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Quiet environments and the intentional practice of silence: Towards a new perspective

in the analysis of silence in organizations

Abstract: While non-speech communication and “metaphorical” silence (in opposition to
voice) have benefited from a considerable academic attention, less is known about quiet
environments and the intentional practice of silence. We theorize these silences as potential
catalysts of internal and collective reflection. Such silences can strongly impact individual and
organizational processes and outcomes, notably in the workplace. The meaning, valence and
effects of these silences are highly context- and perspective-dependent. By characterizing and
studying these silences and their effects, we show how they are functional or dysfunctional to
individuals or organizations. These silences can notably serve as emotion regulators and
generate an environment favorable to individual and collective decision-making. Examining
what is lost by individuals and organizations due to a lack of these silence and what can be

gained with a better harnessing of their power is promising.
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1. Introduction

Systematically praised by religions, spiritualities and philosophies, silence is relatively absent
from our modern lives. Most human beings live in a noisy and restless environment. This
almost constant noise can impair the human ability to address the most pressing challenges of
our time, reduce stress levels, improve well-being and individual or organizational
performance. According to the French philosopher Blaise Pascal, “all the unhappiness of men
arises from one simple fact: that they cannot sit quietly in their chamber” (Pensées, 1670).
We argue that silence, simply defined as the absence of sound or noise, may help solving the

most vexing problems of our existence. We do not mean the absolute lack of sound, that
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rarely exists. Some sounds are inaudible and others, notably background nature sounds (e.g.,
flowing water, forest songbirds), are not considered as disturbing silence (Fisher, 1998) and
may offer quiet environments for human beings.

We focus on the environmental quietness (e.g., quiet spaces) and intentional practice
of silence (e.g., silence retreats or meetings) by individuals, groups, or organizations. The
former can facilitate the latter that requires discipline from someone to refrain from speaking
and/or making noise. Interestingly, noise, the intuitive opposite of quiet times has benefited
from more attention, notably to stress its detrimental consequences (e.g., Sundstrom et al.,
1994). A 2014 study by Steelcase, an office equipment manufacturer, found that noise causes
86 minutes worktime loss per day and per employee (Steelcase 2014; see also Calisi and
Stout, 2015). Interestingly, these noise-related costs are frequently “hidden” or less visible for
the company’s accounts, in contrast with the strong visibility of costs savings offered by other
arrangements, such as open spaces. Recently, scholars found that open offices fall short of
expectations, notably because of lack of privacy and constant noise (Bernstein et Turban,
2018; Bernstein and Waber, 2019; Sander et al., 2021)*. Moreover, several businesses use
silence and noise cancellation promises as a powerful marketing instrument. Some hotels
emphasize their “Quiet Room” certificate, restaurants propose silent dinners, airline
companies are proud to offer the quietest aircraft or noise cancelling headphones. There is
little doubt that providing a quiet working environment can be a key factor in the
attractiveness, performance and well-being of certain jobs. In addition, several secular
organizations value quietness and the intentional practice of silence (Reis Louis, 1994,

Molina-Markham, 2014; Waistell, 2018). Quiet times are becoming so scarce than they are

! Several factors can explain why this evidence is not more used, such as short-term budget considerations,
conforming to the ideology of transparency or nurturing the illusion that when managers can see and control

employees, they are more likely maximize efficiency (Brooks, 2022).
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sometimes considered a luxury in the highly dynamic and noisy environment that surrounds
most humans (Biguenet, 2015).

We argue that literal silences deserve more attention and we make a first step in this
direction. These literal silences correspond to the silence of the environment or silence of the
considered individual or both. Nevertheless, these literal silences remain frequently -and
wrongly- associated with emptiness and inaction and seem inconsistent with typical values of
modern organizations, that expect and reward dynamic and action-oriented collaborators and
processes, supposed to lead to better performances. Given that an identical word is used for
various situations, we take time to distinguish these literal silences from other kinds of silence
that have already attracted attention from communication, management and organizational
behaviour scholars.

Rather than adopting a for or against position, we argue that much can be gained
thanks to a better understanding of these silences and how they are functional or dysfunctional
to individuals and organizations. Paying more attention to these silences can significantly add
to theory, empirical development and practice. First, we theorize literal silences as catalysts of
internal reflection that provide a foundation for a better understanding of silence
consequences. This theorization appears as a crucial preliminary step, because this
phenomenon is understudied and necessitates to be rigorously defined beforehand. Second, if
all silences are not created equal, these silences (quiet environments, intentional practice of
silence) may have substantial impact on individual and organizational processes and
outcomes. This knowledge matters because it enriches the toolbox of individuals and
managers, who work with words (Farrow et al., 2018, Grolleau et al., 2022), but also with
silences. We argue that examining these kinds of silence could contribute to make the world
and the workplace better places. These silences can notably ensure an emotional regulation

function and lead to environments that facilitate individual and collective decision-making.



