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Effective board performance relies heavily on the smooth exchange of 
information and knowledge among members. However, the sociocognitive 
processes surrounding these information exchanges within boards, known 
as board dynamics, are often treated as a black box in corporate governance 
research. With the goal of advancing the understanding of communication-
centered board dynamics, this paper develops a theoretical model of unsaid 
known in the boardroom. Drawing on the communication, psycho-dynamics, 
and governance literature, we theorize how board members jointly make sense 
through what they think and say and not say and offer propositions. We discern 
between the implicit theories of senders and listeners, shaping decision-
making. Our conceptual model suggests that heightened collective awareness 
among board members regarding communication incongruences can improve 
decision-making. Addressing these discrepancies can enhance boards’ capacity 
for informed decision-making and optimize outcomes.
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1 Introduction

Boards, as strategic decision-making teams, have become central to the institutions of 
contemporary societies. However, the question of how individual board members collectively 
make decisions remains poorly understood (Filatotchev et al., 2020; Veltrop et al., 2020; Gofen 
et al., 2021; Pernelet and Brennan, 2022; Weck et al., 2022; Clarke et al., 2023; Engbers and 
Khapova, 2023). Scholars increasingly examine these processes from cognitive and behavioral 
perspectives (Van Ees et al., 2009; Westphal and Zajac, 2013; Carroll et al., 2017; Boivie et al., 
2021; Pernelet and Brennan, 2022; Engbers and Khapova, 2023), as the sharing of information 
and knowledge plays a central role in facilitating effective board performance. Interestingly, 
an expanding body of research indicates that sociocognitive processes within boards, 
commonly known as board dynamics, frequently impede the quality of information sharing 
and knowledge exchange, thereby adversely impacting decision-making processes (Forbes and 
Milliken, 1999; Westphal and Bednar, 2005; Engbers and Khapova, 2023). Unfortunately, these 
scholars also face challenges in comprehensively understanding how board members 
collectively make sense of and reach decisions.

First, existing studies predominantly rely on survey-based designs, which are ill suited for 
capturing nuanced, moment-to-moment interactions between board members. These designs 
often solicit post hoc assessments, risking the influence of biased attitudes and opinions (Frone 
et  al., 1986; Baumeister and Vohs, 2007). Furthermore, they overlook the potential 
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misalignment between board members’ stated beliefs and their tacit 
‘theories-in-use’, resulting in oversimplified portrayals of board 
dynamics, defensive routines and the barriers faced by members 
(Argyris, 1992; Boivie et al., 2016).

Moreover, delving into real-time behaviors and cognition poses 
numerous design hurdles and raises fundamental questions about the 
nature of social entities. The ontological and epistemological 
implications of perceiving social phenomena as objective, subjective, 
or intersubjective further complicate the research process (Cunliffe, 
2011). Consequently, the corporate governance literature may offer 
idealistic solutions that are impractical to implement.

In light of these challenges, we assert that there is a pressing need 
for research methodologies capable of capturing the dynamic nature 
of board interactions and navigating the complexities of board 
cognition (Minichilli et al., 2012; Boivie et al., 2016, 2021; Engbers and 
Khapova, 2023). Addressing these methodological and conceptual 
hurdles is crucial for gaining a deeper understanding of board 
dynamics and informing more practical and effective 
governance strategies.

However, to develop these research methodologies effectively, 
we  argue that adequately exploring these boardroom dynamics 
requires initial theorization about these complicated sociocognitive 
and behavioral processes, enabling researchers to design reflexive 
research approaches. Therefore, this paper aims to fill this void by 
conducting a thorough exploration of a wide range of literature 
covering various aspects related to communication and cognition.

To develop this framework, we build on an approach referred to 
by Cornelissen et al. (2015, p. 14) as ‘communicative institutionalism.’ 
This approach describes communication as a joint activity within 
which senders and listeners mutually, moment by moment, create a 
shared understanding of their situation. With social cognition, 
we refer to an individual’s learning processes through observing others 
within organizations. We thus propose that communication not only 
reflects particular cognitive outcomes but also elicits cognitive 
responses and consequently leads to cognitive results (Cornelissen 
et al., 2015).

Although “discussions of cognition are often dissociated from 
discussions of communication” (Ocasio et al., 2015, p. 43), in this 
paper, we  theorize that “actors somehow generate meaningful 
knowledge structures – categories, frames, repertoires, logics, theories, 
schemas and use words to communicate those preexisting meanings” 
(Ocasio et al., 2015, p. 43) and influence the assessment of others.

Thus, in this paper, our aim is to explore the nexus between 
communication and cognition, which includes non-verbal 
communication and socio, meta- and cognitive processes. Drawing 
from this comprehensive research, we formulate propositions and 
suggest a framework to elucidate the sociocognitive processes among 
board members. More specifically, instead of centering our attention 
on the content of knowledge sharing, our focus lies on elucidating the 
dynamics surrounding the intentional or unintentional withholding 
of information or when certain information is tacitly assumed and left 
unsaid. We theorize that unspoken elements swiftly transform into 
what can be  termed “unsaid known,” representing the collective, 
unarticulated evaluation of behavioral dynamics within the board.

Consequently, drawing from a broad range of the sociocognitive 
literature, we present a conceptual model (see Figure 1). Through this 
framework, we  aim to provide deeper insights into how 

communication and cognition intersect within the context of 
boardroom interactions and offer propositions for future research.

At the core of our theoretical model lies a recognition of the 
pivotal role of incongruency in shaping boardroom dynamics. 
We explain how board members who are unaware of their taken-for-
granted implicit theories that shape how they listen and respond can 
enact incongruent communication during board meetings and its 
effects. Incongruence manifests when a person’s non-verbal behavior 
contradicts their verbal expressions. We  emphasize that when 
individuals display incongruence, yet listeners as ‘senders-in-waiting,’ 
opt not to acknowledge it, this incongruency becomes ingrained 
within what we term ‘the unsaid known.’ This concept represents the 
collective, unspoken assessment of behavioral dynamics within the 
board. Silenced incongruence, in turn, risks triggering a spiral of the 
unsaid known that proves challenging to interrupt, as it reinforces 
both the implicit theories of listeners and the theories of the senders. 
This reinforcement sustains a cycle in which incongruent behavior, 
shaped by implicit theories, further contributes to the unsaid known, 
perpetuating the cycle of silence and incongruence within 
the boardroom.

