
1 

The role of deliberate silence in institutional change 

 

Dennis C. Jancsary 
University of Liverpool Management School & WU Vienna University of Economics and 
Business 
dennis.jancsary@liverpool.ac.uk  
ORCID: 0000-0002-7836-4133 
 

 

Author Accepted Manuscript 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

In this article, I develop insights into deliberate silence as a facilitator of institutional change. I 
argue that deliberate silence constitutes a form of text that can influence dynamics of discourse 
positions and discourse content, thereby affecting relationships among relevant actors as well as 
institutional dynamics. This makes it a useful resource for change proponents located at the center 
of fields to inconspicuously shift voice towards more peripheral allies, facilitate the visibility of 
problematizations and novel theorizations, and mitigate the effect of defense strategies from central 
opponents of change. Starting from a basic discourse-based model of institutional change, I show 
how a systematic acknowledgement of deliberate silence facilitates a better understanding of 
discursive dynamics. Specifically, I synthesize four types of deliberate silence (activating, 
suppressing, affirming, and concealing) in institutional change processes and model a set of 
communication strategies based on these types of silence that support change in various ways. 
These ideas contribute to existing literature by suggesting novel ways of understanding how actors 
navigate barriers to institutional change, and how interactions between different types of actors 
during institutional dynamics unfold.  
 

Keywords: 
Silence, institutions, institutional change, transformation, discourse, vocabularies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



2 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the past decades, theories of institutional change have become ever more elaborate (for 

overviews, see Hampel, Lawrence, & Tracey, 2017; Hardy & Maguire, 2017; Micelotta, 

Lounsbury, & Greenwood, 2017). This literature has established that discourse and communication 

play an important role in institutional dynamics (e.g., Cornelissen, Durand, Fiss, Lammers, & 

Vaara, 2015). Interestingly, such work has almost exclusively focused on talk (speech and writing), 

while outside of institutional theory, a nascent literature (e.g., Dupret, 2019; Edmondson & 

Besieux, 2021; Vu & Fan, 2022) explores how actors can employ silence to facilitate change. Most 

basically, silence is “the absence of speech, which can either take the form of pauses or of instances 

of talk in which certain topics are avoided” (Mayar & Schulte, 2022: 5). Against the backdrop of 

substantial work on discourse and institutional change on the one hand, and recent insights into the 

relevance of silence for creativity and change, on the other, the lack of attention to the use of silence 

by institutional change agents seems striking. I suggest that a focus on silence has the potential to 

more thoroughly and systematically explain institutional change based on previously unobserved 

(and un-theorized) forms of communicative action. 

In this article, I take a field-level perspective and develop novel theory on how proponents 

of institutional change who are centrally positioned in their respective fields (e.g., regulators, 

professional associations, or industry champions) can employ silence deliberately to enhance 

opportunities for transformation. While central actors usually benefit from existing institutional 

arrangements, they may become change proponents when they perceive the need to solve problems 

or reduce uncertainties (Hardy & Maguire, 2017). Alternatively, their motivations can also be more 

modest. Understanding institutional change as episodes in ongoing processes of reproduction and 

adaptation (e.g., Dorado, 2005; Gondo & Amis, 2013; Meyer, 2019) suggests that even central 

actors are enmeshed in webs of interactions. Caught in the currents, they may find that supporting 
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change is inevitable to protect their position (Maguire & Hardy, 2009). They may also believe that 

supporting change will improve their position vis-à-vis equally central peers.  

While the role of central proponents as highly visible change agents is thoroughly researched, 

they may sometimes wish to avoid becoming vocal champions of change, either because they want 

to preserve plausible deniability if the change effort fails, or because open engagement could be 

viewed as hypocritical by audiences (Carlos & Lewis, 2018). Additionally, their embeddedness in 

existing institutional arrangements restricts their capacity to trigger truly transformative change by 

making it difficult for them to perceive alternative solutions (Maguire & Hardy, 2017; Voronov & 

Yorks, 2015). Even if they do pick up revolutionary ideas from outside, they are likely to translate 

these ideas in ways that align with current institutional frameworks (e.g., Meyer & Höllerer, 2010) 

or business as usual (e.g., Wright & Nyberg, 2017), thereby decreasing their transformative 

potential and opening avenues for co-optation by opponents (e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 2009). To 

navigate these barriers to change, central proponents may resort to carefully employed silence.  

When work in institutional theory encounters silence, it is mostly seen as a resource for 

institutional maintenance (e.g., Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Coraiola & Derry, 2020; Harmon, 2019). 

Much less, however, is known about when and how proponents of change may deliberately engage 

in silence to support change. To complement and extend nascent work in management research on 

silence as a force of change, I draw inspiration from insights in linguistics and communication 

studies that show how deliberate silence is a potentially powerful form of communication rather 

than its absence. Contrary to incidental silence (e.g., irrelevance of speech), it carries meaning; 

contrary to unintentional (e.g., anxiety or lack of knowledge) and involuntary (e.g., prohibition of 

speech) silence, it does not indicate a lack of voice but constitutes a form of exercising voice 

(Ephratt, 2021). Such deliberate silence may, for instance, open space for new ideas (Scott, 2019), 

but it may also discourage others from speaking (Dimitrov, 2018). It is therefore reasonable to 
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expect that the deliberate silence of central change proponents – in specific situations – may support 

the change efforts of more peripheral change agents with restricted voice and/or weaken the defense 

strategies of central opponents of change.  

There is, accordingly, much potential in theorizing more systematically how deliberate 

silence – as alternative and complement to speech – can support the achievement of discursive 

outcomes that facilitate institutional change. Against this backdrop, the objective of this article is 

to develop theory on when and in what ways deliberate silence of central change proponents 

supports institutional change efforts across different actors and phases of change. I draw on 

insights from linguistics and communication theory to develop different types of deliberate silence 

and show how they support institutional change when employed in communication strategies.  

The insights offered here contribute to existing literature in several ways. First, by developing 

types of deliberate silence of central change proponents (activating, suppressing, affirming, and 

concealing) and connecting them to discursive dynamics through communication strategies, I 

theorize a place for deliberate silence in institutional change and show how silence may be 

preferable to speech-based strategies in certain situations. Second, these ideas provide novel 

insights into how change agents overcome barriers to change by complementing existing 

catalogues of strategies with much-needed theorizations of the less visible side of change efforts. 

Third, outlining how deliberate silence of central proponents affects other relevant actors supports 

efforts to better model interactions between various types of actors during institutional change. 

 

STATE OF THE ART AND CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS 

As a basis for my theory development, I review existing literature from three vantage points. First, 

I show how organization research has treated silence. Second, I complement this literature by 

unpacking deliberate silence based on insights from linguistics and communication theory. Third, 
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I give a brief account of existing work on the role of discourse in institutional dynamics, thereby 

providing foundational definitions and a starting model of institutional change.  

 

The Status of Silence in Organization and Management Research 

Existing literature on silence in organization and management research exhibits a generative 

tension. The dominant view casts silence as a source of enforced (or, at least, pre-reflexive) 

stabilization, which has led critics to bemoan that it is predominantly understood as negative 

(Saintot & Lehtonen, 2024), as “exclusionary, oppressive, needing to be overcome, and as a 

strategy to resist oppression” (Bigo, 2018: 121) – or simply as “a mundane form of non-

communication” (Dupret, 2019: 681). Intra-organizationally, substantial work (e.g., Bowen & 

Blackmon, 2003; Brown & Coupland, 2005; Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Sherf, Parke, & Isaakyan, 

2021) highlights the inertia created by employee hesitancy to relay information. Inter-

organizationally, stability is maintained when organizations remain silent to prevent being seen as 

hypocritical (Carlos & Lewis, 2018), to avoid signals that do not offer sufficient distinction (e.g., 

Gehman & Grimes, 2017), or to support “forgetting work” regarding past misbehaviors (e.g., 

Coraiola & Derry, 2020). Critical approaches (e.g., Mumby & Stohl, 1991; Simpson & Lewis, 

2005) show how silence stabilizes discourses and related power structures, while institutional 

theory implies that it maintains institutional arrangements. Organizations conceal the decoupling 

of formal structures and practice through silence (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). With increasing levels 

of institutionalization, silence replaces explicit justification (Green, 2004). Breaking the silence on 

institutionalized assumptions destabilizes arrangements (Harmon, 2019); conversely, the 

suppression of deviant legitimacy judgments stabilizes the social order (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). 

