
Recently I was in a board meeting where one member bowed his head and made an
admission. “I wish I would have spoken up”. He went on to describe his passion and yet his
silence during a major discussion and decision of the board. He didn’t want to hold up the
process. He didn’t want to appear like he was not being a team player. He didn’t want to
come across as self-serving. Looking back, he recognized the disservice to the board that
was his silence and ached for the missed opportunity to do something greater. We too
wish he would have spoken up. 

On December 22, 1999, a Boeing 747 cargo jet plunged into a forest near London 55
seconds after taking off, killing all four crew.i The subsequent investigation revealed a
critical lack of communication among the crew during a time of crisis. Korean Air Cargo
Flight 8590 took off after dark from London Stansted Airport. The pilot’s artificial horizon
indicator was not working. When the pilot initiated a standard turn shortly into the flight,
his instrument did not register any role, any change of angle into the turn. The seasoned
pilot kept increasing the angle of turn, as the nose of the plan began to pitch downward.
During these critical moments the younger co-pilot did not verbally challenge the actions
of his superior or provide alternative information from the same but functioning
instruments right in front of him. A strong hierarchical culture which inhibits lower status
individuals from questioning their superiors is said by many to have contributed to the
fatal crash of Flight 8590ii. We wish the co-pilot would have spoken up. 

A NASA report in the late 70’s revealed human error as the primary contributor to aviation
accidents. Mandatory training was developed in what is now known as CRM, Cockpit (or
Crew) Resource Managementiii. This training enables crew members to utilize all available
resources to address safety issues in real time. One key area is that of interpersonal
communication within a highly structured crew environment. Crew members understand
and respect the hierarchy, but during a crisis they need to be able to challenge any actions
or decisions by the captain when it comes to operational safety. Culture, training, and the
cultivating of a psychologically safe environment all play a role. Everyone wants crew
members to speak up when they notice something is not right. 

Chapter 10: A “Speak Up” Environment



Harvard Business School Professor Amy Edmondson terms this kind of environment
where people are free to speak up as one which has “psychological safety”. This is defined
as “...a belief that one will not be punished or humiliated for speaking up with ideas,
questions, concerns or mistakes.”iv The idea is to empower team members to speak up, to
be direct, to willingly challenge their superiors, to admit mistakes, to ask for help. This is
best done when they are not afraid of being humiliated or punished. Edmondson illustrates
this further by noting that team members typically don’t want to look ignorant,
incompetent, intrusive or negative. To protect against appearing that way they don’t ask
questions, they don’t admit weakness or mistakes, they don’t offer ideas, and they don’t
critique the status quo.v Such withholding, such fear driven silence, prevents teams from
innovating. It squelches robust conversations where rather than accepting the first or
second ideas the team struggles to create a third option which no one thought of before.
When team members don’t feel free to speak up, teams are not operating at their best.
They are unable to give their best in the service of others. 

Fostering an environment where people are encouraged to speak up for the sake of why
they are gathered as a team has less to do with everyone feeling warm and accepted and
good with each other, and more to do with candor: the ability to be frank, open, and honest.
People feel good about having a gym membership or even going to the gym until they face
the resistance of the weights. Working with weights is hard and exhausting, but it causes
you to grow stronger. That is the point of the gym. As much as you may want to, you don’t
take the weights out of the gym just to make the experience feel better. Similarly, teams
need to recognize the necessity of challenge and disagreement in discussions. Individuals
need to be willing to apply the resistance, face the resistance, and grow through the
resistance. A team environment which makes speaking up safe, where candor is welcome
and differences are embraced, such a team will be more transparent, admit error, ask for
help, invite challenge, learn from each other, and ultimately produce better results. 

A teammate from another culture may come across as lacking candor. Do not assume that
people from other cultures avoid confrontation. They are willing to confront; however, it
may take different channels than those with which we are familiar. An indirect culture may
use a trusted third party to communicate a hard message. A direct culture may come
across uncaring and hurtful. In each culture there are identified and acceptable ways to
communicate disagreement and criticism. 