Acknowledging the dual roles individuals play as both senders 
and listeners simultaneously, the figure distinctly illustrates the 
differentiation between the implicit theories held by a sender and 
those held by a listener during specific moments in a board meeting. 
Consequently, both senders and listeners continuously transition 
between these roles in response to the evolving dynamics enacted by 
the unsaid known of the meeting. Whether assuming the role of a 
listener or sender, individuals’ actions are influenced by a combination 
of distinct implicit theories outlined in this paper, which shape their 
perceptions and subsequent responses.

We conclude the paper with a discussion of how the proposed 
model can be used to advance the understanding of board dynamics 
and decision-making in boards.

2 Board’s unsaid known and 
incongruency

2.1 Routine and preconscious ways of 
assessing and responding

Since individuals are simultaneously engaging in the sending and 
receiving of messages (Barnlund, 2017), they can influence this 
communication process positively or negatively depending on how 
they respond to each other and on what they try to achieve individually 
and as a group. Their communication is seen as a joint activity. Each 
member is both a sender and a listener. “The listener is an active agent, 
who is ‘a speaker-in-waiting’” (Cornelissen et al., 2014, p. 13) and 
becomes a speaker when responding. Hence, the cognition and acts 
of the speaker are not privileged over the intentions and cognitions of 
the listener; instead, both are viewed as equally important.

From psychoanalytic and psychological perspectives, individuals 
continuously make sense of situations using their sociocognitive and 
metacognitive skills, including ‘mindreading’ abilities, which allow 
them to predict behaviors based on perceived authenticity and 
congruency (Frank et al., 1993; Nichols and Stich, 2004). To illustrate, 
individuals often rely on subconscious processes, such as 
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‘mindreading’, to anticipate the reactions of others based on 
non-verbal cues and past experiences.

Furthermore, individuals’ responses are often shaped by 
subconscious processes rather than conscious intentions, influenced 
by automatic information processing skills (Craik and Lockhart, 1972; 
Schneider and Shiffrin, 1977; Petty and Cacioppo, 1986; Bargh and 
Chartrand, 1999; Kahneman, 2012). Lyons-Ruth (1999) suggested that 
information does not necessarily require verbalization to 
be understood to some extent. Birdwhistell (2014) also noted that 
subconscious communication, occurring non-verbally, is significant. 
Similarly, Bollas (2017) posits that we possess intuitive knowledge 
beyond our conscious awareness, labeling this as our “unthought 
known.” Psychologist Chris Argyris underscores this concept by 
asserting that “everyone is aware of these underlying dynamics; they 
are tacitly understood” (Argyris, 1990, p. 3).

Given that subconscious processes heavily influence 
communication, individuals’ responses may be guided by intuitive 
knowledge and implicit understanding rather than explicit reasoning.

These studies suggest that in the context of boardrooms, where 
members often have diverse backgrounds, hold part-time roles, and 
meet episodically to discuss critical topics, establishing trust and 
effective communication poses significant challenges (Forbes and 

Milliken, 1999; Boivie et al., 2016). Moreover, as boards consist of 
many board members, there is an imbalance between active senders 
and listeners, which further complicates the communication dynamics 
within boards.

While boards benefit from cohesion and shared understanding, 
decision-making also requires cognitive conflict to foster diverse 
perspectives and informed choices (Forbes and Milliken, 1999; 
Engbers and Khapova, 2023). Nonetheless, this requirement, the 
periodic nature of board meetings, the involvement of numerous 
individuals, and the complexity of issues often lead to discussions 
being constrained by time and pressure (Forbes and Milliken, 1999; 
Boivie et al., 2016).

We suggest that due to time constraints and other barriers, board 
members primarily operate at a level of awareness that is taken for 
granted. Moreover, within the structured framework of board 
meetings, individuals may resort to habitual responses instead of deep 
reflection and conscious behavior.

This subconscious communication, occurring non-verbally, 
forms the basis of what we term “unsaid known,” the collective yet 
unspoken assessment of behavioral board dynamics. Unlike tacit 
knowledge, which primarily concerns practical skills and 
understanding (Johnson et al., 2002; Tsoukas, 2005), we suggest that 

FIGURE 1

Conceptual model of the (spiral of) unsaid known in the boardroom. This conceptual framework illustrates the dynamics of communication within 
board meetings. The top box emphasizes the role of 'the unsaid known and incongruence’, shaped by what is said, how it is said, what is not said, and 
what is heard and not heard correctly. The arrow ‘board’s sensegiving’ indicates how this incongruence manifests in board communication. The 
bottom box introduces the concept of ‘the spiral of unsaid known,’ underscoring the enduring significance of unspoken elements when left 
unaddressed. The arrows ‘individual board member’s sensegiving’ and ‘individual board member’s sensemaking’ depict how implicit sender’s and 
listener’s theories are influenced by this spiral of unsaid known. Subsequently, the arrow stemming from implicit theories illustrates how board 
members decode spoken and unspoken messages and convey meaning through verbal and non-verbal cues, thereby perpetuating this dynamic 
process. This figure serves as a visual representation of the multifaceted communication dynamics inherent in board meetings, wherein both 
conveyors and recipients of information actively participate in the processes of sense-giving and sense-making.
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“unsaid known” encompasses a broader range of knowledge, 
including emotional and relational information that may be difficult 
or even dangerous to articulate within the boardroom context. 
While tacit knowledge relates to skills that are challenging to 
verbalize, “unsaid known” refers to knowledge that individuals 
consciously or unconsciously suppress or avoid expressing due to 
perceived risks or consequences, such as fear of conflict or reprisal. 
We propose that while uncovering tacit knowledge and converting 
it into explicit knowledge, as suggested by Tsoukas (2005), can 
be challenging, revealing the “unsaid known” presents even greater 
complexity. This process may trigger defensive routines, as outlined 
by Argyris (1992). Thus, although related to tacit knowledge, the 
term “unsaid known,” this term encompasses a broader spectrum of 
understanding that is not solely dependent on practical expertise but 
also involves intuitive insights and emotional awareness. This 
construct highlights the performative nature of communication 
within the boardroom, where unspoken cues and implicit 
understandings shape interactions and decisions.