Increasing critique of such one-sided view of silence has instigated a small but generative 

wave of more recent work – mostly on the individual and intra-organizational level – that suggests 
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how actors may employ silence deliberately to create desirable outcomes and support creativity, 

learning, and change. Such work has identified pro-social motives for silence (e.g., van Dyne, Ang, 

& Botero, 2003) and benefits of silence for enabling organizational change (e.g., Edmondson & 

Besieux, 2021). Dupret (2019) argues that silence distributes authority and decision-making 

processes, thereby creating new realities and engendering organizational change. Bigo (2018) 

stresses the positive and enabling aspects of silence as a source of creativity. Along similar lines, 

Saintot and Lehtonen (2024) frame silence as a distinct mode of communication that can support 

the emergence of novel meanings. Vu and Fan (2022) argue that the emancipatory dimensions of 

silence can engender reflexivity and transformation, and De Vaujany and Aroles (2019) contend 

that active silence can facilitate learning. Scattered ideas on the role of silence in change also exist 

in institutional theory. Gümüsay, Raynard, Albu, Etter, and Roulet (2022) show how visibilization 

and silencing may both open and close discursive spaces in institutional processes. Creed (2003) 

suggests that both voice and silence are features of agency and self-authorship and have ambiguous 

roles in institutional change. Relatedly, Jarvis, Goodrick, and Hudson (2019) find that the strategic 

suppression of emotional displays can support institutional work. Finally, Clemente and Roulet 

(2015) elaborate how spirals of silence may lead to the erosion of institutional arrangements when 

custodians increasingly refrain from defending or reproducing them.  

Unfortunately, insights into silence as a potential resource for change are severely limited. In 

institutional theory (with the abovementioned exceptions), silence is seen as stabilizing, and, at 

best, incidental to change. Even in the broader conversation, silence is primarily studied as either 

a state or as involuntary. Work on deliberate silence obscures its versatility by commonly focusing 

on specific effects (such as creativity or reflexivity; for an exception, see Edmondson & Besieux, 

2021). Most importantly, existing literature offers almost no systematic insights (except for Saintot 

& Lehtonen, 2024) into silence as communication. Accordingly, it is ill-suited to explaining the 
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role of deliberate silence in discursive institutional change. I thus turn to linguistics and 

communication theory to address these conceptual gaps in institutional understandings of 

deliberately employed silence. 

 

Unpacking Deliberate Silence: A Brief Detour to Linguistics and Communication Studies 

Linguistics and communication studies provide excellent resources for understanding silence as a 

deliberate communicative act. From such perspective, deliberate silence is characterized as 

communicative participation in a debate rather than a form of exit. This implies that it is an 

alternative as well as a complement to speech (e.g., pauses or avoidance of topics). It is also relevant 

for the respective debate, meaning that it makes a difference (e.g., Bilmes, 1994). “Only when a 

thinkable alternative occurs to us will we begin to perceive its absence as meaningful” (Schröter & 

Taylor, 2018: 6). Finally, although deliberate silence stems from a specific addresser, it is a social 

achievement in that it requires at least one addressee who perceives, interprets, and reacts to it (e.g., 

Schröter, 2013). Silence is not a stimulus with a fixed response; addressees are centrally involved 

in realizing its effects, although this cannot be exhaustively explored here. 

Deliberate silence needs to be distinguished from incidental silence, which manifests when 

no communication situation exists (e.g., a lone person in the office), or when a topic is considered 

irrelevant (Schröter, 2013; Zerubavel, 2006). Deliberate silence is also different from unintentional 

silence, which happens when an actor cannot speak (e.g., due to a lack of knowledge or a 

psychological state; see, e.g., Kurzon, 1998). Finally, deliberate silence excludes being silenced 

and lacking voice (e.g., Jaworski, 1993). Instead, it is a form of exercising voice. An additional 

distinction must be made to acts of silencing, where silence is kept by the addressee, not the 

addresser. However, silencing can be supported through deliberate silence, as will be discussed 

later. Accordingly, silence is deliberate when the addresser could but decides not to speak (e.g., 
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Ephratt, 2021; Scott, 2019). While such focus excludes a substantial number of reasons to remain 

silent, it is particularly suitable for theorizing how central change proponents can convey specific 

meanings and achieve different effects in institutional change without resorting to speech.  

Institutional theory understands texts as symbolic expressions that become accessible to 

others (Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004). Deliberate silence is “not only a void but also a 

presence of meaning, communication, intention, and power” (Mayar & Schulte, 2022: 2). 

Absences, like presences, are accessible to others and can carry shared meaning. Jaworski (2006) 

shows how silence fulfills the criteria for complete language systems: it can refer to nonlinguistic 

social reality, manage relations and organize textual coherence. Similarly, Ephratt (2021) argues 

that silence can constitute iconic (e.g., the unsaid), indexical (e.g., pauses) or symbolic (e.g., 

eloquent silence) signs. The question of which meanings silence conveys, however, is less 

straightforward. Following previous work in institutional theory (e.g., Lefsrud, Graves, & Phillips, 

2020; Meyer, Jancsary, Höllerer, & Boxenbaum, 2018), I draw on social semiotics (e.g., van 

Leeuwen, 2005) to assess the meaning potential of communicative acts. In social semiotics, 

outcomes of meaning-making depend on three aspects (Halliday & Hasan, 1989): the text itself as 

the instantiation of intended meaning(s), the context of situation (characteristics of the immediate 

situation of text use), and the context of culture (the cultural arrangements in which the situation is 

embedded). Since this article focuses on the field level, I restrict theory development to the context 

of culture. Situational factors may play a role on the interactional level (e.g., Schröter, 2013) but 

need to be excluded in favor of parsimony. Common dimensions of text and context discussed in 

linguistics and communication studies as a basis for the interpretation and effects of deliberate 

silence are provided in Table 1.  

  



9 

------------------------------------------------------ 
INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------------------ 

For instance, it makes a difference whether an actor does not speak at all or omits certain topics 

from speech, whether their silence is short or permanent, whether others have the power to speak 

up or not, who knows about the things that remain unspoken, whether silence is expected or 

surprising, and whether it conventionally signals support or punishment. These features provide 

helpful building blocks for modelling the different uses of deliberate silence during institutional 

change. First, however, I review literature on the discursive elements and dynamics of institutional 

change as the basic framework into which I then integrate deliberate silence. 

 

Established Insights on the Role of Discourse in Institutional Change 

Much work has explored the discursive aspects of institutions (e.g., Cornelissen et al., 2015; Green 

& Li, 2011; Suddaby, 2011). In brief, this literature argues that social reality is constructed 

communicatively (Luckmann, 2006) and that institutions are discursive accomplishments (e.g., Li, 

2017). Discourses are shared stocks of knowledge with consequences for sensemaking, behavior, 

and identity; they are reproduced and changed through communication, that is, the production and 

consumption of texts (Phillips et al., 2004). Figure 1 summarizes how established work 

conceptualizes the interplay between actors and discourses that generates institutional dynamics 

(e.g., Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Meyer et al., 2018; Phillips et al., 2004).  