More than theoretical constructs, these silences can lead to concrete applications such as
occupations meeting individuals’ aspirations, silence-friendly workplaces, instituting quiet
times and spaces and silent meetings. This could contribute to provide avenues for research
into the problems of burnout, stress or other professional diseases, which constitutes a major
health issue in most of developed countries.

The remainder of our contribution is organized as follows. In the following section, we
distinguish the literal silences that constitute our research object from other kinds of silence.
We notably overview the predominant concepts of silence, either as a non-speech
communication mean or as a failure to voice, in the management and organizational literature
and show that “literal silences” covered in our contribution are different. Afterwards, we learn
from the examples of some (secular) organizations for which silence is an essential operating
principle and an organizational change agent. Then, we characterize more precisely quiet
environments and the intentional practice of silence, notably by considering whether they are
chosen or imposed and individually or collectively practiced. Section 5 theorizes these
silences as catalysts facilitating a greater focus and concentration. We then examine quiet
environments and the voluntary practice of silence to explain how these silences can be
“golden” (respectively, “leaden”) and thus conducive (respectively, detrimental) to individual

and organizational performances. The last section concludes.

2. Taking stock of the dominant conceptualizations of silence in communication and
organizational behaviour research

A literature review points out that silence is an elusive concept that has attracted considerable
attention, notably in two management-related fields of research: communication and

organizational behaviour. We briefly overview these conceptualizations of silence in these



two fields and show that although there is some overlap, our conceptualization of silence is
different and can generate innovative insights.

First, in communication research, silence frequently intervene when two or more
agents interact or communicate, and involves an absence of speech. Interestingly, several
researchers have emphasized that silence —an absence of words or utterances — conveys
meaning and constitutes an important type of (nonverbal) communication. Nevertheless, we
observe that the meaning of a given silence is highly context- and perspective-dependent. A
similar outward manifestation, i.e., a silence, can move communication forward, regulate it or
shut it down. This context and perspective dependency have generated numerous useful
distinctions in communication research (e.g., Johannesen, 1974; Tannen & Saville-Troike,
1985; Kurzon, 2011) and in psychology (e.g., Valle, 2019). For instance, several authors have
proposed distinctions pertaining to silence such as its five functions (linking, affecting,
revelational, judgmental and activating) (Jensen, 1973), its twenty meanings (Johannesen,
1974), its positive or negative valuations (Tannen, 1985), its intentionality or unintentionality,
its typology with four types (conversational, thematic, textual and situational) (Kurzon, 2007),
its ten distinguishable forms from the most external worldly manifestations to the subtlest and
most inwardly attuned discernments (Valle, 2019) and so forth.

While our elaborations overlap some of these contributions, we would like to stress
three important points. First, we differ from most precedent contributions because we do not
(only) focus on communication interactions. The silences we examine do not necessary
perform a communication function. For instance, the studied silences can make sense for an
individual alone (e.g., finding a quiet zone and deciding not to talk) or engaged in interactions
with several other individuals (e.g., silent meeting or silent couple dinner). Second, when the
individual remains silent in the sense of non-verbal communication, it does not necessarily

target quietness or even a temporary break, which is an important dimension of the silence we



examine here. Third, we explicitly adopt an organizational perspective and examine an
architectural silence to better understand how these basic situations (quiet zones or voluntary

practice of silence) can be functional or dysfunctional for individuals and organizations.

Lesson la: In communication research, silence as the absence of utterances is
considered an important mean of communication. While this silence has been subject to
useful distinctions, a recurring point is that its interpretation is highly context and
perspective-dependent. While these distinctions can inform our understanding of the
silences we examine, these latter encompass more than the absence of talk, do not
necessarily aim at communicating and do not necessitate a communication interaction

to occur.

The other stream of literature conceptualizes silence as a failure to voice?
(Hirschman,1970; Donaghey et al., 2011; Morrison, 2014; Knoll et al., 2016; Wilkinson et al.,
2021; Morrison, 2023). This failure to speak up/out corresponds to the withholding of
meaningful information. This silence can be motivated by various considerations, especially
in managerial situations. For instance, employees’ silence has been categorized either as
defensive (self-protection because the individual fears the consequences of speaking up),
acquiescent (the individual’s voice is not valued and unlikely to make a difference), or
prosocial (other-oriented, protecting the organization) (Pinder & Harlos, 2001; Van Dyne et
al., 2003; Brinsfield, 2013). In organizations, it is mainly seen as dysfunctional and has been
linked to several detrimental outcomes (Milliken et al., 2003; Morrison, 2014; Knoll et al.,

2016; Bashshur & Oc, 2015; Hao et al., 2022) such as impaired decision-making, creativity

2 Although prior research considered voice and silence as being mutually exclusive, this view is sometimes too

simplistic and some recent contributions (e.g., Knoll & Redman, 2016) called for a qualified approach.



