, “Tell the boss what
you think and the truth will set you free” — free from employment, that is.
But the consequences of lying aren’t any better. The irony is that whether
employees lie or tell the truth, double- bind communication -
communication that sends both a tell and a don’t tell message — leads to
the suppression of conflict and false consensus, prevents mutual
confidence and initiative, and leads to decision paralysis.’
This sensitivity towards negative feedback can be readily understood. The
automatic cognitive system of all human beings directs attention toward negative
stimuli. This has been called the ‘automatic vigilance effect’ where ‘people
evaluate good and bad information at different rates’ (Pratto and John, 1991: 380).
Automatic vigilance may lead to a negative bias in evaluation and also suggest a
selective recollection of negative information (Fedor et al., 2001). This theory can

be related to threat-rigidity theory, which says that ‘a threat to the vital interests of

an entity . . . will lead to forms of rigidity’ (Staw et al., 1981: 502).

These theories suggest that one of a human being’s most fundamental needs, in
most relational contexts, is to present a positive face to others, an important facet
of impression management (Goffman, 1959), and to be reassured that the
perceptions of others reflect the same positive image as one views oneself (Hargie
and Tourish, 1997, Ashford et al., 1998). Critical feedback would, therefore,
appear to threaten this need. Therefore, when managers are faced with critical
upward communication, they are unlikely receive it in a positive manner, stay
open to new ideas or encourage challenges to existing practices. Negative
feedback can and may impact adversely upon one’s public and personal image
(Atwater et al., 1995, 2000). Thus, people at all organizational levels are often
fearful about seeking feedback on their performance (Ashford and Northcraft,

1992). They believe this might well leave them vulnerable to predators within the
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ruthless survival games of the organisational jungle. Furthermore, to deny fault
and avert the possibility of blame, senior managers sometimes conceal negative

organizational outcomes (Abrahamson and Park, 1994).

Argyris and Schon (1978) suggested that this fear of feedback may be especially
strong among organisational managers. They argue that many managers, like all
human beings, feel a strong need to avoid embarrassment, threat, and feelings of
vulnerability or incompetence. Hence, they tend to avoid any information that
might suggest weakness or that might raise questions about contemporary courses
of action. It has been shown that when negative feedback comes from below,
rather than from above, it is seen as less accurate and legitimate (llgen et al.,
1979) and as more threatening to one’s power and credibility (Korsgaard,
Roberson, and Rymph, 1998). Morrison and Milliken (2000) stressed that the
creation of an ambience of silence in organizations is caused by the fear of senior
managers of receiving negative feedback, especially from subordinates. There is
strong evidence that people often feel threatened by negative feedback, whether
this information is about them personally or about a course of action with which
they identify (Carver, Antonio, and Scheier, 1985; Meyer and Starke, 1982;
Swann and Read, 1981). Therefore, managers in organisations try to avoid facing
negative feedback (Ashford and Cummings, 1983), and when they do receive it,
they may try to ignore the message, dismiss it as uninformed, or even confront its

credibility (llgen, Fisher, and Taylor, 1979).

As Tourish and Robson (2006: 717) have emphasized, ‘The implications for

organizational functioning are profound. The absence of critical upward

18



communication reinforces the view of those at the top that their opinions are more
widely shared and accepted than they are.” In turn, this drives management
behaviours which may prove harmful to the interests of the organization (Vatcha
and Tourish, 2003). The principle of social proof (Cialdini, 2001), whereby
personal opinion is determined by concurring with what other people think is
correct, or consensual validation, where subjective personal perceptions are
replaced by adapted social patterns (Zebrowitz, 1990), may be factors that
persuade managers that their views are more extensively accepted and shared than
what they really might be. With such a conviction in place, it is yet more likely
that ingratiation tactics will be well regarded but that dissent will be viewed as
resistance to be overcome rather than useful feedback that so happens to be

different to the managers’ own views (Lewis, 1992; Michener et al., 1979).

2.1.2 The Cognitive Framework and the Employee

Organisations may be viewed as ‘collections of people trying to make sense of
what is happening around them’ (Weick, 2001: 5). From the perception of this
study, ‘It follows that equivocation, and hence conflicted understandings of how
others behave, is central to organizational life. These efforts at sensemaking are
expressed in stories, shaped either as interior monologues or exchanged with
others, and hence refined through the process of collective dialogue’ (Tourish and
Robson, 2006: 717). As such, ‘they do not simply present information or facts
about “events”, but they enrich, enhance, and infuse facts with meaning’ (Gabriel,

2000: 135).
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Furthermore, in as much as narratives are styles of talking about life within
organizations, they depict perceptions that people have of organizing (Weick,
1979; Weick and Browning, 1986). They help human beings in the organisation to
understand their world by providing an understanding that guides action (Weick,
1995). Indeed, according (Boland and Tenkasi, 1995), narratives and storytelling
are often considered to be the basic fundamentals of human cognition (Boland and

Tenkasi, 1995, Dowling 2006).

Accordingly, interpretation is central to sensemaking (Fairhurst, 2007). People
within the organisational milieu form different perceptions and attribute dissimilar
meanings to diverse social situations (Hatch and Yanow, 2003). However, a
person’s position within the structure of the organisation influences the process of
interpretation and sensemaking. Positive feedback therefore feels naturally
convincing to superiors, while unattractive critical feedback impairs their
romanticized self image naturally seems unconvincing and incorrect (Tourish and

Hargie, 2004).

2.1.3 Organizational Climate

The concept of organisational climate was first developed by Lewin, Lippitt and
White (1939). Organizational climate has been defined as the ‘relatively enduring
quality of the internal environment of an organization that a) is experienced by its
members, b) influences their behaviour, and c) can be described in terms of the
values of a particular set of characteristics (or attitudes) of the organization’
(Taguiri and Litwin, 1968: 27). Researchers have since emphasized that work

settings have numerous climates, each pertaining to a particular type of activity
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The term organizational climate is used to refer to the shared perceptions of those
aspects of a particular work environment that relate to the employees’
psychological needs (Ashforth, 1985; Schneider and Reichers, 1983) and may be
gauged in terms of trust, morale, conflict, equity, leader credibility and resistance
to change (Koys and DeCaotiis, 1991). It is influenced by forces both external and
internal to the organization (Falcione et al., 1987). Furthermore, it consists of such
issues as supportiveness, participative decision making, confidence and
credibility, and levels of openness and candour (Redding, 1972, 1979). One of the
key issues in determining organisational climate is, therefore, the degree of the
openness and transparency of communication within the organisation, particularly

communication between managers and their subordinates.

Such openness would relate to both message sending and message receiving
(Dansereau and Markham, 1987). However, it has been recognized that employees
are prone to distort the messages they transmit upwards, with negative effects on
organizational climate and function (Athanassiades, 1973). Consequently,
managers often have different perceptions on straightforward topics as
subordinates’ basic job duties (Jablin, 1979) and whether and to what extent
people are involved in decision making (Harrison, 1985). In particular,

organizational silence has been viewed as ‘a collective phenomenon where
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employees withhold their opinions and concerns about potential organizational

problems’ (Van Dyne et al., 2003: 1364, Milliken et al., 2003).

Beer and Eisenstat (2000) maintained that barriers to strategic implementation of
communication or any other from of strategic change can be understood through
the lens of resistance to change. Often, both managers and employees will often
assume defensive routines that protect their existing ways of doing things and that
prevent them from considering changes. Employees decide to minimize voicing
negative feelings in public and keep their thoughts and feelings to themselves, to
avoid any disagreeable confrontations with top management. An ‘organizational
silence’ results; concerns about organizational difficulties are suppressed.
Ultimately, this impacts on change processes; it prevents top management finding
out about underlying causes to the obstacles their organization is facing. Many
organizations do indeed send the message that those who express concerns will be

severely punished (Perlow and Williams, 2003).

An analysis of this issue revealed the following six barriers, a set of symptoms
that prevent managers from resolving the ubiquitous problem of having to align
their organizations with changes in strategy:

1. Unclear strategy and/or conflicting priorities

2. An ineffective top management team

3. A leadership style that is too top-down or, conversely, too laissez-faire

4. Poor coordination across functions, businesses, or geographic regions

5. Inadequate leadership skills and development of down-the-line leaders

6. Poor vertical communication (Perlow and Williams, 2003).
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See Appendix 7: Quality of Implementation.

Therefore, upward feedback within organisations can often be distorted and
repressed. The problem can become endemic, aided by managers’ schemas like
‘denial, rationalisation, sense of entitlement, and ego aggrandisement’ (Brown,
1997: 643), through which managers nurture a positive sense of self, and often
embrace self-protective behaviours such as disapproving of or ignoring critical

feedback.

However, ‘non-managers also engage in sensemaking to advance their own
interests. (Tourish and Robson, 2006: 721). Research has found that the
establishment of influence is one of the most dominant impulses that drive much
upward communication (Kipnis and Schmidt, 1988). If a subordinate gains the
confidence of his/her superior by straightforward means or manipulation, the
superior would, most likely, respond favourably to the subordinate’s
communication. This is a form of influence labelled in the literature as ‘soft’
(Yukl and Falbe, 1992). Often, subordinates attempt to charm themselves into the
favour of those of higher power positions going out of their way to deliberately
conform to management standpoints (Jones, 1990; Kassing, 2001; Rosenfeld et
al.,, 1995; Giacalone and Rosenfeld, 1986), through skilful impression
management and ingratiation. This can have a detrimental effect on organisational
performance and decision making. As De Vries (2001: 94) has emphasised,
‘Effective organizational functioning demands that people have a healthy

disrespect for their boss, feel free to express emotions and opinions openly, and
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are comfortable engaging in banter and give and take.” This research is essentially

a study of the opportunity for, and barriers to, the creation of such a climate.

