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Abstract 

This dissertation is based on action research (AR) that was conducted in a Fortune 

500 aerospace company (Company X) for the duration of one year—February 2019 to 

March 2020. The question I sought to address was the following: How does an 

internal change agent maneuver within a Fortune 500 company to gain system-wide 

acceptance of an intervention? My positionality was as an insider. I worked as a 

senior culture advisor in Company X, tasked with improving the organization’s 

values and ethics through senior leaders. 

 

The motivation for this study was to understand how an internal change agent 

structures a change management initiative to gain system-wide implementation. The 

intervention, in this case, is designed to enable employees to voice and enact their 

values in order to empower employees, as well as to mitigate corporate risk. In the 

two decades leading up to this study, society has witnessed a number of ethical 

leadership failures, starting with the collapse of ENRON in 2001 and the more recent 

cases of VW, Wells Fargo, and Boeing. Each of these companies had “silent” 

cultures, in which voices of dissent were not countenanced. Company X’s milieu was 

volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) due to Company X’s products, 

which were involved in two crashes, as well as the on-set of the COVID-19 

pandemic. 
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The change management intervention, Giving Voice to Values (GVV), was designed 

to enable employee voice in a VUCA environment. Two pilots, each of six weeks 

duration, were deployed in two different business units in Company X. GVV is a 

pedagogy and curriculum developed by Dr. Mary Gentile and has been applied to 

more than 1,000 organizations in seven continents.  

 

The study documented 185 discrete action researcher initiatives during the year-long 

study, including building a business case, getting company sponsorship, martialing 

resources, establishing an action research team, selecting and engaging the 

intervention pilot sponsors, designing and implementing the intervention, conducting 

post-intervention evaluation and proof of concept, gaining approval for enterprise-

wide deployment, and creating a sustainment strategy, etc. Each of these intervention 

experiences is documented in detail and provides the data for study findings presented 

as propositions. Eight design propositions for action researchers are offered:  

• Knowing yourself and knowing why,  

• Going where the need is, 

• The deceptively simple and resource intensive nature of action research, 

• Scalability of action research,  

• Embracing obstacles and staying connected,  

• Politically knowing whose kitchen you are in,  

• Evaluating intervention success, and  

• The value of self-reflection.  
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Additionally, an inductive model emerged conceptualizing the antecedents to VUCA 

voice (VV)—ethical leadership, psychological safety, and trust. The VUCA voice 

model proposes that these antecedents create organizing conditions where individuals 

confidently voice innovative ideas and values-based dissent and challenge without 

fear of being silenced or hurt. 

 

The final chapter discusses my key learnings, future considerations, and 

recommendations for practice and research. From practical considerations, this 

change intervention was deemed successful in that the pilot to go from silence to 

VUCA voice was approved for enterprise-wide deployment by corporate officials. 

Additionally, this action research study has been scaled for a new pilot to enable race 

and social justice conversations at Company X.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Overview 
This action research study is a personal account of my experience in a successful pilot 

that explores how a Fortune 500 aerospace company can go from silence to voice in a 

VUCA environment. The research took place at Company X, which is headquartered 

in the Midwestern United States and employs more than 160,000 people in more than 

150 countries. I worked as a senior culture advisor at Company X from August 2013 

to March 2020. I took another position in executive leadership development within 

Company X in April 2020. The names, organizations, and locations are generalized to 

maintain confidentiality. 

 

Action research (AR) is unique among research methodologies. The researcher wears 

two hats: (a) that of the traditional scholar whose job is to build upon extant literature 

and provide innovation to the field of study, and (b) that of a practitioner who is 

leading a change management initiative. In my case, I was an insider working with 

insiders, as opposed to being an outside consultant. In essence, an action researcher is 

researching oneself, one’s colleagues, and ones’ organization to improve an aspect of 

the organization in which they are serving as a change agent through a planned 

intervention while simultaneously contributing to the leadership literature and field of 

study. 
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The study findings provide a detailed description of how to effectively manage a 

cultural change in a Fortune 500 Volatile Uncertain Complex Ambiguous (VUCA) 

environment. Based on ~185 discreet tasks over 11 months, the results provide best 

practices, lessons learned, and a deeply personal story of failure and triumph. The 

action research also led to an inductive model of the antecedents to VUCA voice. I 

have defined VUCA voice as “the action of confidently voicing innovative ideas and 

values-based dissent and challenge without fear of being silenced or hurt amidst a 

VUCA environment.” The antecedents are ethical leadership, psychological safety, 

and trust. With another group, I scaled the action research to new initiatives at 

Company X, including Giving Voice to Values as an enabler for useful and 

meaningful racism and social injustice conversations. 