Safe, but not comfortable



Your team, given the make up of its members, will need to discuss and decide how they
are going to communicate the hard things. How will we challenge an idea from the team
leader? How will we critique each other’s ideas within the team? How will we speak the
truth in love? Be open to new ways of communicating. 

Practices that nurture a “Speak Up” environment 

People want to know that if they have a concern, or don’t understand the implications of
what is being discussed, they can speak up. People want to know they can do this without
others looking at them like they are incompetent, out of the loop, or purposely slowing
down the process. They want to know that they will be heard. They want to know that the
team will welcome the opportunity to clarify things or take the time to process and judge
your thoughts, not you. 

The subtle cues normally communicated through combinations of body language and tone
of voice are cloaked when that communication is limited to an online environment. With
virtual distance the picture goes somewhat blurry. A fuzziness creeps into the
communication. Given the constraints and opportunities of a virtual environment, what can
be done to nurture a “speak up” environment in your team? 

Be Generous

Begin with a generous view of others. Give them the benefit of the doubt. Seek their growth
and development. Balance accomplishment of the task with development of the individual,
because there will always be more tasks in the future. Relationships are where you develop
the capacity to accomplish what God has placed before your team, your organization. This
is particularly true concerning virtual teams where distance can make you suspicious. 

Provide Equal Opportunity

Whether a suitcase or the time allotted for a presentation, the available space somehow
always gets filled. The same is true in a meeting. The more verbal processors will fill the
time and be ready to jump in whenever there is an opening. The quieter and contemplative
members, if not specifically called upon, will often get crowded out and miss the
opportunity to voice their thoughts. 



Regularly. Taking turns in a conversation is a powerful way to level the playing field for
everyone on the team and indicate that each person is important, each comment will be
considered, and all of us are better than only some of us. 

Foster Curiosity

Frame every task as a growth opportunity. There is more to learn, and your team wants to
continuously improve. Acknowledge your own limits. Approach your work as vital.
Recognize that your context can be volatile, uncertain and complex. Taken together these
factors breed a deeper level of interdependence and become a catalyst for everyone to
speak up and participate.  

Give Permission

Be intentional, especially at the launch of a team, to give specific permission for team
members to ask for help. Let them know that they don’t need to hide their needs or their
mistakes. Encourage them to update the team when they are behind schedule. Create space
for them to deal with their frustration or misunderstandings. Yet simply giving permission
and encouraging transparency is not enough. In front of the team it can be hard to
formulate the words which reveal a major mistake or frustration with another team member.
You also need to make “tools” available by which to be transparent. Provide an actual set of
sentences to be used. Going back to the earlier illustration of the plane accident, the
Cockpit Resource Management training encourages a structured way to challenge a captain
during a crisis. Translating a hypothetical situation into non-technical terms, the challenge
might look like this:

“Captain, I’m concerned that we are banking too steeply. - (respectful statement of
specific concern)
 My instrument shows that we have passed through 40 degrees in this turn. (data to
support concern)
 Can we please correct our turn and lift the nose of the plane? - (suggested
alternative)
Does that sound OK?” - (invitation to respond) 



Giving permission can break through cultural barriers of hierarchy and interpersonal
barriers of fear. Providing sentence patterns as examples can help the hesitant to give it a
try. The sentence patterns also alert others that this is an important moment to which they
need to give their full attention and process what has been said. 

Giving permission does not mean giving license to people to be lazy or inattentive. What it
does mean is that your well-meaning mistake is OK but covering it up is not OK. Your
uneasiness about a decision or direction is OK, not voicing that to the team is not OK. The
issue is lack of communication, so free up the flow of vital information. 

Whether in the board room, the cockpit of a plane, or during an online meeting with your
dispersed team, your complex situation demands the full utilization of the whole team. To
achieve that you need to create an environment where it is safe to speak up. 

Take Away

Withholding information can be crippling for a team. 

Create an environment where team members understand that they will not be punished or
humiliated for speaking up with ideas, questions, concerns or even for admitting mistakes.

 
Identify a regular behavior for yourself which will foster a “speak up” environment. For
example, instead of just trying to “listen better”, craft the vital behavior as “look around to
see who hasn’t had a chance to weigh in yet and invite that person to speak up before I give
my second response. 
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