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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the differences and similarities of the antecedents and consequences of
organizational silence in the Supreme Audit Court of Iran, focusing on six regions. The research method was a mixed design
with a qualitative—quantitative approach. The study was conducted in three stages. First, qualitative data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 12 managers and deputies of the six regional offices. Data analysis included concept
coding, theme identification, and the extraction of antecedents and consequences of organizational silence. In the second
stage, the conceptual model derived from the qualitative phase was tested and validated using a closed-ended questionnaire
administered to 300 employees across the six regions through descriptive statistical analysis and structural equation
modeling. In the third stage, the fitted model was compared across the six regions to identify similarities and differences.
The results indicated that in all regions, weak organizational communication, centralized organizational structure, weak
organizational culture, fear of negative consequences, and organizational distrust were the most important antecedents of
organizational silence. Path coefficients were generally similar across all regions; however, in some regions (particularly
Region 4), the intensity of the effects of certain factors, such as weak organizational culture and fear of negative
consequences, was observed to be higher. Overall, these findings demonstrate that organizational silence is the product of a
set of organizational conditions that operate synergistically. Weak communication, concentration of power, weak culture,
fear, and distrust collectively create an environment in which employees prefer to remain silent. Therefore, in order to reduce
organizational silence and harness the real potential of employees, it is necessary to improve communication, reconsider
structural arrangements, strengthen a positive culture, and rebuild organizational trust.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Organizational silence has increasingly emerged as a critical topic in organizational behavior and management
research, representing an invisible yet powerful obstacle to communication, innovation, and learning within
organizations. It is defined as the collective phenomenon where employees consciously withhold their
opinions, concerns, or suggestions, despite having knowledge that could be useful for the organization
(Brinsfield & Edwards, 2020). Far from being a mere lack of communication, organizational silence embodies
a complex psychological and social process that can lead to profound organizational inefficiencies and
weakened competitiveness. In public sector organizations, where transparency and accountability are
fundamental, the consequences of silence are even more significant (Dehkharghani et al., 2023).

Research has identified multiple antecedents of organizational silence, such as weak communication structures,
centralized decision-making, poor organizational culture, fear of negative consequences, and organizational
distrust (Abdillah et al., 2018; Chou & Chang, 2020). These antecedents interact dynamically to shape a
culture in which employees prefer to remain silent rather than risk possible repercussions. This is especially
true in high-stakes contexts such as supreme audit institutions, where decisions and oversight directly influence
the management of public resources (Gelevardi et al., 2024).

The literature underscores that silence not only emerges as a result of structural inefficiencies but also manifests
as an outcome of cultural and relational dynamics. For instance, employees may remain silent due to distrust
of leaders, low psychological safety, or belief that their input will not be valued (Bag & Ekinci, 2018).
Moreover, organizational silence is often reinforced by cultural traditions of hierarchy and authoritarian
leadership styles, which are prevalent in many public organizations (Akar, 2018). Studies demonstrate that
such conditions erode employee motivation, innovation, and organizational commitment (Efthymiopoulos et
al., 2024; El-Sayed et al., 2024).

The consequences of silence are equally serious. On an individual level, silence can foster job dissatisfaction,
disengagement, stress, and eventual turnover. At the group level, it weakens collaboration, reduces trust, and
diminishes the capacity for creative problem-solving. At the organizational level, silence restricts knowledge
sharing, hinders decision-making, lowers productivity, and reduces the organization’s adaptive capabilities
(Caylak & Altuntas, 2017). Bowen and Blackmon conceptualized silence as a “spiral” that escalates as
individuals observe others withholding their voices, reinforcing a culture of disengagement and fear (Bowen
& Blackmon, 2003).

Recent studies have sought to expand the scope of organizational silence beyond its negative implications,
suggesting that silence may in some cases serve intentional or adaptive purposes. Asselineau et al. (2024)
argued that silence could occasionally represent a conscious strategy for reflection, conflict avoidance, or the
maintenance of harmony in teams (Asselineau et al., 2024). However, they also emphasize that when silence
becomes systemic and reinforced by structural or cultural deficiencies, its consequences are overwhelmingly
detrimental.
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In line with this theoretical background, the present study focused on examining the differences and similarities
in the antecedents and consequences of organizational silence across the six regional branches of the Supreme
Audit Court of Iran. This context is highly significant, given the institution’s role in monitoring and
safeguarding public funds. Identifying how organizational silence manifests in such a setting not only
contributes to the global literature but also offers region-specific insights for improving governance and
organizational effectiveness. By employing a mixed-method design, this study bridges qualitative and
quantitative perspectives to provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon.

Methods and Materials

The research employed a mixed-methods design with both qualitative and quantitative phases. In the first
phase, qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 12 managers and deputies from
the six regional branches of the Supreme Audit Court. These interviews were analyzed through a systematic
coding process that included identifying core concepts, categorizing themes, and extracting the antecedents
and consequences of organizational silence.