Research Objective 
The objective of this research is to provide insight and guidance on how to effect 

cultural change in a Fortune 500 company struggling against the fierce headwinds of 

a VUCA environment. This dissertation is a personal insider account of an 

employee/researcher who conducted action research to explore how to help the 

corporate culture move from silence to VUCA voice through action research and the 

intervention of Giving Voice to Values.   

Research Question 
How does an internal change agent maneuver within a Fortune 500 company to gain 

system-wide acceptance of an intervention? 
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This following is a description of the dissertation’s roadmap. Chapter 1 (the 

introduction), which provides the societal milieu of pernicious ethical leadership 

failures of public companies, provides background to Company X’s environment. 

These failures have also energized my desire to impact corporate culture to mitigate 

employee-silence risk. Following that is a description of Company X, the research 

locale. Chapter 2 describes Giving Voice to Values and the rationale for its selection 

as the intervention to enable culture change in Company X. Chapter 3 is focused on 

the methodology and the action research framework for planning, implementing, 

observing, and reflecting. As it unfolded in the action research “spiral” of continual 

improvement, the cultural change management project is described and documented 

(Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2014; Titchen & Manley, 2006). Chapter 4 provides 

an instructive chronology of the research process. Chapter 5 describes eight 

propositions related to organizational change management issues, the emergence of 

the antecedents to VUCA voice, and self-discovery. It concludes with an explanation 

of the inductive model of the antecedents of VUCA voice that include ethical 

leadership, psychological safety, and trust. Finally, Chapter 6 identifies limitations, 

organizational impact, and future studies.  

Background  
I began my journey as a business ethicist (by becoming a bioethicist) in 2001, 

immediately after departing from Gartner as V.P. Executive Relations. Gartner had a 

fabulous culture and took its responsibility as the vanguard of objective Information 
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Technology (IT) thought leadership and consulting very seriously. Reputation and 

objectivity were our stock in trade. Gartner demanded and got the best from 

employees through training, team building, recognition, and caring. I thrived there. I 

was the first woman to top the sales charts and have the Bowie knife to prove it. I left 

the company due to downsizing and, after reflecting on my experience, I started 

thinking about what I believed was an undeniable connection between profitability 

and ethics. From that point on, I devoted my professional and personal life to ethical 

capitalism. My first step was studying global ethics at Princeton Theological 

Seminary. My shorthand answer for business ethics is to do what you say you will do 

and, equally important, state what you are NOT going to do. The latter is problematic, 

even in the best of cultures, because it causes friction. The result is a passive-

aggressive environment in which informal meetings occur after “the meeting,” or 

through Instant Messenger (IM), Slack, or Skype during the session. Commitments 

made in public are tempered or even reversed in private. In the twenty years since 

leaving Gartner, I have seen this played out hundreds of times. Here is an example of 

how seeds of distrust are sown. From a colleague, I found out that her vigorous nods 

of approval when I spoke were not valid for what I was presenting. She attributed her 

“false positive” signaling as the right thing to do, growing up in the South. Making 

people feel comfortable is a requirement of gentility. With my direct, New York 

background, I was horrified, as I realized she was one of my teammates actively, yet 

secretly, undermining my efforts. 
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In the past few years at Company X, I have begun to name that behavior, commonly 

known as “passive-aggressive,” for what I thought was lying. Yet, that is too 

simplistic and unfairly implies a moral valance. Employees lack candor for a myriad 

of reasons. They may not have the channel or the audience to propose a conflicting 

view. They may not have the courage to use their voice because of previous 

retribution for speaking up, especially in a culture that rejects dissent. My interviews 

confirmed both my experience and observations that there is fear in the corporate 

system. As a result, it becomes acceptable to tell half-truths at every corporate 

structure level to delay sharing inevitable bad news. In Company X’s case, and 

others, as referenced above, the effects of silence are devastating and were 

enumerated earlier. I chose this study and action research to find a way to allow 

employees to be their better angels and for leaders to help employees cultivate their 

voice to bring up a quality concern, a racist incident, or a unique innovation that 

endangers the status quo.  

 
At this moment in Company X’s history, the question of “What is the role of a 

Company X executive?” is vitally important. Company X executives, notably the 

CEO and Executive Council, represent Company X to its employees, customers, 

regulators, shareholders, and Wall Street. Below are the imperatives for Company X 

executives to be influential and fulfill their responsibility.  

• Military leaders worldwide expect Company X executives to share the ethos of 

integrity, ethics, honor, courage, and loyalty.  
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• The flying public expects the same of Company X executives.  