inhibition, negative emotions, decrease in employees’ wellbeing, satisfaction, and health or
unethical decisions (Sherf et al., 2021) although it can be other-regarding in some
circumstances, e.g., by leaving time and space to others in order to help them in learning and
mastering some competences (Pinder & Harlos, 2001). Simply said, such a silence deprives
the organization from valuable inputs and constitutes an important barrier to organizational
change and development. The literature has also characterized circumstances that are
conducive to this detrimental silence and offered some guidance to reduce its occurrence and
consequences. Perceiving or experiencing injustice in the organization, receiving continually
negative feedback from supervisors or colleagues, leader aggressive humor and fearing of
negative consequences (job loss, deterioration in relational quality, failing to address issues
raised by employees) may cause employees to remain silent (Milliken et al., 2003; Brinsfield,
2013; Weiss & Morrison, 2019). Sometimes, this silence aims at deceiving others by
preventing individuals from speaking up in the face of injustice and abuse and involuntarily
encourage wrongdoers to engage in further unethical behaviours (Bird, 1996). For instance,
encouraging employees to voice their moral concerns and providing channels to facilitate this
process when they witness misconducts have the potential to pre-emptively mitigate ethical
scandals (Trevifio, 1992; Bjarkelo et al., 2011).

People may also be silenced, especially in context of power imbalance. This
metaphorical use is usually related to the oppression of marginalized groups or as an act of
resistance (Mahoney, 1996; Ferguson, 2003; Brown & Coupland, 2005; Wang and Huh,
2019). Although some contributions emphasize the role of power relationships in silence,
silence is not restricted to contexts of power imbalance. Everyone can intentionally withhold
his/her view such as silence by supervisors or silence among peers. Donaghey et al. (2011)
argued that this withholding is not necessarily chosen by employees or a product of

employees’ motivations, but could also be a product of management.



The silences we examine in this contribution differ significantly on several grounds
from the failure to voice. First, the silence considered in the existing literature (withholding of
information) is ‘metaphorical’, while the silences studied here are literal or physical.
Concretely, an individual can be noisy or speak while withholding crucial information.
Second, the failure to voice is a symptom of something else (i.e., the decision to not deliver
some information), while the silences studied (i.e., lack of auditory stimulation from the
environment or/and by the considered individual(s)) are real-time processes. Third, the failure
to voice assumes that someone else (e.g., collaborators and even an organization) is impacted,
frequently negatively, because of the withheld information. This consequence is not sought or

expected in the case of quiet environment or intentional practice of silence.

Lesson 1b: The study of metaphorical silence, or failure to voice yielded considerable
advances, notably by examining when and why employees choose to speak up/out or
remain silent, and the individual and organizational implications of these choices
(Morrison, 2023). Nevertheless, the literal and real-time silences studied in this
contribution differ on several dimensions and deserve more attention, particularly with
regard to the potential consequences for the health, well-being and/or performance of

individuals and organizations.

3. A lesson from the past: the use of silence in some (secular) organizations

“Silence is a source of great strength” (Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, 600s BC)

Noisy environments are not a completely new issue. Indeed, one of the oldest literary texts,

the Epic of Gilgamesh, reports that the gods were disturbed by the noise of humanity and,



consequently, they decided to destroy the humans. This story emphasizes how much silence
can be valuable and how the absence of quietness can lead to extreme and harmful
consequences. Moreover, the preeminent role of silence (as the lack of speech) in several
centuries-old organizations (e.g., religious and spiritual orders), inseparable from the quest of
wisdom presented as the quintessence of human nature, offers a stark contrast with the crucial
importance of speech and noise in most organizations today (e.g., some businessmen,
politicians or others, who consider them as essential to actively and permanently demonstrate
their leadership, presence or dynamism).

In communities like Quakers (Reis Louis, 1994; Ferguson, 2003; Molina-Markham,
2014) or Carthusian (Waistell, 2018) ones, silence is “golden”, practiced as an organizing
principle, and contributes to build resilience capacity. Lewis (2009) recommended a revival of
Quaker methods, especially when considering the poor-quality decisions emerging from many
corporate conference rooms. Quaker meetings begin and end with silence. Communal silence
plays a major role in the decision-making process called finding “the sense of the meeting.”
Silence is a shared experience that may be invoked when an impasse occurs. The process
takes precedence over its outcome. In decision-making and discussion practices, brief silence
is allowed in order to reach unity (not unanimity or consensus) on difficult issues (Reis Louis,
1994; Molina-Markham, 2014) and even contributes to create new realities (Dupret, 2018).
Molina-Markham (2014) advances that moments of silence could have served to “minimize
the potential face threat to others of expressing a different opinion in decision making because
expressions of differing opinions by participants did not immediately follow what had
previously been said”, frequently leading to significant shifts in opinion after periods of
silence. Interestingly, rather than using voting procedures, which separate a group into those

who agree and those who disagree, the ‘‘sense of the meeting’’ seeks to “include everyone,



recognizing that disagreement of some participants is an element of the “sense of the
meeting” (Molina-Markham, 2014).