------------------------------------------------------ 
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------------------ 

Actors. The totality of relevant actors that constitute an organizational field (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983) can be mapped along two dimensions (see top of Figure 1). First, actors’ position 

within the field structure (central or peripheral) confers access to resources and opportunities to 
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exert power over the field (Hardy & Maguire, 2017). Second, their attitude towards institutional 

change (e.g., Battilana, Leca, & Boxenbaum, 2009; Micelotta et al., 2017) distinguishes proponents 

from opponents of change. Peripheral actors often lack the visibility, standing, and resources 

required for disrupting institutional arrangements. In contrast, central actors (e.g., regulators, 

industry champions, or other influential field members) have privileged access to resources, 

information, and voice. At the same time, peripheral actors are less institutionally embedded and 

therefore more likely to seek out and benefit from change (e.g., Höllerer, 2013). Central actors, on 

the other hand, may oppose change when their investment in existing arrangements impedes their 

reflexivity (Voronov & Yorks, 2015) and inclination to support change. Nevertheless, both central 

and peripheral actors can have attitudes for or against change and interact in various ways to 

negotiate institutional arrangements (e.g., Clemente & Roulet, 2015; Jarvis et al., 2019; Suddaby 

& Greenwood, 2005; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). 

Central actors who aim to change institutions (central proponents) are often labeled 

institutional entrepreneurs (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2017); while central opponents are dubbed 

institutional guardians (e.g., DeJordy, 2010) or custodians (e.g., Dacin, Dacin, & Kent, 2019). Both 

entrepreneurs and guardians/custodians have the resources and standing to influence others in the 

field.1 In contrast, peripheral actors contribute to change (peripheral proponents) and maintenance 

(peripheral opponents) through collective and distributed action, which is sometimes labeled 

institutional work (e.g., Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). While competitions between proponents and 

opponents are well studied, interactions among central and peripheral actors with the same attitude 

towards change have been examined in less detail (see, e.g., Hampel et al., 2017; Montgomery & 

 
1 I am aware that ‘institutional entrepreneur’ has sometimes been used for actors maintaining institutions (Hardy & 
Maguire, 2017), while ‘institutional custodians’ can also renew institutions (Montgomery & Dacin, 2020). However, 
for clarity, I use the terms in their ideal-typical meanings. 
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Dacin, 2020). In this article, the focus is on communication strategies of central proponents, and 

how these shape relationships with peripheral proponents and central opponents. Peripheral 

opponents as discursively passive actors are not discussed in detail. Interactions between types of 

actors manifest in competing texts which influence discourses (arrow 1 in Figure 1; see Phillips et 

al., 2004), resulting in struggles over meaning. In these discursive battles, two interrelated 

dimensions drive institutional dynamics. 

Discourse. I conceptualize discourses in terms of dynamics on a relational dimension 

(discourse positions) and on an ideational dimension (discourse content). On the relational 

dimension, the relative positioning of actors in discursive arenas affects their communicative 

behavior. Actors can occupy specific positions from which they can speak with different degrees 

of authority (e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 2009). Discourse positions are valid primarily in a specific 

debate (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2010); they constitute a distinct perspective on an issue and confer 

a certain degree of voice, that is, a (potentially contested) right to access and speak within arenas 

(e.g., Meyer & Höllerer, 2010). Field position and discourse position need not align; for instance, 

central field actors can be excluded from certain arenas (e.g., collusions among peripheral actors), 

and peripheral field actors can force their way into arenas (e.g., unauthorized protests; viral social 

media campaigns).  

On the ideational dimension, discourses can be characterized by their content, that is, the 

vocabularies deemed adequate for characterizing issues (e.g., Brown, Ainsworth, & Grant, 2012; 

Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) and justifying goals and actions (Creed, Scully, & Austin, 2002; 

Meyer, 2014). While discourse positions define who can legitimately speak, the visibility of 

discourse content indicates what can be legitimately voiced. The two dimensions are strongly 

interrelated (see feedback loops 2 in Figure 1). When proponents of change achieve more 

prominent discourse positions, this facilitates the introduction of new vocabularies, which, in turn, 
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further strengthens the respective discourse positions (Maguire & Hardy, 2009). Accordingly, 

proponents and opponents of institutional change employ communication strategies to strengthen 

their discourse positions and increase the visibility of their vocabularies.  

Institutional dynamics. Prior work has established different phases of institutional change 

(e.g., Greenwood et al., 2002; Meyer et al., 2018). While institutional dynamics are ongoing 

processes (e.g., Meyer, 2019), the distinction of phases facilitates an appreciation of the evolving 

discursive requirements for change. Existing research indicates a process (arrow 3 in Figure 1) 

whereby, first, change proponents must achieve institutional disruption to “disturb the socially 

constructed field-level consensus” (Greenwood et al., 2002: 60) and initiate de-institutionalization. 

In the absence of external jolts, proponents of change become “active exploiters of social 

contradictions” (Seo & Creed, 2002: 230). Disruption involves a pluralization of discourse 

positions and a problematization of discourse content (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2010; Maguire & 

Hardy, 2009). After successful disruption, change proponents need to engage in institutional 

reconstruction2, that is, mobilization for alternative systems of meaning that may move new 

institutional arrangements towards relative stability (Seo & Creed, 2002). This involves a 

convergence of discourse positions in alignment with novel theorizations of discourse content, 

where new arrangements are “compellingly presented as more appropriate than existing practices” 

(Greenwood et al., 2002: 60; see also Strang & Meyer, 1993). I do not cover a third phase (re-

institutionalization), in which the role of silence is broadly acknowledged (e.g., Green, 2004). 

Finally, these institutional dynamics may change both the position and attitude of actors in the field 

 
2 I understand reconstruction as used by Seo and Creed (2002) to encompass both pre-institutionalization and semi-
institutionalization (Meyer et al., 2018), or pre-institutionalization and theorization (Greenwood et al., 2002), 
respectively. 
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(arrow 4 in Figure 1) In the following, I develop different ways in which deliberate silence can 

extend our insights into the dynamics of this basic model. 

 

THE EFFECTS OF DELIBERATE SILENCE ON INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE 

In December 2017, Rishabh Sinha wrote on Quartz India: 

“Unlike its counterparts elsewhere who have banned or otherwise severely restricted the use 
of cryptocurrencies, the RBI’s [Reserve Bank of India’s] studied silence is arguably 
progressive in nature, letting the technology play out in the market while the stakes are 
relatively low. 

This has allowed the emergence of a nascent yet vibrant industry in India centered around 
developing blockchain technology, which underlies cryptocurrencies. However, the RBI’s 
continued silence (by design it seems), is now stalling the growth of the industry by creating 
legal ambiguity” (Sinha, 2017). 

 

This vignette suggests different ways in which the deliberate silence of central actors becomes 

relevant in the context of institutional change. As such, it provides an intriguing – if anecdotal – 

starting point for more systematic theory development. First, the author implies that the silence of 

the RBI is multilayered: on the one hand, the RBI employs silence by not speaking publicly about 

cryptocurrencies, which is mirrored by apparent inaction (lack of regulation); on the other hand, 

the RBI does not account for the reasons behind its silence. Second, it is noteworthy that the RBI’s 

silence is qualified as studied, implying deliberate intent, and as progressive, suggesting that it is 

supportive of change. Third, it is suggested that the same silence of the RBI generates different 

outcomes over time. 

To better explain such observations as the RBI vignette, I extend existing models of 

institutional change. My suggestions cover fields that include at least some central proponents of 

change who – due to their institutional embeddedness – lack the expertise, vocabularies, and/or 

perceived authenticity to drive change efforts. Additional premises are the existence of peripheral 

proponents (e.g., Battilana et al., 2009) capable of and willing to openly problematize the status 
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quo and theorize innovative paths forward as well as the availability of alternative vocabularies 

from institutional contradictions within the field (Seo & Creed, 2002), or from permeable 

boundaries to adjacent fields (Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). 