In sum, understanding the influence of subconscious processes on 
board communication is crucial for comprehending the dynamics of 
board interactions and decision-making processes.

Proposition 1: Board communication predominantly operates at a 
taken-for-granted, preconscious level, where the “unsaid known” 
plays a significant role in shaping interactions and decisions.

2.2 Costly communication and 
organizational suicide

With respect to the time and effort needed to communicate 
messages, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) differentiate between the more 
resource-intensive “central route” of persuasion, which involves 
careful evaluation of issue-relevant arguments, and the less demanding 
“peripheral route,” which emphasizes what they call ‘issue-irrelevant 
cues’ related to the issue. According to Petty and Cacioppo (1986) 
listeners use the issue-irrelevant cue route to assess the trustworthiness 
(expertise, attractiveness, or credibility) of the sender and determine 
the effort they want to put into understanding the sender. Thus, issue-
irrelevant cues determine how issue-relevant cues are received, so 
we  can assume that they are more issue-relevant, as the term 
would imply.

This suggests that within the communication process, individuals 
often rely on peripheral cues to gauge trustworthiness and determine 
their level of engagement with the message, which can significantly 
influence communication dynamics.

Moreover, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) presume that sharing issue-
irrelevant information is less costly because it happens without having 
to express words and put effort into sharing this information. Sharing 
issue-relevant information, on the other hand, is costly since it 
requires more effort, preparation, and consideration to translate 
arguments and reasoning processes into words. Nevertheless, these 
authors prefer this route over sharing issue-irrelevant information 
because issue-relevant messages, which concern the dynamics often 
assessed between people who communicate, can be substantiated, 
whereas issue-irrelevant cues cannot (Dewatripont and Tirole, 2005).

For example, while sharing issue-irrelevant information might 
seem less demanding initially, the absence of substantive content may 

hinder meaningful communication and understanding among 
board members.

Moreover, when issue-irrelevant information that concerns the 
trustworthiness of the senders is not expressed due to the cost of 
communication, observations of incongruent behavior, we posit, are 
also rarely discussed during board meetings. According to Argyris 
(1992, 2010), underground dynamics are rarely discussed, as surfacing 
underground dynamics is organizational suicide; therefore, these 
underground dynamics are undiscussable, and undiscussability is also 
made undiscussable.

Indeed, the reluctance to address underlying tensions or 
incongruences may perpetuate a culture of avoidance within the 
organization, inhibiting open dialog and problem solving.

More specifically, according to Lyons-Ruth (1999, p. 578), “at the 
level of unconscious enactive procedures, the medium is the message; 
that is, the organization of meaning is implicit in the organization of 
the enacted relational dialog.” Dewatripont and Tirole (2005) agree, as 
they assert that in practice, information is often neither soft nor hard. 
It is in between.

Given that information processing involves both conscious and 
subconscious elements, it is essential to consider how implicit cues 
shape communication dynamics within organizational settings.

Moreover, according to Mehrabian et  al. (1981), when these 
observations are not mentioned and the listener correctly or 
incorrectly perceives words to disagree with the tone of voice and 
other non-verbal behaviors, he or she tends to trust the tonality and 
non-verbal behavior and will often preconsciously respond 
non-verbally to this message. Listeners, as senders-in-waiting, often 
respond incongruently to incongruent behavior when they withhold 
their observations regarding the perceived incongruity of others and 
act as if they do not. They are also senders who listen since they 
communicate their thoughts and feelings non-verbally even when 
they try not to. For clarity purposes, we define senders or speakers as 
individuals who intend to communicate a message (someone who is 
nodding often does so with the intent to say he or she has heard the 
message or agrees with the message). We assume that senders do not 
intentionally want to send an incongruent message, so incongruity 
usually unintentionally induces a spiral of inauthentic action–reaction 
patterns in the group as a whole. Incongruity can even inspire 
“political maneuvers that undo whatever “consensus” teams may reach 
at the decision–making table” (Edmondson and Smith, 2006, p. 8).

Especially in the boardroom, where non-executives are judiciously 
responsible for monitoring the CEO (Forbes and Milliken, 1999) and 
where power dynamics create ambiguous hierarchical relations 
(Veltrop et  al., 2017), we  propose that perceived incongruity can 
trigger a “spiral of unsaid known.” This phenomenon occurs when 
political maneuvers prompt recognition but not acknowledgment 
within the group. This concept is related to, but distinct from, the 
spiral of silence of Noelle-Neumann (1993). The spiral of silence refers 
to the phenomenon where individuals within a group tend to remain 
silent or withhold their opinions if they perceive that their views are 
in the minority or socially unacceptable, fearing isolation or social 
sanctions. This leads to a reinforcement of the dominant opinion and 
a suppression of minority perspectives.

The spiral of unsaid known, on the other hand, pertains to 
situations where there is a collective awareness or recognition of 
certain issues, behaviors, or information within a group, but these are 
left unacknowledged or unspoken. Unlike the spiral of silence, where 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1347271
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org


Engbers et al. 10.3389/fcomm.2024.1347271

Frontiers in Communication 05 frontiersin.org

individuals refrain from expressing their opinions, the spiral of unsaid 
involves a tacit agreement or understanding among group members 
to not openly address certain matters, often due to perceived political 
implications, power dynamics, or relational considerations. It involves 
a shared avoidance of discussing uncomfortable or sensitive topics, 
leading to a buildup of unspoken tensions or conflicts within 
the group.