Other organizations such as elite sports teams also use silence (e.g., when a coach
refrains from talking while the context [half-time] could be noisy) to achieve better
performance in highly stressful or competitive environments (Villemus, 2018). Although
silence can be considered as coaches being “off-task” from an observer’s perspective, one can
consider on the contrary that silent management is a way to notably maintain a sense of
autonomy and confidence, facilitate an independent learning approach (Smith & Cushion,
2006), and allow coaches a better observation and reflection before deploying an intervention
(Van Lingen, 1997). Whereas ‘silent’ coaches (but active observers) apply what would be the
recommendations of a Taoist sage, acting only at an appropriate time and with the right
measure, ‘verbal’ coaches, by providing instructions quasi-permanently, externalize the
exercisers’ attention and energy (Irwin et al., 2013) and dilute the impact of their intervention
(Cushion & Jones, 2001). An interesting gap in the literature relates to the individual and
organizational consequences (e.g., in terms of well-being or performances) of noisy versus

silent leaders.

Lesson 2: Several (secular) organizations value quiet environments and the voluntary
practice of silence to organize and manage, while most modern organizations are not
fully aware of this potential. They offer a legacy that invites to learn from their use of

silence in various settings.

4. Looking ahead: introducing quiet environments and the intentional practice of silence

As stated before, other kinds of silence, namely (i) quiet environments, in opposition to noisy

ones, and (ii) the intentional practice of silence, notably when someone deliberately refrains
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him/herself from speaking have been overlooked. When the term is used in academic
literature, it is generally with distinct definitions, motivations, internal processes and
implications. For instance, a collaborator can be silenced and literally speaking. S/he can
withhold useful information, deprive the organization from valuable inputs, and deliver loudly
what seems aligned with the dominant view, generating “facades of conformity” (Hewlin,
2003) which could be a rational behaviour for the individual, but probably irrelevant for the
organization performances.

Unlike the absence of utterances that assumes a communication setting and the failure
to voice that assumes an organizational setting, quiet environments and an intentional practice
of silence can be applied by almost everyone on a voluntary basis, without requiring a
communication or organizational setting.®> These silences can lead to valuable inputs (e.g.,
resilience boost, preparation for decision-making, voice facilitator, active listening) that will
ultimately serve the individual and organization (Gross, 2014; Waistell, 2018).

Silence does not occur in a vacuum and has degrees. Its perception is notably
influenced by what immediately preceded it, as it is the case in a piece of music. A very noisy
period can make the following silence deafening while the same silence would be perceived
as less intense if the previous period was only moderately noisy. In an anechoic chamber, the
background noise is well below the threshold of human hearing and measured in negative
decibels (Prisco, 2018). This deep silence is often disorienting for human beings. In short, we
do not consider silence in an absolute meaning, but as a relative and temporary state

characterized by the relative absence of noise and/or speech. This state is temporary because

® Some people can, however, experience difficulties to freely practice silence because of trouble concentrating,
with distracting thoughts and being preoccupied with worries. This issue is beyond the scope of our paper and
suggests an extended definition of silence where an individual has to manage his/her own thoughts to reach a
kind of internal silence that can be to some extent independent of benefiting from a quiet environment or resting

the mental reflexes involved in social interactions (e.g., thinking about what to say).

11



it is likely and almost unavoidable that some auditory stimuli will soon or later break it. This
state can be used in various ways: to benefit from quiet or uninterrupted time, reach greater
levels of mindfulness and reflection (see Hyland et al., 2015), make one more receptive to
others’ inputs, or strategically influence others’ reactions. The same silence can be used to
facilitate higher level of analytical thinking and indicate the appropriate behaviour to others
(Gross, 2014).

These silences can be characterized along several dimensions (e.g., duration,
intentions of (or ascribed to) the silent individual or group) and can be freely practiced or
institutionalized, on a regular or irregular basis, individually or collectively. For instance,
silence can be individually and informally practiced in the organization, such as when an
employee decides to use a quiet zone to contemplate, or when s/he decides to offer a more
receptive ear to someone else (active listening). Practicing silence can be a “golden rule” for
recruiters to ensure that candidates are allowed to speak most of the time. Silence can also be
instituted in the organization even if it is individually practiced, such as when employees are
encouraged to consider silent retreats or meals. Silence can also be informally and collectively
practiced (e.g., “minutes of silence”) or instituted and collectively practiced (e.g., silent
meetings) (Rogelberg, 2018; Rogelberg & Kreamer, 2019). Silence-related characteristics can
constitute attractive features for some job applicants. The design company Navy instituted
daily “quiet times” with the first half of each day being spent in silence, meaning no phone,
emails, and meetings, and for most employees, no talking. As a result, the company claimed a
23% increase in productivity and a stress decrease (Campbell, 2015). These silences
frequently require efforts to be preserved. But there exists clearly a potential for further
research focused on the use of silence to improve individual and collective performance.