------------------------------------------------------ 
INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------------------ 

Figure 2 provides visual guidance through my subsequent arguments on how deliberate 

silence of central proponents can affect the dynamics of discourse positions and discourse content, 

thereby enabling “the emergence of both new subject positions and new bodies of knowledge” 

(Maguire & Hardy, 2009: 170). My arguments lead through Figure 2 by starting with the relational 

dimension, then moving to the ideational dimension. For each, I first review preconditions of 

institutional change: pluralization and convergence of discourse positions on the relational 

dimension, problematization and novel theorizations of discourse content on the ideational 

dimension (see the various white boxes in Figure 2). I then develop relevant types of deliberate 

silence (dark grey boxes) from these preconditions. Types are distinguished, on the relational 

dimension, based on how they influence the enactment of voice, or, on the ideational dimension, 

how they influence the visibility of vocabularies. Additionally, on both dimensions, types of silence 

differ in whether they support or obstruct specific actors and/or their efforts (see Table 2). Finally, 

I model communication strategies (light grey boxes) employing distinct types of silence to facilitate 

specific discursive outcomes, that is, the achievement of the respective preconditions.  

------------------------------------------------------ 
INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

------------------------------------------------------ 

In this way, Figure 2 extends Figure 1 by zooming in on discourse and introducing silence. 

Discourse positions are affected by activating (T1) and suppressing (T2) silence, while discourse 

content is affected by affirming (T3) and concealing (T4) silence. The black, vertical arrows 
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originating from types of silence indicate communication strategies (light grey boxes) employing 

the respective silence as a form of text production to affect discursive outcomes on the two 

dimensions. Change moves through the two phases of disruption and reconstruction from left to 

right (horizontal arrow at the center). As discussed earlier, the relational and ideational dimension 

constantly interact (feedback loops; see e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 2009).  

 

The Relational Dimension: Effects of Deliberate Silence on Discourse Positions 

Preconditions of institutional change. Discourse positions represent different perspectives and 

degrees of authority (Maguire & Hardy, 2006; Meyer & Höllerer, 2010), thereby reproducing 

power relations by assigning and denying voice (Hardy & Maguire, 2010). A precondition for 

institutional disruption is therefore that discourse positions are pluralized (Maguire & Hardy, 2009; 

Suddaby & Viale, 2011, altering the scope of enactment of voice for challengers (indicated by 

expanding arrows around the box ‘pluralization of discourse positions’ in Figure 2). During 

subsequent reconstruction, a convergence to a new dominant configuration is required (indicated 

by contracting arrows around the box ‘convergence of discourse positions’). Convergence reduces 

contestation and re-establishes the coherence and structure of discourse (Phillips et al., 2004), thus 

preventing enduring uncertainty introduced by pluralization, and precluding central opponents 

from co-opting innovative ideas.  

There are various reasons for central proponents to support pluralization and convergence of 

discourse positions from backstage (i.e., through carefully employed silence). For instance, since 

peripheral proponents of change are more likely to offer compelling problematizations and 

theorizations, central proponents may want to “let someone who is more credible than we are take 

ownership of our message” (Dimitrov, 2018: 84). Additionally, avoiding explicit commitment to 
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fledgling change agendas may also reduce threats to central proponents’ standing and the perceived 

authenticity of change efforts. 

Relevant types of silence. Just like speech, silence can “get others to do things” (Ephratt, 

2021: 266), that is, influence behavior. Accordingly, silence is inherently linked to discourse 

positions and power (Watts, 1997). Jaworski (1993) mentions that silence keeps conversations 

going, prohibits, or ends them, thereby establishing, prolonging, or discontinuing engagement. Two 

types of deliberate silence of central proponents can influence the enactment of voice by peripheral 

proponents and central opponents, thereby subtly shifting the structure (degrees of pluralization 

and convergence) of discourse positions. 

 

Type 1: ‘Activating silence’ is defined as a type of deliberate silence that signals opportunities 

for others to exercise their voice. 

 

Silence affords opportunities to speak for peripheral actors when an expected speaker yields 

the floor. Such activating silence means not speaking out to let others fill the respective space 

(Scott, 2019). In this way, a central actor may allow peripheral actors to be heard. It is employed 

by actors holding the floor to activate those whom the silence addresses (Ephratt, 2021: 268). To 

do so, it must be perceived as a deliberate invitation and exhibit certain characteristics (see Table 

1). To reduce barriers to the exercise of voice (e.g., Bowen & Blackmon, 2003), the absence of 

speech is most effective, but the avoidance of certain topics may be sufficient to generate 

participation, for instance, when it is understood to communicate a lack of expertise. The duration 

of such silence needs to be finite, clarifying that the silent actor has not disengaged from the 

conversation completely. Finally, the power asymmetry should not be too high, so peripheral actors 

feel comfortable filling the silence. In the opening vignette, the RBI, which initially remained silent 
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about novel developments in the field of cryptocurrency, allowed for a broad and potentially more 

innovative debate. 

 

Type 2: ‘Suppressing silence’ is defined as a type of deliberate silence that signals refusal to 

engage with others. 

 

Conversely, just as speech can prevent or end interaction, so can deliberate silence. Such 

suppressing silence involves disengaging from others to express disagreement or dissatisfaction 

with the intent to punish and/or correct behavior (Ephratt, 2021) and prevent further debate. Jensen 

(1973) illustrates this with a refusal to laugh at an offensive joke, which is followed by awkward 

silence from other participants. Again, such silence is usually characterized by the absence of 

speech (suffocating a conversation) or the absence of content (denying opportunities to speak about 

a specific topic). Suppressing silence stems from a position of power and is a strategy of “influence 

without violence” (Dimitrov, 2018: 166). At least, power should be distributed equally. Suppressing 

silence is usually prolonged or even permanent and facilitated in contexts in which the conventional 

meaning of silence is disagreement. The continued silence of the RBI in the opening vignette 

eventually creating legal ambiguity is an example. 

I will now specify how activating and suppressing silence can be employed in communication 

strategies by central proponents of change to support institutional dynamics during both disruption 

(pluralization of discourse positions) and reconstruction (convergence of discourse positions). 

Communication strategies employing activating silence. Through what I label tacit 

solicitation, central proponents can employ activating silence to pluralize discourse positions for 

disruption. Such silence may generate novel discourse positions for peripheral proponents that 

grant them voice (Seo & Creed, 2002) and make them “feel comfortable producing texts that 
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challenge existing meanings” (Hardy & Maguire, 2010: 1385). If successful, this empowers 

peripheral proponents to problematize the status quo, thereby reducing the coherence of the 

discourse (Phillips et al., 2004; Maguire & Hardy, 2009), which further facilitates disruption.  

By not exercising their voice when expected to, central proponents can create “a space of 

vagueness” (Vu & Fan, 2022: 310), thereby soliciting peripheral allies to take the stage and 

“question, refine, or criticize” (Saintot & Lehtonen, 2024: 69). Openly empowering peripheral 

proponents would constitute a clear act of taking sides and might trigger immediate resistance from 

central opponents. When central opponents have considerable influence, more subtle approaches 

to mobilization are needed (Mair & Seelos, 2016). Tacitly soliciting peripheral proponents’ voices 

through activating silence opens new discourse positions through self-decentralization, thereby 

supporting a pluralization of discourse positions. It also hampers counter-mobilization from central 

opponents by becoming observable only after peripheral proponents have already taken the stage.  

To illustrate, I abstract from, and fictionalize, the initial vignette. We can see how central 

banks that wish to support institutional change in the monetary system can employ activating 

silence towards peripheral actors who try to push technological and governance innovations such 

as cryptocurrencies. Even if the central bank lacks the necessary technical expertise and does not 

have a good standing among other change agents, it can support these change efforts by not 

immediately taking a stance. This will offer innovators opportunities to develop and present their 

arguments, endowing them with novel discourse positions. 

Second, central proponents can employ activating silence in a communication strategy of 

tacit promotion to re-focus discourse positions (convergence) during reconstruction, when 

peripheral proponents start theorizing novel institutional arrangements. There is some risk that after 

successful disruption, contradictory theorizations emerge across different communities of 

peripheral change proponents (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2010; Meyer & Höllerer, 2010). While 
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disruption benefits from multi-pronged problematizations, reconstruction sometimes requires that 

change agents converge on central ideas, so that the new discourse can become coherent again 

(Philips et al., 2004). Tacit promotion can support such an objective. 