2.1.4 Semco , Distinctive and Unique

Mention needs to made of Semco of Brazil, that ‘has made its name by standing
the conventional corporate rulebook on its head” (Caulkin, 2003, The Observer,
April 27" 2003). Semco has survived Brazil’s rough economic and political

currents with verve and panache, growing at between 30 and 40 per cent a year.

The philosophy of Semco is built on worker participation and involvement, on
advancing opinions, seeking opportunities and advancement. Semler (2004), the
founder of the company, believed that sustainability and productivity are a
product of worker balance; balance ensues when people are given room, realize
their potential and merge their personal aspirations with the goals of the
organisation. As part of this philosophy, candid and open communication is the

norm.

Semco thus, embodies ideals of trusting workers implicitly, sharing power and
information, encouraging dissent and celebrating democracy. Semler (2004)
maintained that dissent and democracy go hand in hand. Dissent or “civil
disobedience’ is ‘not an early sign of revolution but a clear indication of
commonsense at work’ (Semler, 1989: 80). Furthermore, decisions arising from
debate are implemented much more efficiently because alternatives, objections and
uncertainties have already been voiced and discussed. ‘We want our workers to

behave like adults, so we stopped treating them as adolescents’ (Semler, 1989: 79).
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In this milieu, ‘upward communication can be viewed as a step on the escalator of

participation’ (Tourish, 2005: 488).

2.1.5 Conclusion

The Dibb Lupton Alsop Industrial Relations Survey is an authoritative, independent
survey of its kind published in Britain, and it provides a benchmark against which
industrial relations can be measured. It found that in 2003, nearly two-thirds of
employers (61%) now claim to hold regular consultations with staff. The move to
give a voice to employees is supported by a European Information and Consultation
directive, which is due to come into force from 2005, whereby employers will be
obliged to introduce a formal policy of staff consultation to do so by 10% of their
staff. Research has long suggested that people are more likely to be committed to
a course of action if they are involved in the decision making process that gives rise
to it. ‘Critical feedback, despite its frustrations, consistently offers fresh
opportunities for evaluation’ (Tourish, 2005: 497). The articulation of employee

voice is therefore a vital ingredient of empowerment and involvement.
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2.2 Silence, Trust and Cynicism

‘I can hear the silence
And through it individual voices...’
Eva Figes (1987)

2.2.1 Introduction

This section discusses some of the seminal insights of research on organisational
silence, trust and cynicism. It is essential to ‘understand more about how people in
organizations make the decision to speak (or be silent) about issues or problems
that concern them at work, what types of issues employees are likely to be silent
about ... and how organizations can help create conditions that facilitate the upward
transfer of information about problems or issues’ (Milliken et al., 2003: 1563).
Researchers have referred to this as employee silence (Morrison and Milliken,
2000). As their research argued,
‘the decisions to remain silent spanned across a variety of issues:
performance problems, pay inequity, ethical concerns and so forth...In
deciding whether or not to remain silent, it appears that the respondents
focused on potential negative outcomes or risks that they associated with
speaking up, and their responses suggest that the desire to avoid these
negative outcomes played an important part in decisions to be silent’
(Morrison and Milliken et al., 2003: 1565).
Perlow and Williams (2003: 3) in their study on employee silence examined the
factors that make silence so prevalent in organisations:
“Thanks to deeply ingrained rules of etiquette, people silence themselves
to avoid embarrassment, confrontation, and other perceived dangers. The
social virtues of silence are reinforced by our survival instincts. Many
organisations send the message — verbally or nonverbally — that falling
into line is the safest way to hold our job and further our careers.’

On the same lines as the studies of Milliken and Morrison (2003), Perlow and

Williams (2003) reiterated that:
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‘... public recognition of a few people does not mean that speaking out is
necessarily viewed as courageous or praiseworthy. Most individuals who
go against their organisations or express their concerns publicly are
severely punished. If they are not fired outright, they are marginalized and
made to feel irrelevant.”
Van Dynne (2003) believed that employees often have insights and bright ideas
about how the organisation might be improved. Sometimes they exercise voice
and express their ideas, information, and opinions; and other times they remain
silent and withhold their ideas. He differentiated between three types of silence
(Acquiescent Silence, (silence to show consent), Defensive Silence (silence to
show non-agreement), and Pro-Social Silence) (going along with the silence of the
majority/public opinion) and three parallel types of voice (Acquiescent Voice,

(conformity), Defensive Voice, (temperate disagreement) and Pro-Social Voice

(going along with the opinion of the majority).

Noelle-Neumann (1974, 1977, 1979, 1983, 1984, 1991), explained how majority
opinions become dominant over time and minority opinions weakened. Her
phrase ‘spiral of silence’ actually referred to how people tend to remain silent
when they feel that their views are not supported by the majority. She referred to a
‘quasi-statistical organ,” an intuitive sixth-sense which allows them to know the
prevailing public opinion. Moreover, people have a fear of isolation and know
what behaviours will increase their likelihood of being socially isolated. In
organisations, employees are reticent to express their minority views, primarily
out of fear of being isolated. Spirals of silence within groups can restrict the open
and honest discussion that is essential to organizational improvement. See

Appendix 8: Noelle-Neumann (1974, 1985, and 1991) and the Spirals of Silence.
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In a recent study on employee silence, Detert (2007: 24) investigated why
employee silence is present in organisational life. The answer was:
‘In a phrase, self-preservation. While it’s obvious why employees fear
bringing up certain issues, such as whistle-blowing, we found the innate
protective instinct so powerful that it also inhibited speech that clearly
would have been intended to help the organization...the perceived risks of
speaking up felt very personal and immediate to employees, whereas the
possible future benefit to the organization from sharing their ideas was
uncertain. So people often instinctively played it safe by keeping quiet.’
Premeaux and Bedian (1993), like Milliken et al., (2003), have suggested that
many employees are hesitant to express their opinions or voice their views
because doing so might lead to retaliation. Consequently, they remain silent rather
than speak up about office encounters, actions or ideas and issues. The results of
this study revealed that low self-monitors, (people with a lower level of awareness
of their behaviour and its impact on others) in comparison to high self-monitors
(people with a higher level of awareness of their behaviour and its impact on
others), spoke up more often as internal locus of control, self-esteem, top-
management openness, and trust in supervisor increased (Baron and Ganz, 1972).
These results correspond to the part played by the external and internal loci of

control in upward influence tactics that employees use when communicating with

their supervisors (Ralston, 1985) and which will be discussed later.

2.2.3 Further Models on Employee Silence

Mindful of the need to restore employee rights in the ‘humanistic organization’
(Larkin, 1986: 36), Kassing (1998: 214) maintained that displaced dissent may be
a more trait - like behaviour than articulated and latent dissent which may be

influenced more by organizational and relational factors: ‘People may be less
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likely to express their opinions within organizations due to apprehensive
communication tendencies or different attitudes about work.” Festinger et al.
(1950: 428) have noted that ‘structuring groups into hierarchies automatically
creates constraints against free communication.” Often organizations are intolerant
of criticism, discord or dissent and negative consequences may result for the
employee who speaks up. Moreover, Glauser (1984) suggests that upward
communication is further affected by the nature of the supervisor-subordinate
relationship. The quality of the employee’s relationship with the supervisor

therefore is significant when examining the flow of upward communication

One reason why people are sometimes silent about their concerns may be what
psychologists have termed ‘the mum effect’ (Rosen and Tesser, 1970). Research
on the mum effect has revealed that individuals have a reluctance to convey
negative information because of the discomfort associated with being the
conveyer of bad news (Conlee and Tesser, 1973, Heath, 1996, Tesser et al., 1972).
In organisations there is evidence to show that employees are specially awkward
conveying information about potential problems or issues to those above them and
therefore often distort and warp the information they convey to their superiors,
communicating in a manner that disguises negative information (Athansiades,
1973; Roberts and O’Reilly, 1974; O’Reilly et al., 1987). In as much as this is so,
‘the hierarchical relationship between subordinate and supervisor appears to

intensify the mum effect” (Milliken et al., 2003: 1455).

Research on the issue has found that employees decide whether to raise strategic

issues with top management by ‘reading the context’ for clues concerning
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‘context favourability’ (Ashford et al., 1998; Dutton et al., 1997, 2002). A
favourable context is described as one where management is perceived to be
willing to listen, the culture that is seen as generally supportive and there is
relatively little uncertainty. For example, whistle blowers are often viewed as
traitors and can suffer negative career outcomes as a result of their calling
attention to organisational wrong doing. Research suggests that employees weigh
these costs when considering whether to speak up or remain silent (Dutton et al.,
1997; Bear and Miceli, 1992). As Heifetz and Laurie (1997:129) observed in
their study of leadership, ‘whistle-blowers, creative deviants and other such

original voices routinely get smashed and silenced in organizational life.’

Employees are often reluctant to share information that could be interpreted as
negative or threatening to those above them in an organisational hierarchy
(Roberts and O’Reilly, 1974; Ryan and Oestreish, 1991). This reluctance to speak
up, and the silence or information withholding that it gives rise to, have the
potential to undermine organisational decision making and error-correction and to
damage employee trust and morale (Agyris and Schon, 1986; Beer and Eisenstadt,
2000; Janis, 1982; Morrison and Milliken, 2000; Tamuz, 2001). “For instance,
Enron employees had concerns about the firm’s activities long before it went
down, but were afraid to speak to their bosses about these concerns (Cruver,
2003). According to the testimony of Sherron Watkins, there was a culture of
‘intimidation at Enron where there was widespread knowledge of the company’s
shaky finances’, yet no one felt confident enough to raise these issues’ (Milliken
et al.,, 2003: 1456). See Appendix 9: Time Magazine, December, 30, 2002:

Persons of the Year, 2002.
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In her study, Milliken et al., (2003) interviewed 40 employees in an ‘unspecified
range’ of industries. The respondents were asked whether they were comfortable
expressing their views and feelings about issues, what the issues usually were, the
reasons for not raising them and whether they believed that the same silent
syndrome was shared by their co-workers. Milliken’s findings (2003) established
that being silent about issues and problems at work is a very common experience
with 85% of the sample saying that, on at least one occasion, they had felt unable
to raise an issue or concern to their bosses even though they felt that they issue
was important. Only half (51%) of the respondents indicated that, generally
speaking they felt comfortable speaking up about issues or concerns in their
current organizations. 27% of the sample said that they would only speak to
certain people or only about certain issues. Eight categories of issues were
identified as concerns about which employees chose to remain silent. 37% of the
sample identified performance of a colleague or boss as a topic they would not
choose to raise. 35% believed that they would not speak up about organizational

processes or performance. 27% had to do with concerns about pay.