For sake of exposition, we select two dimensions for their potential to allow a

mapping of silence in vocational contexts: the voluntary or imposed nature of the silence and
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its individual versus collective practice (Figure 1). It is worthy to notice that the distinction
between voluntary and imposed silence overlaps a classical distinction in the literature
regarding whether silence is intentional or unintentional (e.g., Kurzon, 2007). We discuss the
four quadrants to better characterize them, provide examples and illustrations, emphasize
some likely consequences, but without purporting to be exhaustive given the richness of each
quadrant.

First, silence can be imposed on the individual, such as when a teacher (or parent) asks
a student (kid) to stop talking or making noise in order to reflect in silence and solve the
problem at stake (A). This silence is unintentional from the silenced individual perspective.
This injunction can also arise in some circumstances such as when someone breaks the
expected silence in a library, place of worship, or in a quiet zone. In the student example, the
noisy individual can be called to order by a sign on a wall even if s/he is alone. This demand
frequently aims at avoiding distracting auditory inputs, helping focus or sometimes preventing
the enunciation of some topics. The consequences can be aligned with desirable (or
undesirable) goals such as parents willing to increase the focus of their kids (a superior
willing to avoid the enunciation of some details by cutting a collaborator off). The latter
example when someone is silenced for dubious reasons shares many features with the failure
to voice and does not really correspond to our research topic. Second, silence can be voluntary
and individual, such as when an individual follows a vow of silence or disciplines him/herself
not to talk (B). This voluntary or intentional practice of an individual silence is very
interesting because it originates from the individual him/herself. This silence frequently
allows him/her to stop the requiring mental process of constantly talking or thinking about
what to say and step back on the situation. This practice can help focus and facilitate a deeper
reflection without the distraction of thinking on what to say next. Third, silence can be

imposed and collective, such as silent meetings or minutes of silence (C). We also know
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colleagues who ask their students a short period of silence at the beginning of the course,
supposed to encourage concentration and listening, and to help learning. This collective
silence can help to reach a kind of social attunement which would be otherwise difficult. In
this case, imposed silence does not necessarily imply unintentionality, given that an individual
can decide intentionally to participate in this collective and imposed silence. Sometimes,
silence is institutionally determined, such as in some places or circumstances, e.g., schools,
battle sites or funeral, where students or attendees are expected to be silent. Fourth, the last
quadrant corresponds to voluntarily practiced silence at a collective level, such as diners in
silence (D). This voluntary and collective practice allows the emergence of solutions that
were not considered otherwise. For instance, the communal practice of silence during Quaker
meetings plays an active role in decision making through a process understood to take

precedence over its outcome (Molina-Markham, 2014).

In short, there is not something like neutral silence in organizations. The
multidimensional consequences of silence can contribute to the smooth functioning of the
organization and help it to reach its objectives but can also significantly impair its
functioning.

Silence (as an absence of auditory and non-auditory distractions) is also frequently
associated with other concepts, such as addressing privacy concerns in open office space or
reducing disturbances in agile methods or mindfulness to quote a few. While open office
space has been recommended for various reasons, including cost cutting considerations,
facilitating collisions and interactions, privacy and quietness are threatened in this

environment. Bernstein and Turban (2018; see also Kim & de Dear, 2013) argued that open
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offices cause people to exert efforts to avoid distraction but also offer the permanent presence
of an audience and the subsequent need to look busy. As a consequence, the volume of face-
to-face interactions (and their expected positive outcomes) decreased significantly. It is likely
that the managerial focus on open offices underestimates the potential benefits that quiet
zones can bring to employees, and the impacts that noise can have on performance. Similarly,
agile methods offer the possibility of limiting disturbances and associated stress, by
preserving employees from undesirable distractions or solicitations (see Pfeiffer, Sauer &
Ritter, 2019) and offering a space that can potentially deliver some forms of calm and silence.
In the case of mindfulness, silence could be a constitutive element. At the same time,
mindfulness requires rules, tools and some sophisticated training with a mentor to be
adequately applied while quiet zones and the practice of silence have an architectural nature,
are simpler to apply, and can be performed without these elements. In short, silence as defined
in our contribution overlaps to some extent many related concepts and can lead to similar

observable outcomes, which could create some ambiguity on causes and effects.

Lesson 3: The analysis of quiet environments and the intentional practice of silence at
the individual or collective levels as a real time processes can enrich the management
and organizational literature. These kinds of silence can be characterized according to
whether they are voluntary or imposed, and individually or collectively practiced. These
silences can have profound implications for individuals and organizations such as

introducing silence opportunities or reworking the environment design.