In sum, the reluctance to communicate costly information, 
coupled with the fear of organizational repercussions, underscores the 
importance of understanding the dynamics of underground 
communication within organizational settings. When left 
unaddressed, these issues can spiral into a “spiral of unsaid known,” 
making them increasingly difficult to address openly.

Proposition 2: In the context of the boardroom environment, where 
power dynamics and relational considerations often play a 
significant role, it is imperative to recognize and address the 
phenomenon of the “spiral of unsaid known.”

2.3 Incongruent communication and a 
spiral of unsaid known

People do not always say what they think or “mean what they say, 
in the sense that discursive output does not flow directly from 
cognition” (Cornelissen et  al., 2014, p.  12). Incongruent 
communication arises when senders convey messages that diverge 
from their intended meaning, either deliberately or unintentionally. 
This incongruity can manifest through verbal and non-verbal cues, 
leading to internal conflicts and mixed messages (Chu et al., 2005; 
Eberly et al., 2013; Hall and Knapp, 2013). Additionally, competing 
commitments or desires may further exacerbate incongruent 
communication, complicating the sender’s ability to convey coherent 
and authentic messages (Kegan and Lahey, 2011).

This suggests that within organizational communication, 
incongruent messages may stem from a variety of factors, including 
both deliberate and unintentional actions, as well as internal conflicts 
and competing commitments.

When incongruity remains unaddressed, it becomes challenging 
to evaluate the accuracy of the implicit motives or theories (Detert and 
Edmondson, 2011) guiding individuals’ perceptions and response 
mechanisms. According to March and Simon (1993) and Kahneman 
(2012), human decision-making is often constrained by bounded 
rationality, leading to the emergence of biases and errors in judgment.

Given that human decision-making is influenced by bounded 
rationality, biases and errors in judgment can contribute to 
incongruent communication within organizational settings.

Ross et al. (1977) and Argyris (1992) further assert that individuals 
tend to perceive themselves as rational, despite being largely unaware 
of their inherent biases and cognitive limitations. Consequently, when 
unexpected events occur, individuals may mistakenly attribute false 
intentions and motives to others, perpetuating a cycle of 
miscommunication and misunderstanding (Argyris, 1992; 
Ross, 2018).

Moreover, individuals may unwittingly engage in biased behaviors 
while operating within routine patterns, resulting in what Argyris 
terms ‘skilled incompetence.’ These errors, although unintended, 
become ingrained in individuals’ behavioral repertoire, often due to 

their unconscious adherence to implicit theories that rationalize and 
justify these discrepancies (Argyris, 1992; Diamond, 2008; Ross, 
2018). The concept of ‘skilled incompetence’ highlights how biases can 
persist within organizational communication because individuals are 
unaware of how they themselves contribute to this incongruence, 
leading to ongoing challenges in achieving clarity and coherence 
in messaging.

In sum, incongruent communication poses significant challenges 
to effective organizational communication, as it undermines 
coherence and trust within interpersonal interactions. Board 
members, in particular, may resort to softening their messages and 
masking their true opinions, adopting an emotionally neutral stance 
to navigate group dynamics (Jackall, 1988) without being aware how 
they contribute to these dynamics. This penchant for inconsistency, 
while seemingly advantageous in executive settings, perpetuates a 
culture of miscommunication and undermines 
organizational transparency.

Proposition 3: Biases that enact incongruent communication 
patterns on boards present significant challenges for effective 
communication and interpersonal understanding.

3 Unraveling sensemaking from the 
sensegiving process

As individuals engage in the complex task of sharing, withholding, 
or even manipulating information to attain specific goals and navigate 
social dynamics (Ashcraft et  al., 2009), it becomes crucial to 
differentiate between the sensemaking and sensegiving processes, 
even as individuals take on dual roles as senders and listeners. 
Drawing on an extensive array of literature, we seek to delve into the 
unique implicit theories guiding both senders and listeners and 
develop propositions that suggest how board members both decide to 
respond depending on how they assess their situation. We first explore 
the sender’s perspective and then the listeners’ perspective.

3.1 Sender’s implicit theories: sensegiving

People communicate not only to convey information but also to 
negotiate and maintain relationships, reflecting the intricate nature of 
interpersonal dynamics within organizational contexts (Atkinson, 
2002). Communication transcends the mere transmission and 
decoding of messages; it encompasses an ongoing, dynamic, and 
interactive process of symbol manipulation that is central to 
organizational existence and phenomena (Ashcraft et al., 2009). As 
Jackall (1988) astutely observes, managers adeptly navigate complex 
symbolic forms to shape perceptions and influence outcomes, often 
employing nuanced messaging to convey underlying intentions.

For example, phrases such as “He is exceptionally well qualified” 
may be interpreted as “He has committed no major blunders to date,” 
while “He is slightly below average” may signal “he is stupid,” while 
board members employ strategic messaging to convey desired 
meanings while simultaneously managing perceptions and 
relationships. Jackall’s (1988) examples highlight the subtle nuances in 
communication, where seemingly innocuous statements carry layered 
meanings that are decipherable to astute recipients.
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3.1.1 The senders perceived board task
Board members aim to contribute to both the success of the 

board’s performance and their own personal success, as they define it. 
Central to this objective is the effective execution of the board’s control 
and service tasks, which encompass routine issues and require 
seamless sharing of information and knowledge among 
board members.

The decision-making performance of boards directly influences 
firm performance, indeed emphasizing the critical role of cohesive 
board dynamics and managing the tension between cohesiveness and 
cognitive conflict (Forbes and Milliken, 1999; Engbers and 
Khapova, 2023).

Additionally, the roles held by different board members shape the 
task and dynamics within the board. For instance, the chair plays a 
crucial role in guiding discussions and setting the agenda, while the 
CEO offers insights from an operational perspective. Other board 
members contribute their expertise and viewpoints, enriching the 
decision-making process with diverse insights.

These varying roles and responsibilities influence the dynamics of 
communication within the board and may impact how individual 
members perceive their obligations and objectives (Westphal and 
Bednar, 2005; Veltrop et al., 2017).