Moreover, a variety of personal, organizational and relationship characteristics
were identified that influenced their decision to remain silent: “We regard these
factors as exogenous to the decision but having an effect on how the employee
will view the potential outcomes’ (Milliken et al., 2003: 1469). Highlighting the
‘social dimension’ of silence, Morrison and Milliken (2000: 706) emphasized the
‘collective dynamics’ that encourage employees to remain silent en masse and

suggest that silence is often a ‘collective phenomenon.” Would the same factors
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hold true for the collective dynamics of voice? Theories of self categorization and
social identity describe how the self is not only defined in individual terms but
also in terms of group or organisational memberships (Sedikides and Brewer,
2001, Tajfel and Turner, 1986). Hence, ‘This self-definition in collective terms is
reflected in the concept of social or organisational identification, the perception of

oneness, of self and group’ (van Knippenberg and Schippers, 2007: 54).

In as much as reputation and character are important in the organisation context,
Ashford and Humphrey (1995) have highlighted the power of labels in the
organisation. They have argued that when an employee is labelled, he/she is
assigned to a special nomenclature, which activates a schema. This process of
labelling can have an enormous impact because these labels are communicated to
others and an unfavourable reputation developed. Other employees begin to
regards the label as a valid characterisation of the employee. Therefore, ‘Labelling
alters interpersonal interactions, changes social identity and creates self-fulfilling
prophecies that seemingly validate the labels (Ashford and Humphrey, 1995,
Milliken et al., 2003). See Appendix 10: The Effect of Labels (Milliken et al.,

2003).

Milliken et al (2003) used their results to construct a Social and Relational Model
of Silence, (2003: 1470). When an employee is labelled (as a ‘troublemaker’ for
instance), this process of categorization proceeds to have an enormous impact
because the label is regarded as a valid and enduring characterization of the
employee (Ashford and Humphrey, 1995). Concerns about speaking up therefore

have relational implications based on concerns of self-perception and damaging
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valued relationships. Milliken et al.,’s model, (similar to the subjective expected
utility calculus developed by Vroom, 1964) provided a deeper insight into the
reasoning process employees use to determine whether it is safe to speak up. The
main fears or anticipated negative outcomes are identified and lead on to the most
likely probability of the employee choosing to remain silent:

e The fear of being labelled in a negative manner

e The fear of damaging one’s image

e The fear of damaging relationships and losing relational currency

e The fear of retaliation or punishment
See Appendix 11: Milliken et al.’s (2003) Social and Relational Model of

Employee Silence.

In this model, Milliken et al. (2003) suggested that the underlying process of
deciding to remain silent is similar to the subjective expected utility calculus that
employees use when deciding to engage in any work behaviour (Vroom, 1964).
As Milliken et al., (2003: 1468) expressed it, ‘Fear was an important theme in
many interviews.” Research shows that if individuals are experiencing a strong
negative affective state such as fear, they are more likely to recall information
consistent with that emotion, and so may overestimate the likelihood of negatives
outcomes in the situation (Isen et al., 1978; McLeod, 1999; Nygren et al., 1966).
This would suggest that if a subordinate is fearful about speaking up, he or she
will most likely recall some information that confirms this fear, and as a result,
‘form exaggerated conclusions about the dangers of voicing one’s concerns

(Morrison and Milliken, 2000).
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Respondents in Milliken et al.’s (2003) study also pointed to a variety of personal
characteristics, organisational characteristics and relationship characteristics that
affected their decision to remain silent. She concluded:
“These three factors are exogenous to the decision process but as having an
effect on how an employee will view the potential outcomes with raising a
concern ... For example, relative to older, more experienced employees at
higher organisational ranks, those who are young or inexperienced, or in
lower organisational position, are likely to see the negative outcomes
associated with speaking up as moiré probable since they have little power
in the organisation. They may also fear that they lack the credibility to be
taken seriously’ (Milliken et al., 2003: 1467).
See Appendix 12: Table on Reasons why Employees Remain Silent (Morrison,
2003).
These findings also highlight the fact that silence has ‘social dimensions’ and
emphasize the ‘collective dynamics’ that encourage employees to remain silent
(Milliken et al., 2003: 1468). When employees join an organisation, they deduce
the rules — what it is safe to discuss with one’s superiors and what one should
remain quiet about (Van Maanen and Schein, 1979). More significantly, large
numbers of employees felt they were not alone in withholding information about
their issues or concerns. These results suggest that silence is often a collective

phenomenon (Morrison and Milliken, 2000). This dynamic has been explored in

depth later in the literature review.
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2.2.4 The Importance of Social Capital in Upward Communication

... “We will stand in time
To face the ties that bind...
Now you can’t break the ties that bind.

Bruce Springsteen (1980)

Indeed, the ties that bind, the social relations that connect the members of the
organisation to each other, are vitally important in shaping the tenor and pulse of
communication takes place within the organisation. Nan Lin’s (2001) concept of
social capital explained how people can attain success in a social setting, such as
an organisational milieu, through their favourable social relations that yielded

high returns.

It is now accepted that skilled interpersonal communication plays a crucial part in
the success of individuals (Coleman, 1988, Putnam, Leonardo and Nanetti, 1993;
Hargie and Dickson, 2004). Networks, such as the relationship between the
subordinate and the superior, provide a mechanism for the development of trust
and legitimacy. This being so, the special relational artefact, ‘social capital’, is a
significant element of upward communication within the organisation. If the
quality of social interaction improves, people are more likely to communicate
openly, frankly and pleasantly with one another and with their superiors, with

positive results for them and for the organisation (Homans, 1951; 1961).
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An important consideration in Milliken et al.,’s (2003) findings was the value of
social capital or relational currency that stems from ‘not from personal
characteristics or assets, but from ties to others’ and is foundation of smooth and
open upward communication. (Milliken et al., 2003:1471). It may be thought of as
resources (e.g. trust, goodwill) embedded in a social structure (Adler and Kwon,

2002, Bolino et al., 2002).

The first exposition of the term, social capital, was by Bourdieu (1983). Drawing
on Coleman’s (1988) development of the concept, Becker (1996) proceeded to
distinguish between individual (personal capital) and social capital. Social capital
facilitates career advancement and plays a vital role in focusing coordinated action
in contexts where people need the trust and cooperation of others to achieve their
own objectives (Burt, 1992). An actor within the organisation can have more or
less social capital at his or her disposal as a function of their social network, tying

that actor to others (Adler and Kwon, 2002).

Moreover, social capital, known to ‘increase the efficiency of action’, has been
defined as ‘the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within,
available through and derived from the network of relationships possessed by the
individual or social unit’ (Nahapiet and Goshal, 1998: 243). Anderson and Jack
(2000, 2002) use an intriguing analogy of bridges to illustrate the effect of social
capital. Nahapiet and Goshal (1998) have stated that social capital exists on three
dimensions; structural (pertaining to the hierarchy and interconnection of network
structures), cognitive (relating to intellectual capital) or relational. The relational
dimension of social networking and communication refers to those assets and

values created and ‘leveraged’ through relationships which people develop with
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each other through a range of interactions (Nahapiet and Goshal, 1998: 245).
Furthermore, Adler and Kwon (2002) have noted that social capital is not a given,

it requires constant maintenance.

Milliken et al., (2003) suggest that fear of contaminating carefully accumulated
social capital may be why employees are often reluctant to speak to their
subordinate about issues or problems. Furthermore, research has indicated that
most people keep in mind their public image before deciding whether or not to

raise a potentially sensitive issue (Ashford et al., 1988).

2.2.5 The Impact of Silence on the Organisation

Milliken et al., (2003) focused on the cognitive, emotional and social processes

that underlie employees’ decisions to remain silent about work issues of concern.

However,
‘the danger in organisations is that the tendency of people to remain silent
about information can result in large amounts of information about
potential problems in the organisation being lost to senior managers. This
can create serious distortions in the knowledge on which managers base
their decisions... Thus silence about important issues can compromise and
organisations ability to detect errors and engage in learning’ (Milliken et
al., 2003: 1473).

Milliken et al., (2003: 1473) emphasised how important it is to kill the cancer of

silence in organizations: ‘Managers must convince organizational members that

they truly want to hear about problems or issues as employees experience them.’

With particular emphasis on the undesirability of severely hierarchical

organizations that intensify the silence syndrome, she maintained that

‘organizational leaders must fight against the tendencies for hierarchies to impede
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the upward transfer of information about problems’ and view ‘employee silence
from the perspective of the employee.” (Milliken et al., 2003: 1473). Furthermore,
managers are influenced by general trends. Thus, if there is a general ethos in
society of managers being expected to ‘take the lead’ and ‘make the tough
decisions’, the individual manager is less likely to take cognisance of what

employees think or say (Morrison, 2002).

2.2.6 Introducing Kassing (2001) and the Organisational Dissent Scale

Silence is thus part of the landscape of upward communication in an
organisational setting. Another facet of upward communication is employee
voice, often expressed as upward dissent. Employees are more likely to choose
upward dissent when they are comfortable articulating their circumstances
(Kassing and Avtgis, 1999), and when they believe that they have a decent

relationship with their supervisor (Kassing, 2000a).