Activating silence can signal favorites among peripheral proponents. For instance, central 

proponents can challenge discourse positions (e.g., on [social] media forums or at associational 

meetings) of less preferred allies (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2010), gently nudging them to join forces 

with favored proponents, whose discursive spaces are left undisturbed as attractive opportunities 

for reflexivity and creativity (e.g., Bigo, 2018; Vu & Fan, 2022). In this way, activating silence – 

yielding the floor to some but not to others – can foreground the voice of specific proponents 

without openly joining them. Tacitly promoting their voice incentivizes convergence by favoring 

their position over others. It allows preferred peripheral proponents to solidify their positions before 

central proponents join them openly while affording central proponents a fragile perception as 

allies to secure their central position post-change. 

To illustrate, continuing the fictional example above, as theorizations of cryptocurrencies 

evolve, central banks may find that more radical (e.g., anti-fiat and anti-state) positions within the 

crypto community constitute threats to their central position. By changing their relational and 

discursive engagement with radicals and actively rejecting their problematizations while remaining 

silent towards more moderate positions, central banks can nudge radical proponents to converge 

with moderate ones to secure ‘small wins’. Since the central bank does not openly endorse the 

moderate position, such convergence may be possible for radicals without losing face. 

Communication strategies employing suppressing silence. Central opponents of change will 

try to defend existing institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) and prevent a shift of voice towards 

peripheral proponents. Proponents of change may attempt to frustrate such defense strategies by 

attacking opponents’ expertise and authority (Lefsrud & Meyer, 2012) or the incumbent knowledge 
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that supports them (Suddaby and Viale, 2011). Central proponents can employ suppressing silence 

to obstruct central opponents and support institutional disruption and subsequent reconstruction.  

During the disruption phase, such silence – if successful – can challenge the discourse 

positions of opponents and reduce the degree to which opponents’ voices can drown out those of 

peripheral proponents, thereby supporting pluralization. I label such communication strategy tacit 

disregard. By disregarding the perspectives of central opponents, central proponents signal 

disassociation (Ephratt, 2021: 268). Additionally, if central proponents have partial or full control 

over communication channels, non-engagement may exclude opponents from certain arenas. As 

Dimitrov (2015: 647) argues, “[d]iscourse transformation often takes place through disengagement 

and non-dialogue”. Disengagement through silence challenges discourse positions while obscuring 

central proponents’ involvement and relieving them “not only of the need to admit using it but also 

of the need to accept responsibility” (Ephratt, 2021: 269). By stifling organized defense from 

central opponents, it indirectly supports the pluralization of discourse positions. Additionally, it 

prevents central proponents from having to openly debate with – and therefore indirectly giving 

voice to – their opponents. Unless central proponents are in a very powerful position, silence may 

therefore be preferable to open conflict. 

To illustrate, central banks’ prolonged silence towards prominent opponents of 

cryptocurrency (e.g., some political parties and industry associations) will likely eventually signal 

that they do not intend to openly oppose ongoing developments in the crypto community. Such 

‘silent treatment’, if unexpected, may hamper opponents’ efforts to counter-mobilize and signal to 

the broader field that there is a window of opportunity for change. Suppressing silence in this 

example could be active (not seeking opponents’ expertise) or reactive (ignoring their attempts at 

mobilization/lobbying). In any case, such silence will likely be experienced as disruptive. 
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When peripheral proponents start theorizing alternative institutional arrangements during the 

reconstruction phase, central proponents can employ suppressing silence to reject undesired 

discourse positions, thereby supporting convergence. Although central opponents are already 

weakened in this phase, opportunities for translations that decrease the transformative character of 

change agendas remain (e.g., Claus, Greenwood, & Mgoo, 2021; Wright & Nyberg, 2017). 

Arguably, the various business cases for progressive practices (for corporate social responsibility, 

see, e.g., Bondy, Moon, & Matten, 2012) are examples of co-optation qua translation as they 

reaffirm established authorities. If successful, suppressing silence can ward off co-optation from 

central opponents, but also stem unhelpful contributions from specific peripheral proponents that 

might delay or dilute novel theorizations. I label this communication strategy tacit repudiation. 

The affordances of suppressing silence lend themselves to complementing activating silence 

in attempts to achieve a convergence of discourse positions. Non-engagement with actors who 

threaten to co-opt emerging theorizations signals that their perspectives are not appreciated (e.g., 

Jensen, 1973; see also Jaworski, 1993). It supports taboos (Hudson & Okhuysen, 2014) and 

“discourse expulsion” (Leander, 2002) of actors occupying opposing positions. If successful, tacit 

repudiation may even initiate spirals of silence, that is, self-silencing of actors who feel that they 

are in the minority (Clemente & Roulet, 2015). In contrast to tacit disregard, it has a more openly 

exclusionary rather than ambiguously defensive character and marks the shift to new power 

structures. Different from open ostracization, it avoids the need for explicit argument and debate, 

and therefore the reproduction of undesired vocabularies. 

Thus, in my example, if opponents realize that cryptocurrencies cannot be fully prevented, 

they may attempt to minimize their impact, for instance by coupling them to existing values, 

practices, and governance mechanisms (e.g., Marti, Lawrence, & Steele, 2024). To the extent that 

their cooperation or at least endorsement is needed, non-engagement of central banks with such 
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attempts (e.g., declining invitations for opponents’ events, failing to coordinate with opponents 

before public statements) may prevent co-optation or at least delay opponents until proponents are 

able to mobilize more broadly for their own theorizations. 

 

The Ideational Perspective: Effects of Deliberate Silence on Discourse Content 

Preconditions of institutional change. I now move from a focus on degrees of pluralization and 

convergence of discourse positions to matters of discourse content (bottom of Figure 2), that is, 

how settled understandings are problematized, and new ideas are subsequently theorized. From an 

ideational perspective, shortcomings of existing institutional arrangements need to be connected to 

suggestions for new roles and practices (Strang & Meyer, 1993), which means changes in the 

visibility of different vocabularies. A crucial precondition for institutional disruption is the 

diffusion of problematizations that emphasize the ineffectiveness and/or inappropriateness of 

existing practices (Maguire & Hardy, 2009; see the lightning bolts that dissolve respective box in 

Figure 2). These problematizations need to be fundamental and holistic to avoid generating “partial 

solutions that address the immediate problems” without “ever addressing the underlying 

contradictions themselves” (Seo & Creed, 2002: 239). Subsequently, institutional reconstruction 

requires the development of novel theorizations that may eventually institutionalize (e.g., 

Greenwood et al., 2002). In Figure 2, such theorization is depicted as the solidification of a new 

box that only partially overlaps with previous one. This involves an increase in novel vocabularies 

(e.g., Jones, Maoret, Massa, & Svejenova, 2012; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) as well as an 

eschewal of old ones. Since central proponents as carriers of established institutions (Zilber, 2002) 

are not usually fluent in novel vocabularies, their speech may be unhelpful or even detrimental to 

change efforts. Their silence, on the other hand, may support the emergence of novel vocabularies 

and/or hamper central opponents who wish to defend their own vocabularies. 
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Relevant types of silence. In addition to activating and suppressing silence, two further types 

of deliberate silence can influence the visibility of vocabularies and thereby support both 

problematizations and novel theorizations. The idea that silence can make “statements regarding 

the world” (Ephratt, 2021: 249) suggests that it can aid in supporting or challenging discourse 

content. It can express tolerance and acquiescence but also facilitate denial and forgetting.  

 

Type 3: ‘Affirming silence’ is defined as a type of deliberate silence that constructively 

ignores the presence of ideas that are commonly seen as deviant and contentious. 