5. Silence as a catalyst to prompt reflection

In a recent article, Curhan et al. (2021) theorized and found empirical evidence that silence, in

negotiation settings, triggers internal reflection, which in turn engenders value creation. They
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argued that extended silence can pause the flow of attentional, cognitive, and social demands
of the interaction, giving to one or both parties time to reflect and consider how best to
proceed. Most human interactions in organizations, even basic ones such as listening,
speaking or arguing are attention, cognition and socially demanding. For instance, Zorn and
Marz (2017) argued that in many organizational settings, several interactions require a high
cognitive load for individuals who have to think about whether to say something, what to say
or write and how to do it. Bernardi et al (2006) found convincing evidence that silence
decreases physiological arousal that could otherwise disturb reflective thinking (Strack &
Deutsch, 2004).

The theoretical perspective that silence (or quiet environments) causes higher
reflection has some empirical support in various domains such as therapy (Ladany et al.,
2004; see also Dupret, 2018), teaching and learning, negotiation or communication (Curhan et
al., 2021 and references therein), or idea generation (Bigo, 2018). Being overwhelmed with
various (auditory) unsolicited stimuli can prevent individuals to reflect and process
information profoundly. However, benefiting from a quiet environment possibly mixed with
the practice of silence can facilitate increased deliberation and analysis, which is more likely
to generate better decisions (see evidence reported in Beshears & Gino, 2015). Zorn and Marz
(2022) report an emblematic case where, in 1787, the framers of the U.S. Constitution ordered
the construction of a giant mound of dirt in the street in front of the Independence Hall
because the “noises caused by horse-drawn carriages, street vendors, and conversations
outside would disturb the intense concentration that would be necessary for completing their
task”. Interestingly, this quest for silence did not mean an absolute silence, given that
participants had to discuss and debate, but how much a quiet environment was likely to

facilitate their challenging mission.
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Let us, however, remind an important caveat. We do not argue that introducing silence
systematically in decision-making processes will improve individual and organizational
performances. Rather, we posit that managers can act as architects by introducing or just
proposing silence when there is a clear need for intense concentration and deliberation.
Consequently, thanks to its restorative functions (see more below), we also posit that silence
can help to replenish the cognitive energy and allow an extended concentration and
deliberation, that can be crucial for some occupations (e.g., ranchers or spiritual meditators).

Considered from this perspective, silence can even constitute an organizational resource.

Lesson 4: Silence has the potential to facilitate intense concentration and reflection,
by reducing the number of stimuli. It can even play a restorative function, leading to

prolong deliberation operations.

6. Individual and organizational effects of quiet environments and the intentional

practice of silence

“Unnecessary noise is the most cruel absence of care that can be inflicted

on the sick or well.” (Florence Nightingale, Notes on Nursing, 1859)

Quiet environments and the intentional practice of silence can constitute a means to achieve
other purposes or an end in themselves. Quietness, magnified in several natural settings, plays
a restorative function (Kaplan, 1995). Some business initiatives seek to harness the restorative
promise of silence such as the hotel chain Relais du Silence or the tourism board of Finland
that used silence as the major argument in its recent marketing campaign: “Silence, Please™.*

Offering quiet spaces can constitute a natural step towards silence with considerable health,

* https://www.visitfinland.com/silence-please/
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managerial, and economic benefits (Hygge et al., 2002; World Health Organization, 2011). A
natural corollary of quiet environments is the reduction of unwanted or undesirable noise.
Human-made noise —such as speaking, phones, and air conditioning — substantially impairs
several aspects of organizational performances, by undermining productivity, decreasing
motivation, and deteriorating employees’ health and well-being (Sundstrom et al., 1994;
Evans & Johnson, 2000). Nevertheless, all forms of noise and all forms of silence are not
created equal. Conversational noise is regarded as the most distractive noise to the human ear
and can be detrimental for certain organizational performances whereas natural sounds such
as flowing water in offices can boost workers’ moods and improve cognitive abilities in
addition to providing speech privacy (DeLoach et al., 2015).

Applying “the dose makes the poison” adage to silence, it is crucial to determine the
adequate dose for the individual and his/her organization. While too little silence can be
detrimental, too much silence can also lead to the same result. In hospitals, a patient endures
350 alarms each day, with most of them are false positives (Jones, 2014). While some kinds
of speech and noise can help the staff to care of patients, we suggest to examine the dose and
timing. Operationalizing this recommendation is far from easy. A first step could be to
increase our knowledge of noise and silence sources and characteristics (e.g., duration,
intensity, subjective assessments) to form workplace soundscapes (Lester et al., 2001).
Determining the impacts of these sound contexts on the outcomes of various kinds of
individuals inside an organization thanks to experimental studies and raising awareness of

concerned individuals and organizations could constitute the next steps.