A particularly significant facet of research on upward communication, on recent
cases of management misbehaviour (Enron, Hewlett-Packard) has examined
circumstances that contribute to employee voice, silence, and dissent (Infante and
Gorden, 1987; Kassing, 1997, 1998; Seeger and Ulmer, 2003; Van Dyne, Ang,
and Botero, 2003, Tourish and Vatcha, 2005). Early work in employee dissent
focused primarily on whistle-blowing (Near and Jensen, 1983; Stewart, 1980),
which involves the expression of dissent to the media. Later research emphasized
dissent in response to issues of principle (Graham, 1986; Westin, 1986), personal-
advantage dissent (Hegstrom, 1995, 1999) and more mundane, daily means of

expressing dissent such as boat-rocking (Sprague and Ruud, 1986).
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Kassing’s (1998) research in organisational dissent developed a unique
instrument; a measure for operationalizing how employees express their
contradictory opinions about organisational phenomena. He argued that
researchers had failed to consider the entire range of behaviours constituting
employee dissent and although specific instruments to measure voice existed,
(Gorden and Mermer, 1989; Gorden, 1988; Saunders et al., 1992; Farrell, 1983;
Cannings, 1992) their efforts to ‘operationalize’ voice lacked consistency and

validity.

Kassing (1998) proposed that dissent could be expressed as articulated,
antagonistic or displaced. Articulated dissent was viewed as constructive and it
involved expressing dissent to management. Antagonistic dissent occurred when
the employee knows s/he will be perceived as ‘adversarial’ and was expressed
when the employee believed s/he has a safeguard against retaliation, ‘Displaced
dissent entails disagreeing without confronting or challenging’ (Kassing, 1998:

192).

It is perhaps the very dynamics of silence of Milliken’s (2003) study that relate to
what Kassing (1998) calls ‘“latent” dissent. Kassing (2000: 184) who explores the
dynamics of dissent in an organizational setting defined dissent as:
‘a unique subset of employee voice that entails the expression of
disagreement or contrary opinions in the workplace... Voice refers to a
larger set of employee communication behaviours that encompasses

dissent but also includes communicating agreement, offering suggestions,
engaging in argument and, providing support.’
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An important issue, which both Milliken and Morrison (2003) and Kassing (1998)
laid emphasis on, is that of trust or psychological safety and what makes another
person ‘safe.” Furthermore, communication in high quality relationships entailed
more decision- making involvement and mutual persuasion (Fairhurst and
Chandler, 1989). As Kassing (1998) has also argued, ‘Particularly when
contemplating dissent, employees consider whether it will result in retaliation or
whether it will be perceived as constructive’ (Kassing, 2001: 192). The issue of
trust in upward communication will be discussed in detail later in the literature
review. Jablin (1987: 679) argued that ‘employees scrutinize and learn about the
organizational norms governing dissent through socialization practices.” The risk
involved to the ‘image’ of the employee would seem to be an important issue in
deciding to speak up (Ashford et al., 1988). Milliken echoed the earlier research
of Morrison and Milliken’s (2000) when she spoke of the “collective and social
dynamics that might shape the employee’s views about speaking up’ (Milliken et
al., 2003: 1473). In his recent work on identifying employee dissent strategies,
Kassing (2001: 448) came to the conclusion that employees ‘exercise a degree of
political, relational and organizational savvy in expressing upward dissent.” As
such, it is not just the organizational setting that counts; dissent is influenced by

individual and relational factors (Kassing 1998).

Kassing (1998: 221) made a pertinent point: ‘Dissent contains valuable corrective
feedback necessary for organizational success.” When employees choose not to
share their feedback within organizations, organizations suffer by forfeiting
potentially valuable information (Hirschman, 1970). Conversely, when

organizations choose to dissuade employees from expressing dissent, employees
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suffer by relinquishing basic human desires and tendencies (Redding, 1973;
1985). Kassing’s ODS (1998: 185) was an extremely effective “functional tool’ to
explore these possibilities and ‘draws attention to the pertinent topic of employee

dissent.’

Kassing’s (2007) most recent work on employee dissent deals with

circumvention, a particularly menacing form of upward communication, as it

involves going around the employee’s immediate supervisor to express dissent:
‘Circumvention entails expressing one’s dissent to someone higher in the
chain of command than one’s immediate supervisor ... as a form of
leverage for obtaining responsiveness and action from one’s supervisor’
(Kassing, 2007, in press).

Therefore, the motives for circumventing one’s supervisor often point to

inadequacies in supervisors’ performance or capability, complicating the situation

by introducing degrees of face threat. In as much as this is so, circumvention

resembles political upward influence, whereby subordinates camouflage both, the

attempt at influence and the desired outcome, from their supervisor (Krone, 1992).

Often enough, circumvention can be resolved by compromise, when employees
and supervisors addressed the issues concerned and re-discovered a level of
professional respect. Occasionally circumvention may lead to relational
development between supervisors and subordinates. However, in some cases, a
neutral situation may occur where the adversarial superior-subordinate

relationship does not change.
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It is relevant to look closer at organisational contexts that foster employee silence.
Milliken and Morrison’s (2000) model proposed that silence will be more
pervasive in organisations that are more centralised and in organisations where
there is a high level of demographic dissimilarity between managers and their
subordinates. According to Morrison and Milliken’s (2000) model of
organisational silence, employees form shared beliefs about the danger and/or
futility of speaking up through process of information sharing, social contagion
and collective sense-making. These mind maps are constructed though the
observation of and communication with others, as employees form beliefs and
concepts about the dangers of speaking up at all, as the collective dynamics of
silence take root. Over the last decade, the social identity approach to self-
definition and social behaviour has increasingly been applied to understand the
group processes relevant to organisational behaviour (Dutton and Dukerich 1991;
Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail, 1994; Haslam, van Knippenberg, Platow and
Ellemers, 2003; van Knippenberg, 2003). Group members may be particularly
influenced by the information that is seen to reflect group protoptypical values,
norms, attitudes and behaviours, ‘including upward communication patterns’ (van

Knippenberg and Schippers, 2007: 55).

Furthermore, identification with a group elicits group-orientation motivation (van
Knippenberg and Hogg, 2001). Through self-definition in collective terms, the
collective interest is experienced as the collective self-interest (Morrison, 2000)

and silence manifests itself as a collective phenomenon.
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Scholars have highlighted the importance of multiple and divergent points of view
for effective organizational decision making (Argyris and Schon, 1978; Deming,
1986; Dutton and Ashford, 1993; Glauser, 1984; Saunders, Sheppard, Knight, and
Roth, 1992). Thus, it seems paradoxical that so many employees report feeling
that they cannot communicate upward about issues and problems. It is also ironic
that this seems to be occurring at a time when management theory focuses on
empowerment and more open lines of communication (Lawler, 1992; Pfeffer,
1994; Spreitzer, 1995). Scholars have argued, however, that true empowerment is

not a reality in most organizations (Foegen, 1999; Moskal, 1991).

2.2.7 Managers’ Implicit Beliefs

Another important factor at the root of organizational silence is an implicit
managerial mindset that employees are self-interested and untrustworthy. In
recent works scholars (Ghoshal and Moran, 1996; Pfeffer, 1997) have emphasized
that an economic paradigm currently dominates the thinking of many managers.
This paradigm, reminiscent of what McGregor (1960) calls “Theory X, says that
individuals are self-interested and act in ways to maximize their individual
utilities (Williamson, 1996). In this paradigm employees are also viewed as effort
averse, and it is argued that they cannot be trusted to act in the best interests of the
organization without some form of incentive or sanction (Ghoshal and Moran,

1996; McGregor, 1960; Pfeffer, 1997).

Morrison and Milliken (2002) argued that that the belief that management knows

best about most issues of organizational importance is likely to create conditions

conducive to organizational silence. This idea has been noted in several sources.
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Morrison and Miliken (2002) further derided the popular managerialist mindset
that unity, agreement, and consensus are signs of organizational health, whereas
disagreement and dissent should be avoided. Burrell and Morgan (1979) describe
this belief as part of the ‘unitary view’ of organizations, which stands in stark
contrast to a “pluralistic view,” in which dissent is regarded as normal and conflict

as potentially healthy.

Further, Morrison and Milliken (2002) maintained that that these beliefs will be
more likely when the top management team is dominated by individuals with
economic or financial backgrounds than when the group is more functionally
diverse or composed of individuals with backgrounds in general management
because the beliefs about employees being self-interested and untrustworthy are
rooted in economic models of human behaviour, they are more likely to be held
by those whose training and job experience have been oriented toward

engineering, economics or finance (Pfeffer, 1997).

Moreover, Morrison and Milliken (2002) claimed that the similarity or
dissimilarity of the demographic profile (for instance, gender, race, ethnicity or
age) of the top management team in comparison to that of lower-level employees
might influence the prevalence of silence-creating beliefs. Research on diversity

has shown that salient differences often create distrust and fear of the unknown
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Demographic dissimilarity between top managers and employees is a factor that
could increase the likelihood of management supporting beliefs that contribute to
silence. This variable is also likely to contribute more directly to a climate of
silence by affecting the perceptions and beliefs of lower-level employees.
Research has shown that the common experience of being different from those in
positions of power leads to some predictable reactions on the part of those at
lower levels in the hierarchy (Ely, 1994). When a large number of employees see
that people like themselves are underrepresented at the top, they may be more
likely to conclude that the organization does not value the input of people like
themselves; individuals are most comfortable and prefer to interact with those
whom they perceive to be similar to themselves (Byrne, 1971; Ibarra, 1992).
Individuals also prefer similar others as referents for validating their beliefs and
perceptions (Festinger, 1952, 1954, 1957, 1959). This connects to a view in
impression management (Goffman, 1959) which is discussed later on in the
literature review, that people are naturally drawn to people who are like

themselves.