In the second phase, a conceptual model derived from the qualitative findings was tested quantitatively using
a structured questionnaire distributed among 300 employees across the six regions. Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM) was applied to validate the model, alongside descriptive statistics to analyze demographic
characteristics and baseline patterns.

In the third phase, a comparative multi-group analysis (MGA) was conducted to evaluate similarities and
differences in the fitted models across the six regions. This allowed for identifying both commonalities and
unique regional variations in the antecedents and consequences of organizational silence.

Findings

The results revealed a consistent pattern across all six regions, confirming that weak organizational
communication, centralized structures, poor organizational culture, fear of negative consequences, and
organizational distrust were the most significant antecedents of silence. Path coefficients for these antecedents
were statistically significant in all models.

Weak organizational communication emerged as one of the strongest predictors of silence. Employees
consistently reported insufficient feedback, ineffective communication channels, and barriers between
managers and staff. These findings underscore how communication breakdowns create an environment where
employees feel discouraged from voicing opinions.

Centralized organizational structures were also found to be strongly linked to silence. The analysis revealed
that over-centralization in decision-making limited opportunities for participation and made employees
perceive their contributions as irrelevant, thereby increasing silence.

Cultural factors also played a major role. Poor organizational culture—characterized by authoritarianism, lack
of mutual trust, and undervaluation of employee input—significantly predicted silence. In particular, Region
4 exhibited the highest coefficients for the influence of poor culture and fear of negative consequences,
suggesting regional variations in the intensity of these dynamics.

Fear of negative consequences emerged as another dominant antecedent, with employees indicating concerns
about punishment, reduced career opportunities, or damaged workplace relationships as reasons for their
silence.

In terms of consequences, the study found that organizational silence significantly predicted reduced
innovation, lower productivity, weakened decision-making quality, increased job dissatisfaction, and
decreased organizational trust. Multi-group analysis revealed that although the direction of these effects was
consistent across all regions, the intensity varied, with some regions showing stronger associations between
silence and negative outcomes such as reduced innovation and job dissatisfaction.
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Overall, the findings confirmed that organizational silence in the Supreme Audit Court is a product of
interrelated antecedents that create a cycle of distrust, fear, and disengagement, ultimately undermining
organizational effectiveness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study align with existing literature, reinforcing the notion that organizational silence is
deeply rooted in structural, cultural, and relational dynamics. The identification of weak communication as a
key antecedent resonates with Brinsfield and Edwards’ argument that inadequate channels for employee voice
foster silence (Brinsfield & Edwards, 2020). Similarly, the observed impact of centralized structures on
silence parallels the findings of Gencer et al. in the hospitality industry, which showed that hierarchical
decision-making discourages employee participation (Gencer et al., 2023).

The role of poor organizational culture in shaping silence supports Akar’s meta-analysis, which demonstrated
that authoritarian cultures in educational organizations systematically silence employees (Akar, 2018). The
findings also confirm El-Sayed et al.’s study that highlighted the mediating role of silence in the relationship
between workplace ostracism and procrastination among nurses, showing how poor culture and low
psychological safety exacerbate silence (El-Sayed et al., 2024).

Fear of negative consequences was another robust antecedent confirmed by this study, echoing Caylak and
Altuntas’ research that found fear of punishment and negative judgment as key drivers of silence in healthcare
(Caylak & Altuntas, 2017). Furthermore, the observed consequences of silence—including reduced innovation
and productivity—align with Dehkharghani et al.’s assertion that silence restricts organizational learning and
adaptability (Dehkharghani et al., 2023).

This study also contributes to the literature by revealing regional variations in the intensity of these antecedents
and consequences. For example, Region 4 demonstrated higher levels of cultural weakness and fear of negative
consequences compared to other regions. This underscores Asselineau et al.’s argument that silence may take
on different forms depending on contextual and environmental conditions (Asselineau et al., 2024). These
regional differences highlight the need for context-specific interventions rather than one-size-fits-all solutions.
In conclusion, the study demonstrates that organizational silence within the Supreme Audit Court of Iran is not
an isolated behavioral issue but rather a systemic outcome of weak communication, centralized structures, poor
culture, fear, and distrust. While the antecedents are largely consistent across regions, the varying intensities
of their effects suggest that tailored strategies are necessary for each regional office. Addressing silence
requires systemic reforms, including strengthening communication, decentralizing structures, cultivating a
culture of trust and openness, and providing employees with psychological safety to express their views
without fear of reprisal.

By bridging qualitative and quantitative insights, this study provides both theoretical and practical
contributions. Theoretically, it validates existing models of organizational silence while adding contextual
evidence from a public audit institution. Practically, it offers policymakers and managers actionable strategies
to reduce silence and leverage employee voice, thereby enhancing organizational transparency, accountability,
and effectiveness.
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