• Company X employees expect values-driven executives to embody Company X 

behaviors based on our enduring values. The possession of one value attribute 

does not guarantee another.   

• Company X and subsidiary employees need executives to role model an ethical 

“tone at the top.” Company X employees need executives to set the moral 

compass to true north and follow it unquestioningly. That focus will provide 

employees with the comfort and strength that we need not compromise integrity, 

safety, or quality. 

• Regulators need Company X executives to listen and use their power to abide by 

the spirit and the letter of the law. 

• Legislators and the executive branch need Company X executives to be good 

stewards of the trust it has earned in its partnerships—from Air Force One to 

community engagement. Most importantly, Company X must keep the flying 

public and members of the military safe from harm. 

• Customers and suppliers need Company X executives to provide strategy and 

vision that guide them beyond the reputational and financial hardship they have 

endured due to the crashes. They are in the process of collecting monetary 

damages, but the partnership goes beyond money. Company X’s customers have 

been loyal. By demonstrating the military ethos and Company X behaviors, 

Company X executives will prove that customer loyalty was well-placed.  
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• Shareholders and Wall Street need Company X executives to be clear-eyed, 

candid, and brutally honest about current and future financial performance. 

Company X executives have a fiduciary and moral responsibility to those 

constituents who take the company at its word as they invest billions of dollars.   

• Future generations need Company X executives to serve as trustworthy stewards 

of the founder’s legacy by finding a way forward through courage, grit, and 

perseverance.   

• Society needs Company X executives to lead the company to fulfill the aspiration 

to be the best company in the aerospace and global industries by being the values-

driven leaders they have committed to being. Before the crisis, that aspiration laid 

upon a house of cards. Today is a unique moment to build a legacy from the ashes 

by actualizing the expected values and behaviors.  

 
A values-based executive is full-throated in support of values and business outcomes 

and plays big with an eye on building a legacy. What does that mean? An enduring 

legacy mindset requires a broad view, a clearly articulated vision, and habitual 

excellence in word and deed. It requires provocative empathy by challenging people 

to be their best while showing concern and understanding of the difficulty of going 

from good to great, helping the leaders at Company X leave a legacy of 

unprecedented success in the face of crippling adversity. In part, a VUCA voice 

culture is an aspiration of this research and my future work. 
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Research Context 
As a society and individually, we are fatigued by the trenchant headlines of egregious 

ethical leadership failures and racism that span business and government. The impact 

of these failures has cost people their lives, their homes, and their livelihoods. 

Company X is in league with other headline-grabbing Fortune 500 companies. 

Twenty years ago, significant ethical leadership failures, including Enron and 

WorldCom, cast a pall on the new millennium. The regulatory response to those 

leadership failures was Sarbanes-Oxley (SOX) and the associated Federal Sentencing 

Guidelines for Organizations (FSGO) (Steer, 2003). SOX’s purpose is to hold the 

CEO and other senior leaders accountable for an ethical corporate culture.  

 
Leadership engagement is known as the “tone at the top” (Bedi, Alpaslan, & Green, 

2015). Two decades after SOX, ethical leadership failures continue, from the great 

recession of the mid-aughts to the more recent scandals of VW, Wells Fargo, and 

Company X (Arnold, 2016; Cremer & Bergin, 2015; Herkert, Borenstein, & Miller, 

2020; Hotten, 2015; Office of the Comptroller of the Currency, 2020; Williams, 

2020). These pernicious ethical failures indicate that SOX controls are not sufficient. 

Likewise, those who represent the “tone at the top,” in these cases, may be morally 

mute, indicating that exclusive focus on the top of the organization is insufficient in 

preventing significant ethical leadership failures. In addition to corporate boards 

holding CEOs and executive councils accountable for demonstrating, through word 

and deed, ethical leadership, the employee voices coming from below must be heard. 

Employees’ voices at VW and Wells Fargo went unheeded. Leaders and managers 
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must give credence to employee voice by encouraging and rewarding constructive 

perspectives to help inoculate against ethical leadership failures. 

 

Recognizing that SOX is inadequate for integrity-based ethics and compliance (E&C) 

programs, the Ethics & Compliance Initiative (ECI) sponsored a blue ribbon panel 

(BRP) (Ethics & Compliance Initiative, 2016). There were several catalysts for 

convening this esteemed panel, which included Michael Oxley; the panel was an 

unprecedented global engagement in combatting fraud and corruption. The first is that 

Brazil, Russia, India, and China have joined the United States and the United 

Kingdom in establishing regulations and penalties at least equivalent to the U.S. 

Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) (United States Department of Justice, n.d.). 