Moreover, managerial beliefs contributing to organizational silence will be more

common in organizations with a strategic focus on cost control. When there is
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2.2.8 Different Industries, Different \VVoices

Moreover, managerial beliefs contributing to organizational silence will be more
common in organizations operating in mature and stable industries. Morrison and
Milliken (2000) also predicted that the belief structure contributing to
organizational silence will be more likely to dominate management thought in
more mature and stable industries than in newer and/or volatile industries
(internet, new media, hotels). In order to survive, organizations in high-velocity
environments, such as technology, computing, oil and gas production and
exploration and information technology, need to be quick and adept at responding
to changes in their environments (Eisenhardt, 1989; Lant, Milliken, and Batra,
1992). Thus, in volatile environmental contexts, organizations may be more
inclined to value employee ideas, since these ideas may be seen as useful in the
search for new strategies (Sprague and Ruud, 1988). Research was conducted by
Thomas et al., (1992: 30) on a global programme of change BP Exploration

initiated with 1400 employees, to ‘alter the way their managers and staff work
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2.2.9 Organizational Structures, Policies, and Practices

Morrison and Milliken (2000) further proposed that when the unspoken yet
dominant ideology within an organization is that first employees are self-
interested, second, that management knows best, and third, that disagreement is
bad, then management will erect structures and policies that discourage upward
information flow. This tendency will be reinforced by the managers’ desire to
avoid any threatening information or feed- back. Two common structural features
of organizations dominated by such beliefs will be high centralization of decision
making and lack of formal upward feedback mechanisms. Quite contrary to this
management ethos, Grint (2000: 420) has argued that the most successful leaders
are often those with the least compliant followers, ‘for when leaders err —and they
always do — the leader with the compliant followers will fail.” Others have noted

the same phenomenon (Finklestein, 2003).
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The belief structure that Morrison and Milliken (2000) maintained dominates
many organizations is also likely to be associated with a lack of mechanisms for
soliciting employee feedback after decisions are made. Procedures such as
systematic surveying will be unlikely, because there will be a tendency to believe
that little of value will be learned from them and because negative upward
feedback will be seen as a challenge to management’s control. This dynamic may
be a form of the threat-rigidity effect described by Staw, Sandelands, and Dutton
(1981), whereby management tries to protect itself from a perceived threat by

closing itself off from feedback.

When managers believe that employees are self-interested, opportunistic, and not
well informed, and that agreement is preferable to disagreement, they also will
tend to enact these beliefs in their day-to-day behaviour toward employees. For
example, if employees were to express concerns about a proposed organizational
change, management could be quick to assume that the employees were resisting
the change because it was personally threatening to them or because they did not
understand it (Kanter, 1984) and not because they were truly concerned that the

change might be bad for the organization.

Thus, managerial practices contributing to silence may operate at multiple
organizational levels. Although, only top management has the authority to impose
the company-wide structures and policies that contribute to organizational silence
(for instance, centralization), managers at all levels may exhibit the day-to-day
practices that impede upward communication (such as negative responses to

employee input, lack of feedback seeking). This means that employees will
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2.2.10 Implications Of Silence For Organisations

Extensive research on group decision making has shown that decision quality in
an organisation is enhanced when multiple perspectives and alternatives are
considered (Shaw, 1981; Hargie et al., 2004). Further, it has been argued that
innovation requires a context in which employees feel free to deviate to offer
totally novel perspectives or ideas or to question current beliefs and practices
(Nemeth, 1997). These research foci would suggest that organizational silence
will retard the effectiveness of organizational decision making, which may also
retard organizational change processes (Nemeth, 1985; Nemeth and Wachter,

1983; Shaw, 1981).

On the other hand, unlimited employee input is also often viewed as undesirable.
Too much input creates a complaining/whining culture and might overload
decision-making processes thus impeding timely and effective decision making
(Glauser, 1984). What is important to note is that most organizations suffer from
too little employee voice, particularly around problems or decisions that
employees perceive to be unwise (Argyris, 1977; Ryan and Oestreich, 1991; Scott

and Hart, 1979).

Another way in which organizational silence is likely to compromise effective

organizational change and development is by blocking negative feedback and,

hence, an organization’s ability to detect and correct errors (Miller, 1972).
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2.2.11 Trust and its Impact on Upward Communication

Trust, or its absence, has been recognised a key issue in determining the
availability and efficacy of upward feedback (Creed and Miles, 2003). Without
trust, such communication is limited. Moreover, the frequency and openness of
inter-organisational communication is a vital precondition for the development of
trust (Sydow, 1998); a construct which is increasingly acknowledged as a positive
contributor to business effectiveness (Sako, 1998; O’Brien, 2001). Moreover,
there is substantial evidence that trust in the superior and the perceived influence
of the superior are factors that have a significant impact on upward
communication (Robert and O’Reilly, 1974; Read, 1962, Blalack, 1986). Trust is

therefore a vital element in the rhythm of upward feedback.

Notwithstanding that this is so, there is also a recognised theme in recent research

that the absence of trust in the relationship of the supervisor and the subordinate is
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an important factor that contributes to employee silence (Morrison and Milliken,
2000; Tschannen-Moran, 2000; Milliken et al., 2003, Robinson, 1996). In the new
era of faster connections between people and groups, trust based on inferences
about the motives, character and intentions of others is becoming more central to
the ability of organisations to manage their internal communication dynamics

efficiently and effectively and so ensure their growth (Tyler, 2003).

2.2.12 Definitions of Trust

Trust has been difficult to define because it is a complex concept (Fukuyama,
1995). It seems by now well established that trust is multifaceted and may have
different bases and degrees depending on the context of the trust relationship. In
individual terms, trust is conceived as the extent to which people are willing to
rely upon others and make themselves vulnerable to others (Frost, Stimpson, and
Maughan, 1978; Rotten 1967). From an organizational perspective, trust is often a
collective judgment, during the process of upward communication from
subordinates, that another group (the managers) will not act opportunistically, are
honest in negotiations, and make an effort to behave in accordance with
commitments (Bradach and Eccles, 1989; Cummings and Bromily, 1996).
Vulnerability is a general aspect of trust that emerges among most definitions
(Bigley and Pearce, 1998). A subordinate’s level of comfort in the midst of
vulnerability speaks to the accompanying level of trust and contributes to the ebb
and flow of upward communication within the organisation. Mishra (1996)
suggested that such comfort is based on a belief or confidence that the superior, is

competent, open, and concerned. Honesty is yet another common feature of many
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2.2.13 Cynicism

There is another behaviour that is worthy of examination, as a syndrome of
upward communication, and this is cynicism (Sayre, 1948). As Naus et al., (2007:
864) explained,
‘The nature of the employment relationship is changing fundamentally.
Sweeping trends like globalization, and privatization and the
corresponding emphasis on competitive ‘lean and mean’ organisations
with high levels of productivity, efficiency and control have a pervasive
influence on the contemporary workplace and on employees’ work
experience. Organisations and employees have to find ways to respond to
the new realities in the workplace so that work continues to provide
meaning and organisational success. One such sensemaking response is
employee cynicism towards the employing organisation.’
Dean, Brandes, and Dharwadkar (1998) defined organizational cynicism as a
belief that the organization lacks integrity, combined with negative affect toward
the organization. Cynical employees believe ‘the best way to handle people is to
tell them what they want to hear’, or ‘managers rarely reveal the real reasons

behind decisions’, and ‘people are just out for themselves’ (Mirvis and Kanter,

1991: 48).

Mirvis and Kanter (1989, 1991) described cynical companies as those embodying
self-serving values that buttress managers who engage in exploitative practices,
and communicate in disingenuous fashion to their employees. More often than
not, the aspects of working life that most often disillusion employees and thus
promote cynicism are perceptions of an unfair organisational system, and feelings

that management cannot be trusted or the company does not care. Consequently,
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cynicism is lethal to open and honest communication between the subordinate and

the superior.

Cynicism can be moderated, but it takes time (Wilson, 1989). Moreover, a
continual manifestation of the intention to instigate a change in the climate of the
organisation needs to be recorded in the consciousness of the employees, where
they actually see or are aware of managers taking their communications seriously
and making an effort to implement their ideas (Mirvis, 1991). It is vital for
employees to believe their voices are heard and it is also important for them to
perceive managers as people they can trust and so communicate with in an honest

manner.

Cynicism, therefore, serves as a form of self defence, to cope with unpleasant
thoughts and feelings of disappointment about actions taken by the organisation
and its management (Naus et al., 2007: 689). Cartwright and Holmes (2006)
describe the evolution of human relations as a work in a transition process. In
their view, the ‘traditional’ deal stands for the workplace of 20 years ago as a
place where employees offered loyalty, trust, and commitment in exchange for
job security, training, promotion, and support from their employer. Over time,
traditional deals have been substituted with ‘new deals’, whereby employees are
expected to work longer hours, accept greater responsibility, be more flexible and
to tolerate continual change and ambiguity. The authors concluded that
organisations have expected more from their workforce and provided little in
return. Naus et al., (2007: 684) maintained, from a social exchange perspective,

employees may be expected to somehow seek a new balance in the relationship
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with the employing organisation, by scaling down their contribution and
becoming wary of reciprocation. In these circumstances, the flow of upward

communication would be reluctant, slow and sluggish.

Hodson (2001: 3) has described worker dignity as ‘the ability to establish a sense
of self worth and self respect and to appreciate the respect of others’ in adverse
circumstances. Korman (1970, 1976), and Brockner (1986, 1988, 1992) posited
that an employee’s self-esteem is central to the explanation of work performance.
Furthermore, self-consistency theory (Korman, 1970, 1976, 2001) predicts various
forms of self defense by employees, who are motivated to live up to their traits,
competencies and key values, thereby seeking to maintain positive self — images
(Leonard et al, 1999). Often, employee cynicism or organisational cynicism has
been described as a self-defensive attitude (Abraham, 2000a, 2000b; Kanter and
Mirvis, 1989; Reichers et al., 1990, 1997), one of the ‘alternative avenues to
achieving dignity in the workplace’ (Hodson, 2001: 3). It would appear that

cynicism protects and safeguards this dignity.

