
 
It was arresting to read in the Times on 19th January that “one in ten business leaders are avoiding meeting 
junior colleagues because they fear false allegations”. This follows a YouGov survey which found that “a 
quarter of leaders ranked reputational damage as one of their top three concerns”. A fifth of leaders 
“admitted trying to ameliorate reputational risk by making ‘safer’ decisions that were not necessarily in the 
best interests of their companies.” 
 
Rather than simply being a sorry state of affairs, this should prompt a more fundamental question: what 
has gone wrong inside organisations if leaders feel safer avoiding their own people than engaging with them 
openly? When fear begins to shape leadership behaviour, the consequences for performance, morale and 
trust are profound. 
 
Being able to communicate openly with the workforce is an essential feature of every successful business.  
 
If managers feel unable to give clear, honest feedback, or employees fear repercussions for speaking 
openly, then something has clearly gone wrong. In such circumstances, the organisation’s culture, 
governance and approach to compliance all merit close scrutiny. 
 
In a well-run company open communication should be encouraged and staff should see that if issues are 
raised, management take them seriously, respond positively, and improvement is seen. Unfortunately, too 
often there is a fear that the response of management to some complaint will result in the staff member 
who raises the issue being punished in some way. 
 
This fear, whether justified or not, quickly suppresses challenge, discourages early intervention, and 
allows problems to fester until they become crises. 
 
The good manager will promote transparency such that employees are encouraged to speak up and know 
that they will receive open and honest feedback if they do. If a difficult business decision, one perhaps not 
universally popular, has to be made, then the manager must explain it to the staff, invite comments, but 
always do the right thing for the company’s benefit.  
 
Leaders who dilute or delay decisions for the sake of a “quiet life” may avoid short-term discomfort, but 
they risk long-term damage to credibility, culture and results; and thus ultimately imperil their tenure and 
legacy. 
 
If, when challenged, by staff, regulators or the media, a leader can demonstrate that robust processes 
were followed, competing views were considered, and the final decision was justified and principled, then 
that leader should be well placed to withstand scrutiny. Hopefully, by communicating openly with the 
workforce and responding to any issues raised, this can be achieved. 
 
All companies have policies and rules that govern the way in which they are to operate. Whilst having 
effective and meaningful policies and rules is essential, equally important in every organisation is the tone 
from the top: leaders not just giving the right messages but showing through their conduct that the rules 
are being followed and adhered to. 
 
Employees pay far more attention to what leaders do under pressure than to what policies say on paper. 
 
In our work with many major international companies we have worked with leaders to help them 
communicate effectively with employees throughout their organisation, achieve transparency and create 
the right mood so that staff are not afraid to speak up and difficult business decisions are not shunned. 
Reviewing the policies and rules is just the beginning.  
 
The real test of a well-run organisation is whether people instinctively do the right thing, without hesitation 
and without fear, and treat colleagues with respect at every level. Our role is to help companies achieve 
that. 
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