 

Silence can tolerate the presence of certain actions and ideas. Such affirming silence is based 

on non-interference, that is, “outwardly treating things we actually do notice as if they are somehow 

irrelevant” (Zerubavel, 2006: 31), or opting out of voicing a complaint (Jaworski, 1993). This 

signals that actions and ideas are appropriate. It requires that the silent actor has something relevant 

to say but decides not to, which makes their silence meaningful (Ephratt, 2021). In terms of its 

characteristics (Table 1), such silence usually involves the absence of specific content rather than 

the absence of speech. It manifests in ongoing interactions with deviant actors that avoid “a known 

and so more anticipated theme” (Ephratt, 2021: 284) – that is, the deviation. It may vary in duration, 

depending on whether and when the silent actor wishes to (re-)join the debate openly. It is most 

likely to achieve desired effects when it conventionally signifies agreement, which, according to 

Jensen (1973), is true for most everyday situations (in Western cultures). Finally, such silence 

benefits from knowledge asymmetries and works best when the silent actor and those benefitting 

from non-interference share knowledge about the disruptive potential of certain ideas, but others 

do not, preventing them from intervening themselves. 
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Type 4: ‘Concealing silence’ is defined as a type of deliberate silence that omits certain ideas 

seen as counterproductive or undesirable from one’s own communicative action. 

 

Much work has stressed the use of silence for hiding things, and for denying others access to 

knowledge. Such concealing silence is based on non-disclosure. It involves “mentioning certain 

relevant topics and subtopics while ignoring others”, thereby giving the discourse “a certain ‘slant’” 

(Huckin, 2002: 354); it also structures discourses “on the basis of a system of inclusion and 

exclusion” (Mumby & Stohl, 1991: 319) as it “deletes and backgrounds” but also “indirectly 

suggests, infers and promotes” (Dimitrov, 2018: 119). For instance, such silence may avoid 

reputation risks through selective disclosure (Carlos & Lewis, 2018; Gehman & Grimes, 2017) or 

acts of corporate forgetting (Coraiola & Derry, 2020). When institutionalized, it reproduces 

discourses of power and control (Simpson & Lewis, 2005). In terms of characteristics, concealing 

silence focuses on the absence of specific content (what is said obscures what is not said; see 

Bilmes, 1994; Schröter, 2013), is usually prolonged or permanent and misleads about the silent 

actor’s intention as much as about the concealed information (Scott, 2019). Its success depends on 

the degree to which silent actors can control the flow of information as well as on the accessibility 

of the topic to others – the higher the knowledge asymmetry the better.  

Communication strategies employing affirming silence. Affirming silence can support 

peripheral proponents by strengthening problematization and novel theorization. First, it can 

facilitate the diffusion of problematizations (e.g., Gümüsay et al., 2022; Maguire & Hardy, 2009) 

by tolerating texts from peripheral proponents that provide impetus for disruption. If successful, 

such a communication strategy of covert indulgence (of problematizations) will accelerate debates 

about the appropriateness and usefulness of existing institutional arrangements.  
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Akin to tactfulness (Huckin, 2002; Zerubavel, 2006), affirming silence tolerates infractions 

against rules without pointing them out. By implicitly ignoring problematizations as “tolerable 

deviations” (Voronov, Glynn, & Weber, 2022: 828), central proponents can support disruption. The 

advantages of silence over open support are substantial. Although it yields power to challengers, it 

asserts the authority of central proponents to make that judgment (Scott, 2019). It further leaves 

peripheral proponents’ problematizing vocabularies undiluted, thereby protecting their authenticity. 

In contrast to vocal support, covert indulgence avoids unhelpfully translating problematizations in 

ways that “are not necessarily those intended by the original author of the narrative” (Hardy & 

Maguire, 2010: 1368; see also Zilber, 2002). It supports challenges against the dominant 

institutional order through non-interference, which plants the seeds of de-institutionalization 

through open debate (e.g., Berger & Kellner, 1984; Harmon, 2019). 

To illustrate, the discourse on cryptocurrencies contains substantive critique of the working 

and governance of the (international) monetary system. By not immediately rejecting these 

challenges, central banks can create a space for problematizations to be further developed and 

refined. Such indulgence also enables them to observe dynamics within the broader community of 

proponents and develop plans on how to re-focus the debate later. Immediate intervention would 

prematurely position them either as allies or enemies of peripheral proponents, thereby potentially 

precluding future action in either direction. 

Second, during institutional reconstruction, central proponents can use affirming silence to 

let peripheral proponents develop novel theorizations that provide vocabularies for replacing 

previous institutional arrangements (e.g., Strang & Meyer, 1993). If such theorizations should 

initiate transformative rather than incremental change, it generally benefits from protected spaces 

for change agents, since participating audiences, even if well-meaning, may dilute novel 
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theorizations due to their lack of sophisticated understanding of the topic (e.g., Jones et al., 2012). 

I label the respective communication strategy covert endorsement (of novel theorizations). 

In this way, affirming silence can be employed to safeguard discursive spaces that “afford 

unforeseen opportunities for the emergence of imaginaries, visions and fictions” (Quattrone, 

Ronzani, Jancsary, & Höllerer, 2021: 1199) and support the inception of innovative solutions. 

When central proponents refrain from bringing their own vocabularies into debates on novel 

solutions, this facilitates transformative theorizations through encouraging reflexivity and allowing 

peripheral proponents to “be more creative in overcoming challenging tasks” (Vu & Van, 2022: 

315). Covert endorsement signals agreement (Jensen, 1973) with the development of novel 

theorizations while avoiding diluting or closing debates too early. Additionally, it allows central 

proponents to learn from peripheral proponents’ ideas as a precondition for later constructive 

participation (e.g., DeVaujany & Aroles, 2019; Edmondson & Besieux, 2021).  

Thus, in the example of cryptocurrencies, covert endorsement could include a variety of 

activities that support creativity and innovation without explicit participation by central banks and 

their representatives, from simple non-intervention in viral online discussions to supporting 

proponents in organizing events for exchange and mobilization. What is important is that central 

banks do not interfere in the content of theorizations; support for change in general can be more 

visible now, since peripheral proponents might feel discouraged or confused otherwise (as in the 

case of RBI discussed by Sinha, 2017). 

Communication strategies employing concealing silence. Central opponents may attempt 

to reduce the potential of problematizations and novel theorizations for change, either though 

crowding out and distorting them (Gümüsay et al., 2022), “squelching” the new vocabularies “and 

bringing the deviant back into line” (Gray, Purdy, & Ansari, 2015: 119) or defanging them through 

co-optation qua translation (Claus et al., 2021; Maguire & Hardy, 2009), thereby reducing the 
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magnitude of change. Concealing silence from central proponents can obstruct central opponents 

by mitigating the effect of these strategies across the phases of disruption and reconstruction.  

During the disruption phase, central proponents can use concealing silence to obscure 

defensive vocabularies of central opponents. Effectively, to support problematizations, central 

proponents can themselves engage in crowding out and squelching texts produced by central 

opponents. I call this communication strategy covert omission. Though demanding, as it requires 

central proponents to control certain arenas or communication channels, silence that omits 

vocabularies supportive of the status quo from publicly available texts can prevent them from 

gaining prominence (Huckin, 2002). Such silence instantiates Lukes’ (2005) second dimension of 

power that avoids, rather than dominates, decision making (see Coraiola & Derry [2020] on how 

this can also be used to prevent change). In contrast to open contestation of defensive arguments, 

covert omission obscures discourse content without requiring central proponents to 

argumentatively oppose it, which would suggest its relevance. Instead, concealing silence 

implicitly suggests that arguments against peripheral proponents’ problematizations are not worth 

engaging with, making change the only option. It can therefore be understood as a form of 

forgetting work (Mena, Rintamäki, Fleming, & Spicer, 2016).  

Returning to my example of cryptocurrencies, central banks can (largely) omit arguments 

against cryptocurrencies in their public communication (e.g., press statements, white papers). As 

an alternative to weighing challenges and benefits, obscuring the arguments of opponents does not 

need expertise on the matter; nor does it require refuting critical perspectives argumentatively. 