On the other hand, the use of ingratiation and impression management behaviours
might be mildly self denigrating. They may influence the superior favourably, but

they deduct a certain sense of worth from the employee, the actor.

Naus et al., (2004) have pointed out that cynicism is not the only way that
employees respond to adverse organisational circumstances. He referred to
Hirschman’s (1970) and Rusbult et al.”s (1988) EVLN typology:

e employees may leave the organisation [exit]

54



e express themselves passively or aggressively [voice],

e develop a connection with the organisation, an optimistic, neutral work
situation, between exit and voice [loyalty]

e or finally, withdraw and passively allow their relationship with

management to atrophy and stagnate [neglect]

Furthermore, Naus et al., (2004) added to it the element of cynicism to form an
‘EVLC’ model. Here, cynicism, as a means of coping with feelings of
disenchantment, of having been let down by the organisation (Reichers et al.,
1990, 1997), is added to the EVLN model as a three pronged form of self -
defense and comprises:

o a belief that the organisation lacked integrity

e anegative affect towards the organisation

e disparaging and critical behaviour towards the organisation.

Fleming and Spicer (2003: 158) have pointed out the existence of a different kind
of employee, one who does not remain silent and one who does not speak up — the
cynical employee, ‘some workers resist through dis-identification, in particular
cynicism.” Fleming (2005) further suggested that cynicism is a mechanism by
which employees disengage mentally from the strong cultural endorsements of the
organisation and yet give the appearance of conforming to them. Managerialist
literature looks upon cynicism as a defect that needs to he ‘corrected’, while a
humanist approach constructs cynicism as a defence mechanism. Fleming and
Spicer (2003: 158) maintained the ‘increasingly dominant perspective that

suggests cynicism is a process through which employees dis-identify with cultural
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prescriptions, yet often still perform them. Cynical employees believe that they
are autonomous, but they still perform according to the corporate rituals
nonetheless.” Fleming and Spicer (2003, 2007) called this the ideology
interpretation - in dis-identifying with power, the employee nevertheless endorses
and supports it at the same time. The cynical employee’s manner and upward
communication may be characterised by disengagement, silence, dissent, defiance

and sarcastic humour.

Moreover, Naus et al., (2007) researched organisational cynicism, using the two
situational variables of role conflict and autonomy and two individual personality
variables, of assertiveness and rigidity. They found that cynicism was equally
predicted by high role conflict, low autonomy, and low assertiveness, which may
be connected to a low quality of upward communication. On the other hand,

loyalty is predicted by low role conflict and high autonomy.

Mushroom management is a contemporary allusion to the employees of the
organisation being treated like mushrooms by the management: kept in the dark,
covered with dirt, and when they have grown too big, decapitated. Atwater (in
press) has suggested that this can damage the flow of upward communication in
the organisation. Moreover, by giving rise to negative employee attitudes, it
inverts mushroom theory and can restrict organizational learning. Furthermore, a
casualty of mushroom theory is employee commitment, or the extent to which the
individual is psychologically attached to the organization. As Yukl (2006) noted,

when such commitment is lacking, the employee is likely to resist future influence
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processes on the part of management, which is probably why the communication

strategies of the Managing Director of Organisation B are not very effective.

Waldman and Atwater (2001) suggested that cynicism is likely to develop when
employees begin to feel like ‘“mushrooms’, further contributing to a lack of trust
and commitment. The outcome is chronic employee cynicism about, frustration
with, and contempt for, management. This in turn impacts on the willingness of
the employees to communicate with their leaders and managers (Dean, Brandes,
and Dharwadkar 1998). Reichers, Wanous, and Austin (1990), Wanous, Reichers
and Austin, (2000) and Atwater (in press), therefore, argued, that to minimize the
formation of cynicism, management needs to share information, involve their
employees in decision-making, and keep sudden and surprising changes, like

downsizing, to a minimum.

Furthermore, when management is seen to employ mushroom theory, it is likely
that employees will take cues from them and model such behaviour on their own -
employees then invert mushroom theory, they keep management in the dark, feed
them a lot of manure (or silence), and give up caring whether the organization is
productive. On a similar note, Atwater (in press) argued that when there is a
climate of information secrecy in an organization, employees will be likely to
firstly, not disagree with superiors, secondly, not raise controversial topics for

discussion, and thirdly, present only good or neutral information to their superiors.
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The dilemma is complicated. Atwater (in press) has noted that a key reason for
management not sharing information is that they do not have enough confidence
in employees that they can handle the information constructively. Regrettably,
such thinking can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. According to the Pygmalion
effect, that supports the hypothesis that reality can be influenced by the
expectations of others (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968/1992), employees perform
better and communicate more openly with their superiors when their managers
have high expectations for them and show confidence in them (Jussim and

Harber, 2005, Eden, 1990, 1992, and in press).

Moreover, Berson, Nemanich, Waldman, Galvin, and Keller (2006) recently
assessed literature linking leadership with organizational learning and suggested
that for learning to be achieved by the organisation, people in leadership positions
should recognize their limitations (lack of pertinent knowledge, lack of shop floor
knowledge) and share the leadership of organizational learning with lower-level
colleagues. For example, Vera and Crossan (2004: 228) have suggested that ‘top
level executives who are available and who manage by walking around convey a
clear message about the value of others’ opinions, [and that] these leaders help
create an environment of information sharing.” Vera and Crossan (2004: 229)
further noted that such leaders ‘steadfastly explain their vision and keep members
up to date with important information.” What therefore happens then, is that the
employees of the organisation start to feel appreciated and involved, and therefore
begin to communicate freely and openly with their superiors. The process of the
creation of trust begins and this in turn leads eventually to organisational learning

and effectiveness.
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2.3 ‘“The Romance Of Leadership’, Distance and Dialectics

2.3.1 Introduction

As Milgram (1974: Harper’s Magazine online) said,
‘Obedience is a basic element in the structure of social life ... Some
system of authority is a requirement of all communal living, and it is only
the person dwelling in isolation who is not forced to respond ... to the
commands of others.’
This is especially true in the arena of the organisation, where the hierarchy of the
organisation reinforces power differentials between top management and the
employees. However, dramatically opposite perspectives exist on whether it is the
leader or the subordinate who initiates and controls the flow of upward
communication within the organisation. Saunders et al., (1992) suggested that it
is the leader who sets the tone; the willingness of the employee to voice concerns
and suggestions to the leader depended on how approachable or responsive they
perceive their leader to be. Edge and Williams (1994) argued that it is the boss
who sets the tone for upward communication in the organisation. However,
Shamir (2007) has argued that subordinates are often initiators of change,

including upward communication initiatives, and not leaders. This section

investigates the different perspectives modern research brings to the issue.

2.3.2 Does the Leader Set the Tone?

‘Critical perspectives suggest that leaders exercise considerable control through,
for example, constructing corporate visions, shaping structures, influencing
cultures, intensifying and monitoring work and by making key strategic and HR

decisions’ (Collinson, 2006: 180). It has also suggested forms of control typically
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produce resistance dissent and silence in the organisation (Hardy and Clegg,

1999). As Foucault argued, ‘where there is power, there is resistance’ (1979: 95).

Moreover, Calas and Smircich (1991) contended that leaders are inevitably
successful in ‘seducing’ followers. Knights and Willmott (1992) and Clegg (1989)
further argued that leaders’ hierarchical power enables them to provide rewards,
apply sanctions, and gain access to expertise and secure followers’ consent.
Gemmill and Oakley (1992) maintained that leadership induces massive learned
helplessness resulting in people becoming cheerful robots. In his study of
followers’ fantasies about leaders, Gabriel (1997) takes it for granted that the

latter retain a psychological grip on the former.

Reinforcing these perspectives, Harris (2005) argued that the subject—object
dichotomy artificially divorces ‘leaders’ (as powerful subjects) from ‘followers’
(as passive objects). On a similar note, Edge and Williams (1994) built on the
concept of how subordinates read the cues supervisors send out to determine how
subordinates’ perceptions of their supervisors’ communicator style related to the

use of upward influence tactics.

Situational leadership holds that ‘effective leaders’ deploy a mix of directive and
supportive behaviours compatible with followers’ ‘developmental levels’ (Hersey
and Blanchard, 1996). This approach tends to reduce followers to static and
objectified categories. Path-goal theory suggests that leaders must choose
leadership styles best suited to followers’ experience, needs and skills (House et

al., 1991, House, 1971). It thereby treats leadership as ‘a one way event — the

60



leader affects the subordinate’ (Northhouse, 2004: 113). Labour process theorists
point to management’s economic power, particularly the capacity to hire and fire

workers (Braverman, 1974).

Therefore, it could be the leader who sets the tone for the pulse of upward

communication in the organisation.

2.3.3 The Follower as the Change-Agent

Giddens (1979, 1984, 1981), however, challenged the view that the leader sets the
tone for upward communication within the organisation and emphasized an
intrinsic relationship between agency and power within all social relations.
Giddens’s notion of the dialectic of control holds that, no matter how
asymmetrical, power relations between the leader and the employee are always

two-way, contingent and to some degree interdependent.

Green and Knippen (2003: 3) argued that “‘getting along with management, like
getting along with anyone else, requires communication. This means that
employees who want to take control of their lives at work must take the initiative

and focus on communicating upward.’

