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When leaders want to create
an open culture where people are
willing to speak up and challenge
one another, they often start by
listening. This is a good instinct.

But listening with your ears will
only take you so far. You also need
to demonstrate with words that
you truly want people to raise risky
issues. '

AKE the former president of a

major defence company, whom

1 will call Phil: No one at the

13,000-employee firm believed

Phil when he announced that he
was going to create a culture of candour
and openness.

And why should they? He already had
three strikes against him: his workforce,
past performance, and manner.

First, Phil’s workforce had successfully
repelled every attempt at culture change
in previous decades. Well-intended
change efforts had continually failed.
Why would this time be any different?

Second, his own leadership history was
not exactly one of give-and-take. He had
a command and control style and the
closest he got to dialogue was one-way
“management briefings” he held month-
ly with his “chain of command.”

And finally, he was imposingly large,
his face was one of studied expression-
lessness, and his voice had an involuntary
imperiousness even when asking you to
pass the salt.

And yet, Phil needed to dramatically

improve quality and costs at the 60-year-

old tactical aircraft designer and manu-
facturer —and he knew that the stifling
culture was suppressing the very ideas he
needed. Once he set out to better engage
his employees, however, within a matter
of months he succeeded at transforming
the company culture.

Like many leaders, Phil’s first attempt
at fostering candour was by using his
ears. And it immediately fell flat.

At the end of a highly scripted man-
agement briefing, he announced, “I
will now take questions. You may ask
anything you wish.” He scanned the
audience for raised hands. None. Thirty
painful seconds later he would have
been happy for even a twitch to indicate
engagement. Crickets.

While some executives would have
blamed the audience for its timidity, Phil
understood the problem was
a lack of safety. He reasoned.
that the behaviour he was
trying to encourage was so
counter-cultural that any
rational person would be te-
rrified to try it.

With the studied intensity
of a good engineer, he deci-
ded to demonstrate that this
defence company was a safe
place to talk about anything.

Employees had decades of
data from their own painful
experiences that told them
taking a risk to raise contro-
versial questions was quickly punished.
Phil and his senior team needed to pro-
duce enough disconfirming data to call
these fears into question.

Phil did four things that went
beyond listening:

PRAISE PUBLICLY
He created a safe forum for

people to raise questions — then spoke
publicly about those who asked them in
laudatory ways. It may sound like small
potatoes, but simply adding a column
called “Ask the President” to the weekly
internal newsletter was a daring move.

He instructed his communications
team to forward him the most uni-
versally asked and highly
sensitive questions. He
personally penned every
response. He was careful to
sympathise with the ques-
tioners and to validate their
concerns. ;

The workforce took note
— seeing evidence that disa-
greement would no longer
be treated as insubordina-
tion. Questions could be
asked anonymously or not,
and over time more and
more of the questioners iden-
tified themselves — which
gave Phil a chance to commend them in
the newsletter for their candour. Public
praise is more about influencing those
who hear it than those who receive it.

PRIME THE PUMP

Phil began meeting regularly
with groups of opinion leaders from
throughout the organisation — encoura-
ging them to bring their toughest ques-
tions. One topic that never came up was
criticism of a major re-organisation Phil
imposed two years previously. So he
primed the pump.

In one of these sessions he said, “How

are you feeling about the integrated pro-

ject team/team structure we started two
years ago? I'm sure there are frustrations
with this one. What barriers are you fac-

ing? What isn’t working?”

When people don’t feel safe speaking
up, leaders can show that it is safe by say-
ing the hard things themselves. By saying
the unsayable, and doing so with a tone
of voice that suggested respect for this
view, Phil created a little more safety.

And the dam burst. For the next 90
minutes, the group poured out their
views on the inadequacies of the new
p structure. Phil acknowledged their con-
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cerns and invited them to discuss modifi-
cations to the model.

Most importantly, this influential
group began spreading the word that Phil
was sincere about being open to criti-
cism.

LEAD BY TEACHING
Phil went beyond encouraging
openness to teaching it. He and his senior
team taught hour-long sessions on how
to have what my colleagues and | call
“crucial conversations” — how to diffuse
strong emotions, how to speak candidly
without provoking resistance, how to
quickly build rapport, and so on. As peo-
ple acquired these new skills, their confi-
dence in speaking up increased.
The fact that Phil personally taught
the skills showed how invested he was in
having open conversations.

SACRIFICE EGO

On one memorable occasion, Phil
said in front of a group of middle manag-
ers: “I've been told | am unapproachable.
I don’t know what that means. | would
appreciate any specific feedback any of
you would be willing to offer me.”

The rest of the group looked on in awe
as one brave soul, a manager named
Terry, raised his hand. “I would be happy
to, Phil”

Terry met later with Phil and gave a
couple of suggestions — which Phil then
shared publicly. Phil sacrificed his ego to
show how much he valued candour and
openness and that people were safe with
him.

PARTING THOUGHTS

For two years, my colleagues and |
measured the frequency of people rais-
ing risky issues with peers, subordinates,
as well as with senior managers at this
defence company.

Within the first few months of Phil’s
campaign, these measures shot up by
double digits, and continued to increase
during the rest of this period.

For example, employees were 15%
more likely to report that they were com-
fortable sharing bad news up the chain
of command — a remarkable change from
the past.

Listening matters. But sometimes
you've got to open your mouth too and
make positive statements to generate the
safety people need.
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