Boards may also experience paradoxical tension as they navigate 
the dual responsibilities of monitoring and collaboration 
(Sundaramurthy and Lewis, 2003; Carroll et al., 2017; Boivie et al., 
2021). Moreover, board members may hold divergent views on the 
board’s task (Pieterse et al., 2011). When information is shared for 
effective decision-making but board members assume that voicing 
their opinion may upset someone and put their personal goals at risk, 
they have competing commitments (Kegan and Lahey, 2011) and may 
choose not to express their opinion.

The literature suggests that individual board members may harbor 
differing implicit theories regarding how to achieve the intended 
outcome, particularly when faced with competing commitments that 
may jeopardize personal goals.

Proposition 4: The assessment of individual board members of the 
board’s task significantly influences the implicit sender theories held 
by board members, shaping their communication and decision-
making processes within the boardroom.

3.1.2 The senders (perceived) minority opinion
In board settings, there is a tendency for board members to align 

with majority views, even if they hold dissenting opinions 
individually. This phenomenon, described as “herding” by Malenko 
(2014), occurs when board members defer to the perceived 
consensus of the group, placing less emphasis on their own private 
information and opinions. This suggests that the influence of group 
dynamics on individual decision-making processes is significant, 
particularly regarding the adoption of majority opinions over 
dissenting viewpoints.

As noted by Sunstein and Hastie (2014), the strength and impact 
of these informational signals are influenced by factors such as the 
number, nature, and authority of those conveying them. To illustrate, 
we propose that when influential board members express a particular 
viewpoint, they may sway others to conform, regardless of their 
personal beliefs or reservations. Given that individuals often look to 

authority figures for guidance and validation, the influence of key 
opinion leaders within the boardroom can significantly shape 
decision-making dynamics.

Conformity to the majority is facilitated by several cognitive 
biases and group dynamics, including ‘groupthink’ and the ‘false-
consensus effect.’ Groupthink, as described by Janis (1972), occurs 
when cohesive group dynamics hinder critical reflection and 
discussion of differing opinions, leading to conformity. Similarly, the 
false-consensus effect (Ross et al., 1977) manifests as the tendency to 
assume that others share one’s beliefs, further reinforcing the 
inclination to align with the majority.

The reluctance to express minority opinions may result in 
situations where dissenting voices remain unheard of, leading to 
decisions that may not accurately reflect the preferences of all board 
members. This underscores the challenges faced by minority groups 
and individuals in asserting their viewpoints within boardroom 
discussions. This phenomenon, illustrated by the Abilene paradox 
(Harvey, 1974), serves as a poignant example of how the fear of dissent 
can lead to suboptimal decision-making outcomes.

In sum, the discussion on board dynamics reveals a tendency for 
board members to conform to majority views, even when holding 
dissenting opinions individually. This phenomenon, known as 
“herding,” underscores the influence of group dynamics on individual 
decision-making processes. Additionally, the strength of informational 
signals is influenced by factors such as the authority of those conveying 
them, further highlighting the impact of influential opinion leaders 
within the boardroom.

Moreover, cognitive biases and group dynamics such as 
groupthink and the false-consensus effect facilitate conformity to the 
majority, potentially leading to decisions that do not accurately 
represent the preferences of all board members. This reluctance to 
express minority opinions can result in situations where dissenting 
voices remain unheard, ultimately impacting decision-making 
outcomes within the group.

Proposition 5: The perception of being in the minority within the 
board influences the implicit sender theories held by board members, 
impacting their communication and decision-making processes 
within the group.

3.1.3 The senders’ moral hazard of 
communicating

People engage in a continuous, subconscious assessment of the 
potential risks involved in communicating their thoughts and 
perspectives (Detert and Edmondson, 2011; Morrison, 2014). This 
assessment is not solely based on the content of the message but also 
considers the social and relational consequences that may arise from 
expressing divergent views (Sunstein and Hastie, 2014, p. 566). Indeed, 
the perceived risks associated with expressing dissenting views often 
outweigh the desire for open dialog and constructive debate.

In addition, power differentials within teams (Edmondson and 
Besieux, 2021) and boards (Malenko, 2014) intensify the perceived 
risk faced by members who wish to express dissenting opinions. 
Leaders, such as the chairperson, have a significant influence on team 
dynamics, impacting individuals’ willingness to speak up (Veltrop 
et  al., 2017). This phenomenon, also referred to as CEO disease 
(Goleman et al., 2013), creates an environment where withholding 
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issue-relevant information becomes commonplace to avoid 
potential repercussions.

Moreover, a lack of comprehensive decision-making processes for 
strategic issues can exacerbate cognitive conflicts among board 
members. Verifiable data may be  sidelined in favor of opposing 
opinions expressed as facts, leading to rationalizations and negative 
attributions about others (Engbers and Khapova, 2023). These 
conflicts, when left unaddressed, contribute to incongruent behaviors 
and speculation among board members, further hindering effective 
communication (Ross et  al., 1977; Pronin et  al., 2004; Mooney 
et al., 2007).

In sum, the discussion on the sender’s moral hazard of 
communicating highlights the continuous assessment of risks 
associated with expressing dissenting views within board settings. This 
assessment considers not only the content of the message but also the 
potential social and relational consequences (Detert and Edmondson, 
2011; Morrison, 2014). Power differentials within teams and boards 
intensify these perceived risks, with leaders exerting significant 
influence on team dynamics (Malenko, 2014; Edmondson and 
Besieux, 2021). This dynamic, also known as CEO-disease (Goleman 
et al., 2009), creates an environment where withholding issue-relevant 
information becomes common to avoid potential repercussions.

Furthermore, a lack of comprehensive decision-making processes 
for strategic issues can exacerbate cognitive conflicts among board 
members, leading to rationalizations and negative attributions about 
others (Engbers and Khapova, 2023). These conflicts contribute to 
incongruent behaviors and speculation among board members, 
further hindering effective communication (Ross et al., 1977; Pronin 
et al., 2004; Mooney et al., 2007).