Moreover, Shamir (2007) has built on the concept of leadership as a collateral,
dyadic relationship between the leader and his followers that contains directly
active degrees of leadership and followership. Shamir (2007) has argued that
subordinates are often initiators of change and not the leaders. His proposition

was: ‘If we view leadership as a social relationship, it follows that as in any other
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relationship, both sides contribute to its formation, nature and consequences’

(Shamir, 2007: xix). This would suggest that employees have a latent but

implicit power to initiate upward communication within the organisation.
“The literature on leadership and change portrays leaders as change agents
and the subordinates as either recipients or resistors of change...However,
anyone who has worked in organisations knows that there are many
instances where changes are suggested or initiated by followers and the
leaders resist them... They may do so because the suggested change does
not fit into their vision or plans, because they cannot or do not want to

allocate required resources, or for psychological reasons such as inertia,
convertiveness, or fear (Shamir, 2007: xxvii)

This significant observation of Shamir (2007) about upward communication from
the employee being disregarded by the leader supports the dynamic enunciated by
Morrison (2002) and Milliken et al., (2003) - employees venture suggestions,
trying to initiate a new process of change, only to be turned down by the superior,
a pernicious pattern that in time leads to employee silence. He theorised that one
of the tasks of the leader is to support and encourage change initiatives that are
communicated upwards to them by their managers and employees:
“Therefore ... we need to reverse the lenses and, in addition to focusing on
leaders as change agents and followers as recipients of change and focus
on followers as change agents and leaders as supporters or resistors of
change. This is important especially if we accept the view... that most
significant changes in the organisation do not start at the top of the
organisation...The role of leaders ... is not to initiate change and
implement it from above, but rather to support, encourage, and nurture
change efforts that often start by individual ... efforts in various parts of
the organisation’ (Shamir, 2007: xxvii).
There exists considerable literature in organization studies indicating that
employees often draw on strategic agencies to express disaffection in the
workplace. An early study by Mechanic (1962) argued that despite having little

formal authority, ‘lower participants’ in organizations can still exert considerable

‘informal power.” Researchers have also drawn on Hirschman’s (1970) ideas to

62



argue that resistance enables subordinates to ‘voice’ dissent. Hirschman argued
that in conditions of organizational decline individuals are likely either to resign
(exit) or try to change (voice) products or processes they find objectionable. He
suggested that voice is less likely where exit is possible and more likely where
loyalty is present and when exit opportunities are limited. Morrison (2000) and
Milliken (2003) have established that this leads to towers of silence within the

organisation.

2.3.4 The Romance of Leadership Theory and Social Networks

Pastor and Mayo (2007) focused on how leadership is embedded in the social
networks created by followers and existed in the social psychological bases
underlying the romance of leadership theory (ROL) and Meindl’s (1985) social

contagion model of charisma.

Romance of leadership theory (ROL) (Meindl, 1993, 1985; Meindl and Ehrlich,
1987; Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985) provided a theoretical framework to
understanding leadership and the conduct of management from the perspectives of
the employee and the follower. Meindl (1990) developed the notion of ROL
theory while trying to highlight the active role of followers. This has significant
implications on the way the followers (subordinates) relate to and communicate

with their leaders.

According to Meindl et al., (1985), leadership is viewed as a purely psychological

phenomenon; the romanticism of leadership is achieved by emphasizing its

phenomenological significance to organisational actors. Leaders are important,
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according to the ROL perspective, not only because of what they are or do, but
because of what they represent in the minds of the subordinates. As Meindl
(1993:97) has enunciated, it focuses on ‘the prominence of leadership concepts in

the same way social actors address organisational problems.’

Meindl and his associates (Chen and Meindl, 1991; Meindl, 1993; Meindl, Pastor
and Mayo, 2004; Meindl, Pastor and Mayo; 2004, Bligh and Meindl, 2004; Bligh,
Kohles and Meindl, 2004) further developed the ROL notion with new insights
grounded in the psychological tradition, focusing on followers’ perceptions and
the idea of collective followership: ‘Followers are not just connected to their
leader but they are connected to other followers’ (Bligh and Meindl, 2004: 1349).
This connects to Milliken’s (2003) silence as a collective phenomenon. This idea
also points towards a social contagion theory of leadership, where the followers’
perceptions of the leaders are embedded in their social networks. From this
perspective, the ROL theory is relevant to the pulse of upward communication in
an organisation and assumes a social information processing perspective (Pfeffer

and Salancik, 1978).

This emphasis on the ROL’s social interaction amongst subordinates accentuated
a social psychological tradition (Brogardus, 1929; Lewin and Lippit, 1938;
Tannenbaum and Schmidt, 1958) and at the same time, incorporates the recent
advances in organisation behaviour research in to the dynamics of upward
communication. The social psychological view emphasised that, to understand
behaviours, we need to understand the context and the situation in which the

actors operate. Allport (1968) defined social psychology as the understanding of
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people’s thinking and behaviour as affected or influenced by the presence of
others: in this thesis, it can be taken to mean, the upward influence tactics of the

subordinates, as influenced by their perception of their leaders.

Organisations are complex systems in which there are multiple forces operating at
the same time and people’s cognitive capacities are limited. Research has
suggested that employees construct their own realities in their minds, which are
later used in their sense-making processes to understand organisational outcomes
— and this, in turn, defines and directs their upward communication with their
superiors. Complex organisational realities are remodelled in the minds of the
followers/employees in terms of implicit theories of the organisation that function
as sense-making devices. Moreover, subordinates romanticize the notion of
leadership; it becomes a critical element in their way of thinking and so shapes the

manner in which they communicate with their superiors.

Pastor and Mayo (2007: 98) continued this argument further, ‘the ROL theory
takes a social view because it suggests that followers construe their leaders from
information that is available in their social environments ... thus, they key
element in this social constructionist view of leadership in the organisation is the
network of contacts that bring organisational actors together.” Therefore, if social
networks play such an important part amongst followers, then social contagion

between groups of followers is highly significant in follower behaviour.

This dynamic is evident in the story of how Hitler came to enjoy the power that he

did. When he was young, his self-construct was modest. He reportedly informed a
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close aide in 1922: ‘I am nothing but a drummer and a rallier’ (Kershaw, 2001:
167). Kershaw went on to argue that Hitler’s party and most fanatical supporters
increasingly developed an idolatrous image of the future Fuhrer, and that their
dramatic displays of this conviction were eventually internalised and enacted by
Hitler in return. What has been described as ‘the Hitler Myth’ (Kershaw, 1987)
was therefore, at least in part, an interesting demonstration of leadership as a

social construction on the part of followers.

Meindl (1993) therefore likened charismatic leadership and its add-on effects to
‘catching a cold’ (1990: 131). The core idea, relevant to the argument of this
thesis, is that rather being dependant on the interactions between the leader and
followers, followers’ charismatic experiences are affected, to a greater extent, by
the experiences of other followers. Thus, attributions of leadership are not solely
grounded in the individual interactions between followers and leaders but are, to a
greater degree, the result of followers’ shared experiences and lateral peer

interaction.

This explains why the silence of Morrison (2000) and Milliken (2003) was
expressed as a composite behaviour; it is the silence of not just one employee, but
of a whole group of employees so much so that becomes “collective silence’, an
outcome of ‘social contagion’, often in reaction to their concept of the leadership

of the organisation.
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2.3.5 The Network Based Model and Social Contagion

Several authors have suggested that the use of network theory provides the
necessary tools for clarifying some of the basic social influence processes (Ibarra
and Andrews, 1993). A social network is a routine pattern of interpersonal
contacts that can be identified as organisational members exchanging information,
influence or power -this would include the networks of the senior management,

middle management and operational staff.

Pastor and Mayo (2007) suggested that the nature of the network is essential
because it defines the kind of relations and links amongst the structure. In
addition, network researchers make a difference between instrumental and
expressive networks (Krackhardt and Porter, 1985; Tichy, Tushman and
Frombrun, 1987). Instrumental frameworks in the organisation are job related and
directly associated with the prescribed objectives of the job. The expressive or
friendship network is characterised by the exchange of personal information and
the development of close friendship relationships. Friendship ties are based on
trust whereas task related ties are instrumental relationships based on work roles.
The pulse of upward communication tactics in both these networks is likely to be
open and spontaneous in the expressive networks and probably be more formal

and muted in the job related ones.

Pastor and Mayo (2007: 100) emphasised that although a good deal of influence

in organisations travels through formal and job- related networks: ‘the information

spreading through the grapevine of trusting relationships may be more credible
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and have a higher impact on individuals’ attitudes’ and employee upward

communication.

2.3.6 The Distance of the Leader

Research has shed interesting light on the ‘proximity’ of the boss and the impact it
has on the upward influence tactics used by the employees. Mayo (2007: 100) has
maintained that ‘proximity’ in the network is the basic mechanism of social
contagion. A long time ago, Bogardus (1927: 177) observed that leadership is
essentially based on prestige and this can easily be “‘punctured by intimacy.” This
suggests that social distance is essential for leaders to retain the respect of their

followers.

However, a number of questions have been raised about the different forms that
leader -distance may take, about how ‘leaders can be physically, hierarchically,
socially and/or psychologically detached” (Collinson, 2005: 235) from “followers’
and how these different features of distance could shape communication and work
place practices. A recurrent finding of this research has been the extent to which
employees are especially sensitive to senior managers’ ‘distance’ from those
further down the organisation and whether this affects their behaviour and
communication patterns. Employees’ views radically differ to what the leaders
hold of themselves. Collinson (2000, 2002, 2003, 2005) argued in a similar
manner and discussed his study on a North Sea Oil Platform. While the leaders
talked of the company’s ‘learning culture’, workers experienced a ‘blame culture.’
This had significant repercussions on their willingness to communicate openly

with their bosses.
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Within organisational sociology, ‘role distance’ and ‘distancing’ are concepts of
long-standing importance (Cohen and Taylor, 1992; Goffman, 1959, 1961, 1968)
that continue to be influential (Fleming and Spicer, 2003). Underpinning these
questions of distance in the workplace, are interrelated issues of time and space
(Epstein and Kalleberg, 2004, Jones et al, 2002). Similarly in social theory, time-
space distanciantion is an important concept for structuration theory (Giddens,

1981) as is acting at a distance for actor network theory (Law and Hassard, 1999).

