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Abstract

Organizational "silence" represents a critical challenge within educational institutions, ob-
structing the optimal utilization of employees' knowledge and experiences. This study aims to
develop a model for organizational silence within the education sector, employing the Ground-
ed Theory method. Organizational silence, defined as the reluctance of teachers and staff to
voice practical opinions, stems from structural and cultural factors that threaten organizational
development. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 30 cultural experts,
teachers, managers, and employees of the Qom Province General Education Department, se-
lected via purposive sampling. During the open coding phase, 375 conceptual codes, 60 subcat-
egories, and 27 core categories were identified. The findings reveal that organizational silence
manifests in eight distinct types: hegemonic passive silence, hegemonic conservative silence,
hegemonic altruistic silence, strategic passive silence, strategic conservative silence, strate-
gic self-interested silence, emancipatory silence, and ambiguous silence. Furthermore, causal
factors driving silence include "personality weaknesses, inefficient socialization, perceived
insecurity, organizational conformity processes, organizational injustice, toxic management
styles, and fragile organizational identity," which emerge as key triggers of this phenomenon.
Contextual conditions such as "inhibitive organizational culture, support-related frustration,
inefficiency in performance and structural evaluation, and demographic factors," alongside
intervening factors like "anomic organizational conditions, socially undesirable circumstanc-
es, politicization, and lack of institutional autonomy," exacerbate its intensity. In response to
organizational silence, actors adopt one of two strategies: passive acceptance or resistance and
change. The consequences of this phenomenon are categorized across three levels: individual
(e.g. reduced motivation), organizational (e.g. diminished efficiency), and societal (e.g. eroded
public trust). By presenting a comprehensive model, this study facilitates a deeper understand-
ing of organizational silence and offers strategies to address it, underscoring the need to revisit
managerial and cultural structures to mitigate silence and enhance employee participation.
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1. Introduction

In contemporary society, the imperative to leverage human capital and en-
hance efficiency in educational organizations—especially within the public
sector—is more acute than ever. Although employees constitute a critical
resource for problem-solving and performance improvement, many choose,
for a range of reasons, to remain silent in the face of organizational concerns.
This phenomenon, known as organizational silence, denotes the deliberate
withholding of opinions, suggestions, and critical feedback.

Whereas silence once carried a positive connotation—signifying loyalty,
respect, and discipline—it has, over recent decades, been reconceptualized
as a barrier to organizational and social development. In Iran, particularly
within educational institutions, silence has become institutionalized: teach-
ers and staff often refrain from voicing concerns in formal settings. This pat-
tern intensifies under bureaucratic hierarchies and authoritarian managerial
styles that structure organizational life.

In Qom Province, the phenomenon is especially salient in formal meetings,
where teachers and staft avoid expressing dissatisfaction or proposing solu-
tions, reserving such discussions for informal contexts. These practices erode
organizational participation and intrinsic motivation, lower service quality,
and diminish public trust in the educational system. The present study ana-
lyzes the antecedents and consequences of organizational silence in Qom’s
educational sector and proposes avenues for mitigation.

2. Methodology

Guided by an interpretivist paradigm, this study adopts a qualitative design
and employs grounded theory to capture the complexity and multi-dimen-
sionality of organizational silence and to access participants’ lived mean-
ings. This approach is well-suited to uncovering facets of social reality that
are not readily measurable through quantitative methods.

Sampling was purposive followed by theoretical sampling. Participants
comprised 23 teachers, school leaders (principals/vice-principals), stu-
dent-teachers, and administrative officers from the Qom Provincial De-
partment of Education, along with 7 educational experts (total n = 30). The
sample size was determined by theoretical saturation; data collection ceased
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once additional interviews no longer yielded novel categories relevant to the
research questions. Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews.
Data analysis followed Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage coding scheme:
open, axial, and selective coding. This iterative process facilitated the iden-
tification of concepts, the aggregation of subcategories and categories, and,
ultimately, the development of an integrated conceptual model.

3. Findings

A total of 375 concepts were distilled into 60 subcategories and 27 core
categories, forming a paradigmatic model of organizational silence en-
compassing causal, contextual, and intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. Key factors contributing to silence include individual traits
(e.g., low self-efficacy, introversion, Machiavellian tendencies), ineffective
socialization, perceived insecurity, organizational injustice, toxic leadership,
and weak professional or organizational identity. Contextual conditions such
as a hostile cultural climate, poor communication channels, lack of support,
dysfunctional performance appraisal, rigid bureaucracy, and demographic
moderators further reinforce employees’ reluctance to speak up. Partici-
pants employed two main strategies in response: passive accommodation,
through conformity, self-censorship, and performative alignment, or active
resistance, including micro-resistance, peer networking, and occasional
counterproductive tactics when formal avenues were blocked. The conse-
quences span multiple levels: individually, employees experience hopeless-
ness, burnout, and career stagnation; organizationally, silence fosters ritual-
ism, reduced collaboration, poor decision-making, and lower productivity;
societally, it contributes to moral decline and weakened institutional trust.
Overall, organizational silence emerges as a collective phenomenon shaped
by the interaction of personal dispositions, cultural norms, and structural
constraints, producing cascading negative effects across micro, meso, and
macro levels.

4. Conclusion

The study demonstrates that organizational silence in Qom’s educational
sector is a culturally and institutionally constructed phenomenon amplified
by bureaucratic hierarchy, authoritarian leadership, and deficient communi-
cative infrastructures. Antecedents span individual dispositions, silence-cen-

135



Social Problems of Iran, 16(3), Autumn 2025

Kharay

tered socialization, perceived insecurity, and injustice; yet silence often op-
erates as a rational coping strategy to manage risks in constrained settings.
Drawing on interactionist and power/helplessness perspectives, the analysis
locates silence in everyday role expectations, surveillance, and unequal ac-
cess to decision-making.

Mitigation requires rebuilding communicative spaces, cultivating voice-sup-
portive cultures (psychological safety, recognition, and fair appraisal), and
structural reforms that decentralize authority and institutionalize inclusive
participation. Such interventions can shift the system from silence and de-
fensive compliance toward active professional agency and collaborative
problem-solving.

Keywords: Organizational silence, Education organisation, Individual and
organizational consequences, Toxic management style, Organizational in-
justice, Qom province.
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