Proposition: Within board settings, apprehension regarding 
potential repercussions for expressing dissenting opinions fosters 
hesitancy among board members to voice minority perspectives, 
which in turn inhibits the emergence of cognitive conflict.

3.1.4 The senders perception of time
Most boards operate as large, episodic groups with constrained 

time frames for discussions during meetings (Forbes and Milliken, 
1999). This suggests that board members may often feel pressured to 
articulate their views within limited time constraints, hindering the 
comprehensive exchange of knowledge and perspectives (Boivie et al., 
2016). To illustrate, the necessity for members to substantiate their 
positions with objective evidence and persuasive arguments, 
particularly in the presence of diverse backgrounds and norms, 
further exacerbates the challenge of effective communication 
(Malenko, 2014). Indeed, the time allotted for discussions often falls 
short of accommodating the complexities and strategic nature of the 
issues at hand, leading to frustrations among members unable to fully 
express their thoughts.

In such instances, the urgency to convey information competes 
with the complexity and strategic nature of the issues at hand, 
exacerbating the challenge of effective communication. This 
frustration, when left unaddressed, contributes to a higher level of 
unspoken concern within the board, perpetuating an environment of 
inauthentic interactions and responses. Moreover, the prioritization 
of issue-relevant, verifiable information over issue-irrelevant data 

(Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) further restricts the exchange of 
perspectives and inhibits the potential for constructive dialog.

Proposition 7: The limited time allocated for discussions in board 
meetings constrains the exchange of information and perspectives, 
leading to a greater prevalence of unspoken sentiments and 
inhibiting the board’s ability to foster authentic communication and 
cohesive decision-making processes.

3.2 Listener’s implicit theories: 
sensemaking

Listeners, also referred to as “senders-in-waiting,” play a pivotal 
role in communication processes. This suggests that the listener 
extends beyond mere reception and decoding of verbal and non-verbal 
cues; it encompasses the critical task of attributing meaning to 
received messages and making sense of the broader context in which 
these messages are embedded (Ross and Ward, 1996; Pronin et al., 
2004; Weick et  al., 2005; Kahneman, 2012). Moreover, within the 
dynamic environment of board meetings, we suggest that listeners 
exhibit a tendency to selectively focus on distinct facets of the 
discourse, whether specific words, gestures, or other contextual cues, 
resulting in diverse interpretations of the same information. Moreover, 
the meaning ascribed to these selected elements can vary significantly 
among listeners, shaping their overall understanding of the situation 
at hand.

It is our contention that the perspective adopted by listeners 
profoundly impacts their interpretation of messages and their 
subsequent sense-making process. We assume that listeners’ implicit 
theories are tied to their individual objectives, roles, and desired 
outcomes, which serve as guiding forces in their cognitive processing 
and decision-making endeavors. In addition to the roles and 
perceptions of tasks, we delve into three other implicit theories that 
shape listeners’ cognitive frameworks. In the following paragraphs, 
we delve into how board members, through their implicit listener’s 
theories, as senders-in-waiting, make sense of their situation.

3.2.1 Material cues
Material artifacts are indispensable in constructing shared 

knowledge structures and fostering reflection (Cornelissen et al., 2014; 
Stigliani and Ravasi, 2018). They support both retrospective reflection 
and prospective sensemaking, aiding individuals and groups in 
envisioning and planning for the future (Rouleau and Balogun, 2007; 
Stigliani and Ravasi, 2012). These artifacts, including physical objects 
such as drawings, prototypes, and presentations, play a pivotal role in 
shaping group dynamics and enabling collaborative interpretation. 
Notably, gestures, as suggested by Cornelissen et al. (2014), are also 
considered material cues, further underscoring their significance in 
communication dynamics.

Within the challenging communication environment of board 
settings, rich with time constraints and judicial responsibilities 
we  assume material cues are abundant (Cornelissen et  al., 2014). 
Governing rules and procedures, documented in organizational 
bylaws and charters, delineate formal roles, responsibilities, and 
meeting structures, influencing power dynamics and communication 
patterns (Chu et  al., 2005). Moreover, tools such as reports and 
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presentations are employed to manage information asymmetry among 
board members.

Recognizing the challenging communication environment within 
board settings, characterized by time constraints and judicial 
responsibilities we  assert that this setting is rich in material cues 
(Vaara and Monin, 2010). Among the most influential are the 
governing rules and procedures that delineate formal roles and 
responsibilities, which are often documented in organizational bylaws 
and charters. These rules not only outline tasks but also dictate 
fundamental aspects such as board composition, meeting frequency, 
deliberation time, and authority distribution. Furthermore, they 
influence seating arrangements during meetings, subtly affecting 
power dynamics and communication patterns (Chu et al., 2005).

Given the limited time and information asymmetry among board 
members, we  assert that listeners’ implicit theories are deeply 
influenced by these material cues, governing rules, and time pressure. 
These cues shape their perception of formal responsibilities, decision-
making processes, and interactions with colleagues within 
the boardroom.

Proposition 8: The governing rules, procedures and agenda that 
enact the formal roles and responsibilities within board settings 
significantly shape the implicit theories held by listeners, influencing 
their perception of formal responsibility, decision-making processes, 
and interactions with colleagues.

3.2.2 Mentalizing and social sensitivity skills
People cannot not communicate (Watzlawick and Beavin, 1967). 

Effective communication, encompassing both verbal and non-verbal 
aspects, is crucial in interpersonal interactions (Birdwhistell, 2014; 
Hargie, 2021). Individuals swiftly make sense of situations, drawing 
upon available information. For example, sensemaking, as Weick 
(1995) suggests, involves the interplay between frames, cues, and the 
relational connections formed between them. Words alone do not 
dictate meaning but rather trigger larger cognitive frameworks that 
guide prompt interpretation and action (Cornelissen et al., 2014). 
Individuals invest significant cognitive effort in forming hypotheses 
about incoming information and aligning it with preexisting schemas 
Yus (1999). Interpretation thus hinges on implicit theories guiding 
conversational responses.