The second is that social media has escalated the speed and impact of reputational 

risk. Corporate communications cannot control the narrative of perceived misconduct. 

The effect can be catastrophic. The role that social media played in the public and 

political perception of Company X is a case in point. Finally, the cost of misconduct 

has skyrocketed. In 2012, the average total of financial resolutions in FCPA 

enforcement actions was $22 million. In 2014, the price was $157 million. 

 

In response to the recent ethical leadership failures, the BRP cited five essential 

principles for a High-Quality Ethics & Compliance Program (HQP):  

• Strategy—Ethics and compliance are central to the business strategy. 

• Risk—Identify, own, manage, and mitigate ethics and compliance risks.  
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• Leadership—Leadership at all levels are stewards of an ethical culture. 

• Reporting—Encourages, protects, and values the reporting of concerns and 

suspected wrongdoing. 

• Accountability—The organization holds itself accountable and actions against 

wrongdoing. (Ethics & Compliance Initiative, 2016) 

 
The Edelman Trust Barometer, a highly respected global survey of citizens’ trust in 

societal entities, namely government, business, NGOs, and media, has provided an 

additional context of how global citizens feel about the state of trust in business. 

Since 2000, the annual survey results debut at the World Economic Forum (WEF) in 

Davos. The 2019 survey results are supportive of the notion put forward in this 

dissertation that respondents expect to have “personal empowerment,” a “voice in key 

decisions” in a “values-driven culture” (Edelman, 2019). The 2020 survey delivered a 

grim assessment of how the global citizenry perceives societal institutions’ ethicality. 

Expressly, the survey results indicate that none of the societal entities embodied both 

competence and ethics—it was one or the other (Edelman, 2020). This assessment 

comes two decades after the passage of Sarbanes-Oxley, with the mandate for “tone 

at the top” (Lail, MacGregor, Stuebs, & Thomasson, 2013; Schwartz, Dunfee, & 

Kline, 2005). Employees want to have their voice heard, and, as stated earlier, “tone 

at the top” needs fortification from the voices below.   
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The Business Roundtable is an association of chief executive officers of America’s 

leading companies to promote a thriving U.S. economy through sound public policy. 

In a bold move, the 2019 Business Roundtable’s “Statement on the Purpose of a 

Corporation” (Murray, 2019) challenges the conventional wisdom that the distinct 

role of a corporation is to generate profit (Friedman, 1970). In effect, the statement is 

a description of ethical capitalism (Savulescu, 2016). Ethical capitalism is the reason I 

became a business ethicist. I believe in it and want to play a role in advancing it 

(Gartenberg & Serafeim, 2019). It appears that those in power are, at least in words, 

suggesting that capitalism, as we know it, is “dead” (Wu, 2020). Company X is at a 

crucial moment and has an opportunity to bolster competency and ethics. This study, 

and the work that follows from it, is one way to enable that alignment. 

 

Organizational change brings increased misconduct observations (Ethics & 

Compliance Initiative, 2018). Normalizing values conflicts optimizes ethical leaders’ 

ability to address the issue by demonstrating the accepted norms quickly. A VUCA 

voice unheeded, however, is like a shout in the wind. A requisite of ethical leadership 

is acting when ethical concern surfaces. 

VUCA voice explored 
When leadership sets the expectation, by word and deed, employees will exercise 

their values-based voice. VUCA voice is enabled. The employee has proof that 

silence is inconsistent with the standard norms and that VUCA voice brings positive 

reinforcement. VUCA voice becomes safe. VUCA voice is especially crucial in the 
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midst of change. The consequence of unvoiced and unheeded concerns is far-reaching 

and potentially deadly, as in the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster (Boisjoly, Curtis, 

& Mellican, 1989). 

 

VUCA voice goes beyond “speaking up.” The literature frequently positions 

“speaking up” with dissent or courage, due to the professional risk (Detert & Burris, 

2007; Detert & Edmonson, 2007; Detert & Treviño, 2010; Edmonson, 2003; Kassing, 

2016; Knoll & van Dick, 2012; Milliken, Morrison, & Hewlin, 2003; Morrison, 2011; 

Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Morrison & Milliken, 2003). GVV helps to neutralize the 

risk because of how employees upskill through the curriculum and pedagogy. GVV’s 

robust tools teach employees to normalize the voicing and enacting upon their values 

by developing ethical muscle memory. In essence, the need for courage resolves by 

the skill to voice and enact values. Upward and lateral communication occurs when 

employees voice concerns about safety, quality, or ethics, to those in power (Treviño 

& Weaver, 2003; Vogelgesang, Leroy, & Avolio, 2013) and is an essential 

component of sustaining an ethical corporate culture (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; 

Tams & Gentile, 2020).  