However, it supports the diffusion of problematizations by denying both endorsement and visibility 

to opponents’ vocabularies. Such exclusion likely has the strongest effect when realized in (semi-) 

official texts that guide policy (e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 2006). 
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During reconstruction, reinforcing previously dominant vocabularies is less promising for 

central opponents, as these have already become problematic (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2010; 

Maguire & Hardy, 2009). Instead, they may attempt to minimize the magnitude of change by 

integrating novel theorizations into existing institutional arrangements (e.g., Lok & de Rond, 

2013), for instance, by coupling existing practices, values, and governance modes to novel 

theorizations (Marti et al., 2024). If successful, concealing silence by central proponents can 

mitigate the co-optation and/or dilution of novel theorizations by both central opponents and 

unhelpful peripheral proponents. This requires a communication strategy of covert curation. 

Concealing silence can complement – or substitute for – suppressing silence in reducing the 

impact of central opponents’ and specific peripheral proponents’ attempts to participate in 

theorization. Deliberate editing (e.g., Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) of undesired vocabularies from 

broadly diffusing texts can streamline the broader theorization process with the aim of eliminating 

certain theorizations from arenas of speech (Simpson & Lewis, 2005). Its success strongly depends 

on central proponents’ control over communication channels and privileged access to information 

(e.g., Huckin, 2002). Covert curation involves the production of highly visible texts (such as press 

releases, regulatory texts, or training instructions) likely to influence theorization that highlight 

desired vocabularies but omit those related to undesired theorizations. 

Therefore, central banks can curate their publications in ways that foreground the 

revolutionary potential of cryptocurrencies as means of payment and tool for monetary policy while 

backgrounding purely speculative uses that simply integrate them into financial markets as yet 

another asset. Such exchange of established values with new ones can strongly support novel 

theorizations (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006). However, central banks may also want to avoid 

mentioning the substantial backing of cryptocurrencies as functional currency by more radically 

libertarian and anarchistic ideologies, as well as its uses for funding illicit activities. 
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Differences, Interactions, and Limitations of the Proposed Communication Strategies 

The eight communication strategies are useful in different phases of institutional change and for 

different purposes and work in specific ways. The first four (top half of Figure 2) are tacit since 

they stem from inaction, but the respective silence is recognized by addressees as communicative; 

in contrast, the other four (bottom half of Figure 2) are covert because they work best if not actively 

recognized. Beyond their individual effects, the communication strategies also interact in the 

achievement of discursive outcomes and should not be understood as isolated. 

On the one hand, they interact within the same phase of institutional change. For instance, 

tacit solicitation and tacit disregard both facilitate the pluralization of discourse positions, but one 

supports peripheral allies while the other obstructs central opponents. Tacit solicitation and covert 

indulgence both support peripheral proponents during institutional disruption, but the former 

increases their voice while the latter supports the visibility of their vocabularies. On the other hand, 

communication strategies build upon each other across phases. For instance, tacit disregard lays 

the groundwork for a weakening of central opponents’ discourse positions, which, if successful, 

can subsequently facilitate tacit repudiation and covert curation.  

It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that all central proponents must do to support 

institutional change is to remain silent throughout. Silence is a risky tool, to be used with 

consideration and care. For example, silence is an inherently ambiguous signifier (Kurzon, 1998); 

as such, it affords “weakly constitutive mechanisms” (Bilmes, 1974), meaning that the same silence 

can be interpreted differently depending on the specific context. Thus, peripheral proponents could 

experience silence intended to activate them as suppressing (for an excellent example, see Vu & 

Fan, 2022). Additionally, the duration and rhythm of silence are imperative. The vignette of the 

RBI shows how interpretations of silence can move from activation to affirmation to suppression 
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over time. Two conclusions follow. First, central proponents must consider situationally which 

communication strategy is most conducive to their aims in any specific context and at any point in 

time. Second, they need to combine silence and speech in artful ways, again based on their 

assessment of the context. The four types of silence therefore constitute a potentially potent 

repertoire for impacting communicative strategies. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This article aims to extend prior work on institutional change by theorizing the role of deliberate 

silence of central change proponents in different phases of change. Institutional change requires 

genuinely novel discourses (Phillips et al., 2004), which are more likely to emerge from outside 

the field (Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010) or from peripheral proponents (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2010; 

Höllerer, 2013). While central actors may control important resources for initiating change (e.g., 

Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006), their embeddedness and investment in existing institutional 

arrangements runs the risk of translating change efforts in ways that reduce transformative effects 

(e.g., Claus et al., 2021; Wright & Nyberg, 2017). As one solution to this conundrum, central 

proponents may employ deliberate silence to avoid the reproduction of incumbent discourses while 

improving the discourse positions of more peripheral proponents and increasing the visibility of 

their problematizations and novel theorizations. The four types of deliberate silence and the 

respective communication strategies for affecting discursive outcomes developed here complement 

and extend the impressive body of work on institutional change in various ways. 

 

A Place for Silence in Theories of Institutional Change 

My opening question asked when and in what ways deliberate silence of central change proponents 

supports institutional change efforts across different actors and phases of change. I developed my 
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arguments based on prominent models of institutional change (e.g., Greenwood et al., 2002; Meyer 

et al., 2018; Phillips et al., 2004) and by focusing on the interrelated dynamics of discourse 

positions and discourse content (Hardy & Maguire 2010; Maguire & Hardy, 2009). To overcome 

limitations of existing work on silence in organization and management research, I developed 

theory that makes silence conducive to studying change instead of stability, acknowledges its 

versatility as a resource for communication, and is built on solid linguistic foundations (e.g., 

Ephratt, 2021; Jaworski, 2006; Schröter & Taylor, 2018), thereby connecting to discursive 

approaches in institutional theory (e.g., Cornelissen et al., 2015; Suddaby, 2011). Specifically, I 

synthesized four types of deliberate silence (activating, suppressing, affirming, and concealing) 

that can be distinguished based on whether they primarily affect discourse positions or discourse 

content, and whether they are primarily meant to support or obstruct (see Table 2). These types 

draw on specific features of text and context that shape their affordances (i.e., kind of absence, 

duration, resource distribution, and shared norms; see Table 1). 

My insights demarcate a distinct place for deliberate silence in institutional change, 

elaborated through communication strategies that employ specific types of silence during change 

processes (Figure 2). I offer systematic suggestions on how the four types of silence may affect 

dynamics of discourse positions (e.g., Hardy & Maguire, 2010) and discourse content (e.g., Brown 

et al., 2012; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) as drivers of institutional change, thereby enabling 

changes in both relational structure and knowledge (Maguire & Hardy, 2009). These ideas extend 

insights on how central change proponents can support a pluralization of subject positions and the 

diffusion of problematizations (e.g., Brown et al., 2012; Seo & Creed, 2002) to facilitate 

institutional disruption. They also offer novel suggestions of how central proponents can aid in 

achieving convergence of discourse positions and the development of novel theorizations (e.g., 

Strang & Meyer, 1993; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) to strengthen reconstruction. Accordingly, I 
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substantively expand the scattered work on silence in de-institutionalization (Clemente & Roulet, 

2015), legitimation (Bitektine & Haack, 2015), and change (Gümüsay et al., 2022; Jarvis et al., 

2019) by providing a more differentiated and integrative picture of how silence changes discourse 

and potentially affects institutional dynamics. 

The identified communication strategies employing silence go beyond marginal extensions 

of existing lists of strategies and types of ‘work’ (e.g., Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence & 

Phillips, 2019). Throughout, I showed how the deliberate use of silence can be preferable to speech 

when it first, opens creative spaces for peripheral proponents to develop fresh and compelling 

problematizations and theorizations; and/or second, hampers the defense efforts of central 

opponents by denying them voice and avoiding the further proliferation of their vocabularies, while 

third, offering central proponents of change more room for maneuver than would speech. A focus 

on silence therefore systematically acknowledges the crucial importance of absences in organizing 

(e.g., Giovannoni & Quattrone, 2018) and for institutional dynamics. By understanding silence as 

a communicative resource, or text (Phillips et al., 2004), these insights remain compatible with 

existing work in discursive institutionalism. Deliberate silence of central proponents does not 

equate to exit from a debate. On the contrary, it is impactful precisely because the respective actor 

stays central and involved. In this way, the insights generated in this article have considerable 

implications for how we understand and model institutional change. 