> Several approaches can be used to reduce exposure to noise, such as hearing protection, planning quiet zones,
rethinking building design, or purchasing equipment based on noise scoring. A smart design of workspaces with
built-in flexibility can even ease alternation among environments optimized for different tasks by considering
their noise side effect. Nevertheless, awareness frequently constitutes a prerequisite to consider these

approaches.
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We speculate that the effect of appropriate silence on organizational performances is
likely to follow a U-inverted curve. The fight against harmful noise can constitute a
permanent goal in itself, but creating quiet zones in the spatial and/or temporal dimensions
can indicate that the organization recognizes the value of silence. Nevertheless, silence spaces
should not serve as loopholes, simply to escape important realities. Moreover, there are
situations where the doses of silence for various objectives or implied parties are not
necessarily aligned, which could generate complex decisions. For instance, if silence leads
employees to work harder for the benefit of shareholders, it is legitimate to question whether
this productivity increase is desirable for the employees whose efforts might lead them to
experience stress, repetitive strain injuries and so forth. Benefiting from quiet environment
requires a profound understanding of what silence can and cannot deliver and under which
circumstances. For instance, some vocational choices can partly correspond to silence-related
features that allow a good matching between the individual’s aspirations (e.g. quiet
environments, practicing silence) and the occupational characteristics or requirements such as
park rangers, farmers or spiritual meditators. In some cases, the environment (e.g., board
room, meeting) can be designed to generate quiet times that will facilitate reflection and

decision making.

Lesson 5: Quiet environments are scarce in today life, but some occupations deliver
more silence than others. The space devoted to silence is sometimes a legacy from the
past or intentionally designed to facilitate some processes such as individual reflection
and collective decision-making. Noise reduction and silence if applied in appropriate
dose, well-interpreted and timing can deliver tangible benefits to individuals and
organizations, but inappropriate or excessive use can also harm. Silence-related

occupations or environments can also serve as differentiating and attracting levers.
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The intentional practice of silence is accessible to everyone, but does not mean the
same thing for everyone. Silence can constitute an internal-discipline device in an
organization, allowing individuals connected to everything except themselves to reverse the
trend. Sometimes, the voluntary practice of silence allows to rest some mental reflexes and
take a temporary break from thinking to what to do or say (Zorn & Marz, 2017). In other
cases, this practice is used to help an individual to reach higher levels of concentration, foster
contemplation and make more ethically-minded decisions (Cain, 2012; Gunia et al., 2012).
While noisy environments are often detrimental as they interfere with self-regulation, silence
can also play a buffer role and serve as an emotion regulator, which could be relevant in
contexts with tensions and pressures. Recent findings suggest that silence can significantly
increase relaxation and improve mood states (Pfeifer & Wittmann, 2020; see also Bernardi et
al., 2006). The literature does not adequately account for the interplay of emotion and silence.
Silence can help to slow down, step back and take stock, regulate emotions and reach better
decisions and behaviors by facilitating the focus and concentration of individuals. Moreover,
Pfeifer and Wittmann (2020) advance that in a world where collaborators suffer from a lack of
meaning (with negative impact on well-being, performance, resilience, work quality, and
engagement), silence can constitute a path to explore.

The study of silence at the group level has been somewhat neglected despite its
potential relevance. Silence can enhance communication and coordination with others,
especially in groups operating in urgent situations (e.g., surgery, diver units, elite units).
Practicing silence collectively can create a context favorable to decision-making and offer an
original way to reach a kind of social attunement (as exemplified in the 8:46 moment of
silence for George Floyd). The collective practice of silence, if well-timed, can allow to avoid

emotional escalation and serve as a collective emotional regulator.
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A very common practice in many organizations is meetings, which are frequently
considered as unproductive, and time-, energy- and money-consuming. In the United States,
unproductive meetings have been estimated to cost $37 billion annually, leading some experts
to recommend their elimination (Pittampalli, 2011). In a meeting, people talk a lot and the
loudest speakers frequently dominate. “Silent” meetings offer an alternative. They start with a
period of silence that is usually devoted to individual reading and reflection regarding the
issues to be considered. Participants are asked to not speak, usually for a 30-minute period, to
allow everyone to analyze the issues involved. This meeting design gives everyone a fair
chance to speak up and share his/her thoughts, although some participants are working
remotely (Rogelberg, 2018; Rogelberg & Kreamer, 2019). For instance, comments and
suggestions can be made anonymously, allowing ideas to emerge from anyone, regardless of
the job position or personality. This arrangement can avoid the crowding-out of inputs from
quieter collaborators by louder voices. Other benefits include less repetition, more creativity,
and a better use of time. Silent meetings help to avoid the bias that systematically favors the
loudest, and most socially-confident and politically-connected speaker and give a chance to
the contemplative and less-socially confident individuals who are often neglected in
organizations (Cain, 2012). Obviously, the practice of silence can sometimes be
instrumentalized for self-interested purposes, such as misleading others on the intents of the
silent individuals or misunderstood, by ascribing erroneous intents to silent individuals.
Interestingly, it is not silence itself, or its practice, that cause these undesirable effects but
their (unscrupulous) manipulation and interpretation to advance vested interests. This
situation stresses the need to design an appropriate framework, likely to reduce these

undesirable effects.
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Lesson 6: The intentional practice of silence is likely to affect several individual and
collective processes such as information processing, reflection or decision making. As a
consequence, silence can also intervene in individual performance and well-being or
contribute to the functioning of groups. These effects are more likely when individuals
need to focus, concentrate, self-regulate and reach clarity, especially in environments
where they face a multitude of unwanted stimuli and interferences. When the affect-
based System 1 is likely to drive the thinking, introducing silence can facilitate

mobilizing the deliberation-based System 2.