Thus, barriers within the organisation involve problems of distance, complexity,
and distortion. Both physical and social distance may impede the development of
trust. Distortion inevitably results from both distance and complexity. As a point
of interest, in a story building on Shamir’s (1995) arguments on the differing
extents of influence of leaders who were close or distant, Yagil (1998) found that
the attributes of Israeli soldiers differed according to whether leaders were close
or distant. Close leaders had the advantage and were seen as more realistic and
approachable by nearby followers who typically valued leaders’ proximity.’
Similarly, Conger (1990) argued that followers’ identification with charismatic
leaders will be shaped by whether leader’s behaviour is close or observable or
based on the attributions of followers and distant. Thus, followers of distant
leaders will have less information about leaders and will, they claim, be more
prone to ... efforts such as impression management techniques’ (Collinson, 2005:

238).
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Although Meindl (1995: 331) assumed that a close and special relationship exists
between leaders and followers, Collinson (2005: 241) has pointed out that, ‘No
analytical space is left open for the possibility that followers may construct
alternative, more oppositional identities and work-place counter cultures that

express scepticism about leaders and their distance from followers.’

Furthermore, Collinson (2005: 241) has suggested that:
‘leader distance can fuel and accelerate employee distance in at least two
ways ... First, it can generate and reinforce employee dissatisfaction as
subordinates perceive leaders to be too detached and aloof from the
realities of production and service. Followers may identify a disconnect
between leaders’ policy formulation and its implementation at local level.
Second, this very distance may itself facilitate the creation of
organisational ‘back regions.”

Accordingly, the distance between leaders and led could translate into various

forms of employee opposition which translates into what Kassing (2001) called

‘dissent.’

Out of the numerous studies that examine leaders’ power (Smirich and Morgan,
1982; Gemmill and Oakley, 1992; Knights and Willmot, 1992), only a very few
suggested that leaders may exercise control by maintaining their distance from
their followers (Goffman, 1959, 1961; Gabriel, 1997). Some leaders, in keeping
with the surmise that distance can perpetuate power and power can perpetuate
distance, prefer to maintain separate and detached. Collinson (2005: 245)
pertinently posed the question, ‘In their search to maintain an identity of being ‘in

control’, might some leaders be very reluctant to facilitate employee voice?’
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2.3.7 Conclusion

If organizations hope to reap the benefits of a trusting work environment, it is the
leader’s responsibility to initiate trusting relationships through trustworthy

behaviour (Whitener, Brodt, Korsgaard, and Werner, 1998).

Employees will have greater confidence and not hesitate to communicate in an
open manner when they feel they can predict the visible behaviour of their
superior and when they perceive their superior to have integrity. Finally, research
has shown that subordinates perceive greater trustworthiness on the part of leaders
who share control, including participation in decision making and delegating
control. Employees’ trust is higher when they are satisfied with their level of
participation in decisions and allowed to express themselves in a fair and

equitable manner (Driscoll, 1978; Stohl and Cheney, 2001).
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2.4 Ingratiation Theory and Impression Management

As Hargie et al., (2004: 81) have said, ‘A basic principle governing behaviour is
that people tend to do things associated with positively valued outcomes for
them.” Within organisations, employees seek to create favourable impressions
with their managers as part of the process of normal social interaction. Impression
management is one of the most common manifestations of upward
communication, of which ingratiation remains one of its most finely honed facets.
This approach forms a medium for the subordinate to communicate constructively
with the superordinate and make a positive impression on the more powerful
members of the organisation, thus gaining the favour of his or her superiors,

which may be used to secure further advantage.

Impression management is the goal-directed activity of controlling or regulating
information in order to influence the impressions formed by an audience. When
one appears in the presence of others, it is usually advisable and in one’s best
interests, to convey a favourable impression, and thus try to influence and
therefore possibly shape, the audience’s perceptions, through positive and
constructive self-presentation (Goffman, 1959). What does this evoke? Research
on impression formation within the mind of the audience has revealed a complex
series of mental processes that are involved in construing the character of others
and the meaning of their behaviour leading to the identification and categorization
of behaviour. Through a process of integration, the various inferences that are
drawn about the behaviour are combined into a coherent, organised impression

(Hogg and Abrams, 2005).
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Ingratiation tactics are somewhat dissimilar to impression management, although
they both aspire to the same endeavour, securing favour and advantage. As Jones
(1964: 24) emphasized, ‘Ingratiation can ... take all of the forms by which
interpersonal attraction may be solicited ...; we are largely concerned with
communicative behaviours which reflect the communicator’s view of himself,

aspects of the surrounding environment, and his esteem of the target person’

‘Ingratiation can be conceived of as a set of interpersonal influence tactics that
function to enhance one’s interpersonal attractiveness and ultimately gain favour
with another individual’ (Westphal and Stern, 2007: 270). Research in social
psychology and organizational behaviour has described ingratiation as being made
up of three specific behaviours: flattery or other-enhancing communications; acts
of opinion conformity, defined as verbal statements or other behaviours that
affirm or validate the opinion held by another person; and favour rendering (Ellis,
West, Ryan, and DeShon, 2002; Gordon, 1996; Jones, 1964; Tedeschi and
Melburg, 1984; Westphal and Stern, 2006; Kumar and Beyerlein, 1991; Vonk,

2002; Westphal, 1998).

Gordon (1996) demonstrated that other-enhancement tends to have a positive
influence on interpersonal attraction. Other-enhancement can also lead to
beneficial outcomes through the instrument of social exchange. By virtue of the
norm of reciprocity, a person who is ‘paid’ a compliment will feel socially and
psychologically compelled to return the favour even if it was unsolicited (Vonk,

2002).
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Recent empirical research in organizational behaviour has presented conclusive
evidence that these impression management and ingratiating behaviours can lead
to a range of positive outcomes for the ingratiator, such as increases in
salary/bonus, approval for prestigious positions and perquisites, and promotion
(Gordon, 1996; Higgins, Judge, and Ferris, 2003; Ferris and Judge, 1991; Judge
and Bretz, 1994; Liden and Mitchell, 1988; Orpen, 1996; Westphal, 1998;
Westphal and Stern, 2006). ‘In particular, ingratiatory behaviour is believed to
elicit positive affect and psychic indebtedness toward the ingratiator’ (Westphal
and Stern, 2007: 270). This, in turn, causes the influence target, in this case the
superior, to favour the ingratiator, the subordinate (Jones, 1964; Vonk, 1998,
2002; Yukl and Tracey, 1992). Studies have shown that ingratiatory behaviour
toward individuals who control access to job opportunities can increase the
likelihood of receiving prestigious positions (Judge and Bretz, 1994; Orpen,
1996). Furthermore, other-enhancement elicits liking through ‘reciprocal

attraction’ (Stevens and Kristof, 1995: 589).

‘One of the most widespread and basic norms of human culture are embodied in
the norm of reciprocation’ (Cialdini, 2001: 50): a person is expected to repay, in
kind, what another person has given to him or her. Hargie et al., (2004: 377)
referred to the norm of reciprocity thus: ‘whereby if we receive something
positive from another person we feel obligated to reciprocate by giving something
positive back.” The norm of reciprocity, in the context of this study, would mean
that when the subordinate does or gives something (in the case of ingratiation, a
gift or a compliment) to his or her supervisor, during the normal course of

communication, the supervisor is obligated to respond, in the future, by returning
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this favour in some manner. This it can lead to unequal exchanges - a person (in
this case the superior) will often agree to a request for a substantially larger favour
than the one originally received, often out of awkwardness, embarrassment or a

sense of obligation.

The subsequent sections of this study proceed to discuss the dynamics of upward

communication through the prisms of ingratiation and impression management.

2.5 Impression Management

2.5.1Introduction

Strategic interpersonal behavior to shape or influence impressions formed by an
audience has a rich history. The great Greek philosopher, Plato (B.C. 348-347)
spoke of the ‘great stage of human life.” Shakespeare (1598-1599), wrought the
famous saying, ‘All the world is a stage, and all the men and women merely
players.” In fact, as Hargie et al., (2004: 1) explained, ‘The mere presence of
another has been shown to be arousing and motivating and this in turn influences
our behaviour — a process termed compresence. ‘We behave differently in the
company of another person from when alone. When we meet others, we are
‘onstage’, and so give a performance that differs from how we behave ‘offstage.’’
Today, however, impression management has been labeled “Spin Control’

(Stengel, 2000: 220).

Impression management is the process through which people try to control the
impressions other people form of them. It is usually synonymous with self-

presentation and conformity, which are modes of presenting oneself in a
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favourable manner. Impression management theory states that any individual or
organization must establish and maintain impressions that are congruent with the
perceptions they want to convey to their publics (Goffman, 1959). As Giacalone
and Rosenfeld, (1991: 2) explained, ‘Goffman (1959) contended that even
seemingly innocuous actions might be designed to show a person in a favourable
manner. He claimed that people are performers, whose main task is to construct
an identity.” Research by U.S. social psychologists suggested that impression
management is ‘a normal and vital component of organizational functioning’
(Giacalone and Rosenfeld 1991: 9) that is integral to ‘success in today’s
organizations’ (Rosenfeld et al 1995: 185). Although these authors described
conformist impression management strategies (such as ingratiation and self-
promotion), in the utmost detail, they neglect to adequately examine these
behaviours as derivatives of asymmetrical power relations, as has been done in

this research.

Goffman (1959) presented impression management dramaturgically, explaining
the motivations behind complex human performances within a social setting based
on a play metaphor. His work is written from a symbolic inter-actionist
perspective, emphasizing a qualitative analysis of the interactive nature of the
communication process (Liden and Mitchell, 1988). The objective of the
performance is to provide the audience with an impression consistent with the
desired goals of the actor (Liden and Mitchell, 1988). Throughout an ever-
growing number of disciplines, impression management is used to explain the
motivations behind complex human performances. In this study, it is used as a
lens to investigate upward communication between the subordinate and the

superior in and organisational setting.
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Impression management, therefore, refers to the process by which people attempt
to control or manipulate the reactions of others to images of themselves or their
ideas (Schlenker et al., 1980; Tedeschi and Reiss, 1981). It is concerned with the
behaviours people direct towards others to create and maintain desired perceptions
of themselves (Schneider et al., 1981). See Appendix 13