 

Implications for Discourse-Based Understandings of Institutional Change 

Silence as a strategy for overcoming barriers to change. The ideas developed here provide a basis 

for more systematic engagement with silence as a transformative force. In this regard, I contribute 

to recent debates on silence in organization and management theory more broadly (e.g., Bigo, 2018; 

Dupret, 2019; Saintot & Lehtonen, 2024; Vu & Fan, 2022). More importantly, however, I expand 



33 

and systematize insights on how silence affects institutional dynamics (e.g., Bitektine & Haack, 

2015; Clemente & Roulet, 2015; Gümüsay et al., 2022).  

Most literature on overt strategies for institutional change (e.g., Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; 

Lawrence & Phillips, 2019) acknowledges that the institutional embeddedness of change agents is 

a barrier to their ability to effectuate change (e.g., Dorado, 2005; Green & Li, 2011; Seo & Creed, 

2002). While the fact that everyday reproduction of institutions is necessarily incomplete provides 

constant opportunities for incremental change (e.g., Dorado, 2005; Meyer, 2019), the same is not 

true for radical (e.g., Greenwood et al., 2002) or revolutionary (e.g., Seo & Creed, 2002) change 

that involves transformations of exceptional breadth (number of affected roles, practices, and ideas) 

and depth (distance to current institutional arrangements). Leixnering and Höllerer (2022) suggest 

that such a degree of transformation requires a cascading process that affects a system’s very 

identity and alters most if not all its essential features. In the words of Maguire and Hardy (2009), 

this also means substantial alterations to structures of power and knowledge. Surprisingly, little 

attention has been paid to the potential of less overt action or deliberate inaction, and to silence 

specifically. I showed how different types of silence can help overcome and/or navigate around the 

institutional embeddedness and related structures of taken-for-grantedness that prevent central 

change proponents from becoming transformative and authentic change agents. 

More concretely, I suggested that deliberate silence may avoid the reproduction of 

institutionalized vocabularies (e.g., Green & Li, 2011) that limit the emergence of completely novel 

discourses (e.g., Phillips et al., 2004) by shifting the spotlight to actors that are less institutionally 

embedded. Accordingly, the communication strategies proposed here add a central piece to the 

puzzle of full-scale transformation. While cultural and institutional norms also govern the use of 

silence (e.g., Ephratt, 2021; Saville-Troike, 1985), being an inherently ambiguous signifier (e.g., 

Kurzon, 1998) means that it affords more leeway than speech. This extends previous ideas on the 
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generative influence of absences (e.g., Quattrone et al., 2021) and makes them conducive to 

studying interactions between actor types, discourses, and field structures (e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 

2009; Meyer & Höllerer, 2010) in processes of institutional change.  

Silence as form of managing interaction. Although scholars have studied the differentiated 

capacities of and opportunities for different actors to initiate institutional change (e.g., Battilana et 

al., 2009; Micelotta et al., 2017), and some important work explicitly has focused on interactions 

between types of actors (particularly insiders and outsiders, see, e.g., Clemente & Roulet, 2015; 

Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010), recent commentary still diagnoses a lack of engagement with the 

intricacies of these interactions (e.g., Hampel et al., 2017; Montgomery & Dacin, 2020). The 

communication strategies afforded by deliberate silence substantially extend current knowledge on 

the interaction between actors in different field positions, specifically how impetus stemming from 

the outside/periphery of fields (e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 2009; Höllerer, 2013) can be catalyzed at 

the center. Appreciating how silence expresses and influences relationships (e.g., Jensen, 1973; 

Jaworski, 1993) reveals intricate games involving interacting episodes of silence and speech across 

different actors as a focal point of institutional change processes.  

From this perspective, deliberate silence is a crucial aspect of a ‘communicative division of 

labor’. Peripheral change proponents become empowered to introduce problematizations and novel 

theorizations through activating and affirming silence of central allies, who, in this way, avoid the 

reproduction of incumbent vocabularies that would stifle change. At the same time, central 

opponents’ defense efforts are complicated by suppressing and concealing silence from central 

proponents. This makes deliberate silence a central aspect of shifting distributions of power and 

voice (e.g., Maguire & Hardy, 2009; Mumby & Stohl, 1991) and of discursive openness and closure 

(Gümüsay et al., 2022; Quattrone et al., 2021), both crucial elements of institutional change. 

Considering the role of silence more systematically equips researchers to generate better 
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understandings of interactions in institutional change, both visible and invisible. Additionally, these 

ideas might be interesting for recent work on institutional custodianship (e.g., Dacin et al., 2019) 

and the interactional dynamics of translation (e.g., Waldorff & Madsen, 2022). 

 

Concluding Words  

Deliberate silence is almost as versatile and complex as talk, meaning that some work needs to be 

left to future research. The theory developed in this article is not meant to cover the vast and 

differentiated soundscape of speech and silence that permeates organization and management. 

Rather, it develops theory for one specific purpose, which is a fuller and more differentiated 

account of the discursive aspects of institutional change. Even in this specific conversation, there 

is room for future research to further theorize and develop specifications and constraints of the 

different types of silence, as well as to consider the variety of situational factors affecting the 

likelihood that any use of deliberate silence will be successful. Additional empirical and theoretical 

work is also needed to explore more systematically interactions of silence and speech, interactions 

of silences from different actors in the change process, and interactions of different communication 

strategies (employing both silence and speech) synchronically and diachronically. 

Despite the unavoidable limitations, I hope to have shown how deliberate silence is a 

multifaceted and crucial aspect of institutional change. Naturally, this can only be a starting point. 

Silence in organizations and fields abounds, from silence in face-to-face interactions to systemic 

and often unnoticed absences in field-level and global discourses. This article means to also start a 

broader conversation by providing conceptual tools for developing further insights into silence. My 

hope is that the ideas presented here, and the necessary silence that accompanies them, open up a 

discursive space for fellow scholars to fill and expand conceptually, empirically, and 

methodologically.  
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TABLES 

 

Source Dimension Distinguishing features 

Text Kind of absence  
(Bilmes, 1994; Jaworski, 1993; 
Schröter, 2013; Sobkowiak, 
1997) 

 Absence of speech: Addresser ends or 
forgoes their turn to speak 

 Absence of content: Addresser speaks 
but omits certain topics 

 Duration 
(Schröter, 2013) 

 Temporary (short or prolonged) 
 Permanent 

Context Resource distribution 
(Huckin, 2002; 
Scott, 2019; Sobkowiak, 1997; 
Zerubavel, 2006) 

 Power: Capacity to exercise voice or 
silence deliberately; control over 
communication channels 

 Information: Knowledge about the 
content of or motivations behind silence 

 Shared norms 
(Jaworski, 1993; Huckin, 2002; 
Saville-Troike, 1985; Schröter 
& Taylor, 2018) 

 Norms of use: Prescriptions regarding 
when to speak and when to be silent 

 Norms of interpretation: Common 
meanings of silence (e.g., assent or 
dissent) 

Table 1: Features of deliberate silence 
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 Support Actors and Efforts Obstruct Actors and Efforts 

Influence enactment  
of voice (discourse 
positions) 

Activating Silence Suppressing Silence 

Influence visibility of 
vocabularies (discourse 
content) 

Affirming Silence Concealing Silence 

Table 2: Distinctions between types of silence 
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FIGURES 

 

 

Figure 1: Basic model of the role of discourse in institutional change 
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Figure 2: Types of silence and respective communication strategies 

 