7. Final remarks
For individuals and organizations, silence is a double-edged (s)word. In communication, the
proper interpretation of silence is highly perspective- and context-dependent. In
organizational behaviour, the failure to voice frequently deprives the organization from
valuable inputs. We examined two other kinds of silence, precisely quiet environments and
the intentional practice of silence as real time activities that require efforts to be preserved.
Several of the rationales provided about the potential benefits of quiet spaces or
practicing silence are to some extent similar to those researchers use to explain the beneficial
effects associated with other practices (e.g., mindfulness, meditation, having breaks). In these
practices as in noise control experiment,® silence is merely a symptom (e.g., a state that can be

achieved by making a break or using control). While we introduce new concepts with new

® Scholars experimentally showed that the simple possibility given to an individual to terminate noise and
enjoying some silence if desired (like a “control button™) can be enough to improve his/her concentration and

performance in arduous tasks, even if the involved individual does not press the button (Glass & Singer, 1973).
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names, some implications for organizations and management are similar to those drawn from
existing practices while others are different.

Similarly, the rationales provided about the negative effects of not practicing silence
overlap with the detrimental effects proposed by researchers studying other situations, such as
impulsivity, hot emotional states, and impatience. Nevertheless, several fields, like industrial
and organizational psychology or management, can benefit from a better knowledge and
understanding of these constructs. Several reasons can justify why we need to make room for
silence in the literature and consider it as differing from other constructs such as mindfulness,
meditation, psychological detachment, and/or recovery. First, there is the architectural nature
of a “quiet zone” or a “voluntary practice of silence” that makes these constructs distinct.
Second, while several of the above-mentioned constructs require rules, tools and some
training to be adequately applied, quiet zones and the practice of silence can be considered
and performed without these elements. A quiet environment and the practice of silence do not
need a sophisticated meditation practice. Third, the proposed constructs can be better
understood by paying attention to their (conceptual) opposites “noisy zones” and “speaking
continuously or all the time”. These opposites emphasize that individuals are frequently
overwhelmed with (auditory) stimuli and constantly preoccupied on what to say. Interestingly,
these opposites mainly originate from outside the considered individual (his/her environment
and social interactions) while other situations (e.g., impulsivity, hot emotional states and
impatience) do not require or even assume this outside origin. Fourth, in some cases, silence
itself is more important than its possible consequences and takes precedence over the
individual or organizational outcomes and is sought for itself. Last and not least, although
some aspects of silence have been discussed in scholarly contributions under various labels,

we are bound to recognize that these approaches (e.g., mindfulness, having breaks) have led

23



to limited changes (e.g., introducing break rooms) but not (yet) to a full integration into
management and organizational systems.

We theorized that these silences can allow to take a break regarding constant and
unwanted solicitations and serve as catalysts for facilitating increased focus and
concentration. Given their high potential to deliver valuable outcomes and to contribute to
individual and collective performance, understanding why these silences are so under-valued
in modern organizations is worth investigating. It is probably not easy to assess the
perspectives for performance that quiet times can offer. The dysfunctions generated by noise,
or the benefits associated with periods of quietness, all other things being equal, are difficult
to measure, especially with a classic accounting approach. But not impossible. The
significant potential in terms of return on investment for organizations, and in terms of well-
being for people, provides a very exciting avenue of research, especially in the fields of
human resources, management control and organizational behaviour.

These silences cannot be used to address to solve any problem as a universal solution,
and might even harm an organization functioning if overutilized or misplaced. We believe
that exploring how the power of silence can contribute to both individual and organizational
functioning may be as golden a prospect as silence itself is said to be. Examining both what is
lost by modern workplace organizations due to a lack of silence, and what can be gained,
including in terms of individual well-being, productivity, human resource management or
efficiency, with a better harnessing of the power of silence, is promising in managerial and
organizational processes. A major issue is that the positive or negative effects of silence are
difficult to measure and they do not (yet) appear in organizations’ accounts. A better
understanding of individual and collective effects of these intentional silences could reveal a
potential for improved management and performance. Managers and other individuals work

with words (Farrow et al., 2018; Grolleau et al., 2022), but not only. They also work with
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silences. Leaders and managers can become architects of silence who exploit its power to

make the workplace and the world a better place.
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Figure 1. Characterizing silence in organizations along two dimensions (imposed versus chosen

individual versus collective)
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