Social sensitivity plays a pivotal role in these sensemaking 
processes (Hall and Knapp, 2013). Emotional contagion studies 
underscore how followers mirror leaders’ emotions (Hatfield et al., 
1994). Social sensitivity influences mentalizing, gauging the 
authenticity of others’ expressions (Chu et al., 2005). Individuals often 
accurately predict others’ actions based on inferred thoughts and 
emotions (Hall and Knapp, 2013). Emotional contagion studies 
underscore how followers mirror leaders’ emotions through facial 
mimicry (Hatfield et al., 1994). Even in cases where individuals mask 
their emotions, such as with a poker face, recipients may glean insights 
into their intentions (Chu et al., 2005). Social sensitivity also influences 
the accuracy of mentalizing, wherein individuals gauge the 
authenticity of others’ expressions, such as remorse (Chu et al., 2005).

These studies suggest that group dynamics are significantly 
impacted by social sensitivity. Woolley et  al. (2010) found, for 
example, that collective intelligence, which contributes to a group’s 
performance, is strongly correlated with the average social sensitivity 

of its members. Additionally, teams proficient in recognizing member 
emotions tend to outperform those lacking such proficiency, 
particularly in managing cognitive conflicts and social biases 
(Elfenbein et al., 2007).

In the dynamic environment of the boardroom, where 
communication challenges are amplified by time constraints and an 
ambiguous hierarchical structure, we posit that the significance of 
mentalizing and social sensitivity skills becomes even more 
pronounced. Board members must navigate complex interactions, 
often influenced by power dynamics and subtle cues, to effectively 
collaborate and make informed decisions.

Within this context, the ability to accurately interpret others’ 
thoughts, emotions, and intentions, as highlighted by theories of 
mentalizing and social sensitivity (Hatfield et  al., 1994; Hall and 
Knapp, 2013), is paramount. Board members must be attuned to both 
verbal and non-verbal cues, including facial expressions and gestures, 
to gauge the authenticity of their colleagues’ communications (Chu 
et al., 2005). This heightened social sensitivity enables them to foster 
trust, resolve conflicts, and cultivate a collaborative atmosphere 
conducive to effective decision-making.

Moreover, these studies suggest that the collective social sensitivity 
of board members significantly influences group dynamics and 
performance (Woolley et  al., 2010). Boards characterized by high 
social sensitivity are better equipped to manage cognitive conflicts and 
navigate power dynamics, ultimately enhancing communication 
dynamics and decision outcomes.

Proposition 9: Board performance is significantly impacted by the 
collective social sensitivity of its members, particularly in managing 
cognitive conflicts and fostering effective communication dynamics.

3.2.3 The perceived trustworthiness and similarity 
of board members

Studies by Byrne (1961) and Eberly et al. (2013) suggest that the 
level of attraction, similarity, and shared background among 
individuals significantly influence their ability to communicate, 
coordinate, and understand each other. Conversely, when these factors 
differ among individuals, communication and coordination are 
hindered, as noted implicitly in these studies. Hinds and Mortensen 
(2005) further argue that exposure to a common context enhances 
understanding and mitigates interpersonal conflict within teams.

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) and Dewatripont and Tirole (2005), as 
discussed earlier, support these findings by highlighting that 
individuals continuously exchange issue-relevant information verbally 
while silently assessing the trustworthiness of the sender non-verbally. 
The perceived attractiveness, trustworthiness, or expertise of the 
sender significantly influences listeners’ receptiveness and processing 
of the information, particularly when they have a stake in the issue 
under scrutiny. Conversely, low levels of trustworthiness, expertise, 
attractiveness, or sender incongruity diminish listeners’ commitment 
to understanding and processing information, leading to 
misinterpretation of issue-irrelevant cues (Dewatripont and 
Tirole, 2005).

Given the specific context of boardrooms, characterized by diverse 
backgrounds, part-time roles, and episodic meetings, we assert that 
establishing and maintaining trust poses significant challenges. The 
imbalance between active senders and listeners, given the relatively 
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large size of boards, further complicates communication dynamics. 
Moreover, while boards benefit from cohesion and shared 
understanding, effective decision-making necessitates cognitive 
conflict to foster diverse perspectives and informed choices (Forbes 
and Milliken, 1999). Engbers and Khapova (2023) highlight the 
struggle that boards face in managing the tension between cohesion 
and cognitive conflict, as the latter may lead to affective conflict and 
erode trust among members.

In sum, the complexity of boardroom dynamics is compounded 
when members lack similarity and attraction. In such cases, the effort 
invested by individual listeners in processing information varies based 
on the perceived trust developed through previous experiences or 
shared backgrounds.

Proposition 10: The implicit theories held by listeners regarding the 
trustworthiness and similarity of the sender significantly influence 
their receptiveness to communicated messages, shaping their 
willingness to invest effort in understanding and processing 
information and ultimately impacting the effectiveness of 
communication within the board setting.

4 Toward a model of a spiral of unsaid 
known in the boardroom

In summary, the model posits that the unsaid known in the 
boardroom becomes profoundly consequential when listeners 
perceive incongruence in senders and react instinctively. This 
discrepancy between verbal and non-verbal cues diminishes the 
quality of communication, adversely affecting decision-making 
processes and the subsequent commitment of board members to the 
decisions made. Consequently, when these decisions are conveyed to 
stakeholders, board members engage in sensemaking and sensegiving 
processes, perpetuating a cycle of incongruent sociocognitive and 
communicative events and a level of unsaid known.

Senders and listeners within the boardroom play pivotal roles in 
shaping and interpreting communication dynamics. Boards tasked 
with deliberating decisions (Forbes and Milliken, 1999) primarily 
engage in communication behaviors, making it challenging to discern 
true agreement or cohesiveness among members. Incongruent 
behaviors (Chu et al., 2005; Eberly et al., 2013; Hall and Knapp, 2013), 
such as verbalizing agreements when dissenting internally, erode 
trustworthiness, hindering the effective execution of decisions.

The perception of time constraints, pressure to conform, fear of 
social and financial repercussions, and concern for maintaining board 
cohesion contribute to a spiral of the unsaid known. This reluctance 
to share information diminishes decision quality and commitment, 
despite the need for diverse perspectives to enhance critical thinking 
(Forbes and Milliken, 1999). However, by fostering a culture of 
productive information sharing, board members can mitigate a spiral 
of the unsaid known, thereby enhancing decision-making processes.

Furthermore, the model suggests that when distrust and political 
maneuvering emerge within the boardroom, the discussion of these 
dynamics becomes increasingly challenging (Argyris, 1992). The 
biases underlying these dynamics remain unresolved, as they are not 
voiced and refuted, leading to unwarranted blame and hampered 
decision-making. Minority opinions are often overlooked, and 
groupthink (Janis, 1972) and false consensus (Ross et al., 1977) prevail, 

exacerbating the detrimental effects of the unsaid known on 
boardroom dynamics and decision outcomes.

If board members are collectively aware of this phenomenon, 
we assume they would deal with it more consciously or would at least 
find it hard to act as if underground dynamics are not present. Why 
would they cover up what they know everyone knows (Sunstein and 
Hastie, 2014)? When listeners are willing to share information in a 
productive way about how they assess issue-irrelevant information, 
incongruity is halted. Given that there are usually more listeners than 
senders during board meetings, only one listener may change the 
conversation when he  or she shares inferences about 
perceived incongruity.

Knowledge of interpersonal interaction could help people 
overcome such issues: “Many conflicts become unproductive because 
people do not understand the dynamic nature of interpersonal 
interaction – that is, how what I say affects what you think, which 
affects what you say and then what I think next, and so on. Not seeing 
our own contribution to the other’s behavior, we feel blameless when 
we encounter an interpersonal problem” (Edmondson and Smith, 
2006, p. 22).

5 Discussion

The exploration of sociocognitive processes within the boardroom 
and their influence on decision-making represents a critical endeavor 
in understanding organizational dynamics. This paper aimed to shed 
light on these processes by drawing insights from the communication, 
psycho-dynamic, and governance literatures to develop preliminary 
propositions and a model of the “unsaid known” phenomenon in 
the boardroom.

Our model underscores the significance of implicit theories 
(Detert and Edmondson, 2011) and taken-for-granted communicative 
events in shaping decision-making among board members. By 
distinguishing between the cognition of senders and listeners 
(Cornelissen et al., 2015), we have sought to theorize their unique 
sensemaking processes. We  propose that heightened collective 
awareness of incongruences in communicated information and 
underlying dynamics can potentially enhance decision-
making processes.

These preliminary theories emphasize the need to delve more 
deeply into the mechanisms behind board members’ active listening 
and their decisions regarding the expression of thoughts and feelings. 
This calls for real-time explorations involving direct engagement 
within the boardroom setting to capture the genuine situations, 
thoughts, and feelings of board members rather than relying solely on 
interviews to probe overarching values and beliefs.

Moreover, distinguishing between the implicit theories (Detert 
and Edmondson, 2011) of senders and receivers is crucial, as it reveals 
the disparity between individuals’ personal thoughts and feelings 
versus their perceptions of others’ thoughts and feelings. This 
differentiation underscores the complex nature of mindreading and 
metacognition, emphasizing the necessity for nuanced methodologies 
in investigating these processes (Schraw and Moshman, 1995; Nichols 
and Stich, 2004; Dimaggio et al., 2008). This suggests that researchers 
should not only investigate what board members think themselves but 
also delve into their perceptions of what others think (second order) 
and even their perceptions of what others think they themselves think 
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(third order metacognition) (Strle, 2012). A clear distinction between 
the thoughts and emotions of board members may pose challenges, 
but investigating the role of emotions and emotion recognition skills 
could significantly enrich our understanding of these board processes 
(Elfenbein et al., 2007; Kelly and Metcalfe, 2011).

Further research is also warranted to delve into implicit, 
preconscious (Dehaene et al., 2006) processes and biases (Argyris, 
1992; Kahneman, 2012) within the boardroom, as well as how board 
members assess and respond to these dynamics. In particular, the 
unsaid known may proliferate in instances of increasingly incongruent 
behavior (Chu et al., 2005; Eberly et al., 2013; Hall and Knapp, 2013), 
distrust, and political maneuvering, posing challenges for discussion 
and exploration (Argyris, 1992). Given the implicit theories 
surrounding risk and minority opinion, further research is warranted 
to explore the influence of power dynamics on sensemaking processes 
(Weick et al., 2005).

Crucially, our model indicates that incongruencies not only affect 
internal board processes but also spill over into communication with 
stakeholders, potentially impeding effective stewardship. This 
observation prompts an exploration of the role of incongruency in 
shaping institutional logic (Cornelissen et  al., 2015). Exploring 
incongruencies, however, may elicit defensive responses, suggesting 
that addressing the unsaid known within boards requires multifaceted 
strategies, including creating an environment where social biases are 
normalized, establishing group norms that encourage critical thought, 
and allowing time for informal interactions and discussions during 
meetings (Edmondson, 2004). By proactively managing the unsaid, 
boards can mitigate biases, enhance decision-making processes, and 
foster a culture of openness and trust.

Methodological advancements, exemplified by the adaptation of 
the left-hand column method (Senge, 1997), present an opportunity 
for investigating the phenomenon of the unsaid known. By 
incorporating speculation about others’ unspoken thoughts and 
feelings alongside individuals’ own reflections, this method offers a 
comprehensive approach to understanding the dynamics of 
communication and cognition within the boardroom. Nevertheless, 
challenges persist in addressing defensive reactions and ensuring 
confidentiality (Putnam, 1991). Additionally, investigating individuals’ 
thoughts and feelings, both about themselves and others, reveals social 
biases that pose analytical complexities. Discerning truth from 
perception and reality from interpretation becomes paramount. 
Therefore, delving into these biases implies a need for researchers to 
introspect on their own biases and their positioning within their 

research (Cunliffe, 2011). Maintaining consistency between approach 
and philosophical stance is crucial to avoid ontological drift.
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