 

A critical contextual consideration is the circumstances in which the company found 

itself at this research time. Company X was grappling with significant and 

fundamental change after suffering from catastrophic events that have shaken its core 

(CEO fired, lay-offs, massive stock devaluation). The specifics are further described 
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in the “Imposing Events at Company X” section of Chapter 1, as well as in Appendix 

I.  

 

The instigators for the catastrophe include internal leadership failures and external 

events (COVID-19). The business environment in which this study took place is 

volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) (Casey, 2014; Mack & 

Anshuman, 2015; Mack, Khare, Krämer, & Burgartz, 2016). In addition to uncertain 

market conditions that erode balance sheet performance, the risk of increased 

observations of ethical misconduct increases during significant change. Further, there 

is increased employee silence (Milliken et al., 2003; Morrison, 2014) in high-

pressure, high-stress environments (Detert & Burris, 2007). Company X’s current risk 

mitigation efforts are not designed to address the known issues, cited in the above-

referenced literature, related to silence. Company X uses metrics to assess the 

“openness” of the culture. Openness, loosely defined, is employees’ willingness to 

speak up if there is observed misconduct. The metrics have two uses. The first is to 

satisfy the requirements related to ethics case management, as mandated by Sarbanes-

Oxley (United States, 2002). The second way is to inform business unit leaders of the 

ethical health of their business. 

 

The first issue with the metrics is that the formal ethics case management process 

captures approximately 7% of cases (Business Ethics Leadership Alliance, n.d.). A 

comprehensive database of all cases (compliance and behavioral) does not exist. 
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Substantiation rates are consistent with similarly situated companies, hovering at 37% 

(of ~7%). The data gaps suggest an excellent chance that policy and resource 

decisions based upon the case management metrics focus on the wrong problems—

68% of the cases go to one’s immediate manager. The scalability of GVV, beyond the 

pilot, is to upskill managers across the enterprise to manage these discussions 

effectively.  

 

Leadership’s dependence on ethics case data and survey results in assessing the 

measure of “speak up” or “upward voice” (Morrison, 2014) is problematic, as the 

metrics do not tell the whole story. The ethics case management metrics and the 

employee engagement survey have some value to Company X and adhere to legal and 

audit requirements. However, these data alone have the effect of one hand clapping. 

My research indicates that other employee engagement, through voice intervention, 

provides a third dimension of skill-building to address that question of how to enable 

a VUCA voice culture.  

Research Problem and Significance 
Since 2013, when I first engaged in senior leadership decisions, sweeping culture 

change management efforts have been deployed at Company X. I consider them 

failures for several reasons. First, while the understanding of changes remained at the 

top of the organization, all senior leaders did not embrace the changes. A CEO 

announcement of an initiative is considered an effective catalyst for the desired 

behavioral and cultural change. The expectation that the culture change will drift 



15 
 

down and permeate through levels and geographies is folly. The research in this 

dissertation enumerates the gravel grind of authentic cultural change.  

 

Employees affected by culture change experience in a 100-year-old command and 

control environment need to navigate many contradictions, such as doing more with 

less. I have experienced two significant culture and values initiatives while at 

Company X. The first one, in 2015, was superseded by a new one in 2017, and was 

then replaced by a new one in 2020. Each of these changes has included external 

consultants. These consultants instigate a froth of change at the exposed part of the 

iceberg. Underneath lies the dark, cold immovable cynicism of employees who 

genuinely believe in the organization’s mission but are expending precious energy 

(Burris, 2012; Detert & Burris, 2007) trying to get their sea legs in a VUCA 

environment. While it is arguable that these change initiatives were failures 

(Bradbury-Huang, 2010), the history of change management initiatives at Company X 

suggest that the outcomes are consistent with the established corporate failure rate of 

70% (Ewenstein, Smith, & Sologar, 2015). 

VUCA voice and change management 
There are reasons why change management in a VUCA environment is challenging. 

The primary reason may be that the concept is not well-understood. VUCA is not a 

lump of chaos that serves as an excuse for leadership inaction because of being 

overcome by events (OBE), nor is it an unbounded opportunity to leapfrog the 

competition. Instead, VUCA is a distinct set of four circumstances that present four 
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different leadership challenges available for volatility. It changes frequently and 

unpredictably (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014). Uncertainty is a lack of knowledge, 

especially if a change event is significant. Complexity is “an elaborate network of 

information and procedures; often multiform and convoluted but not necessarily 

involving change. Ambiguity is a basic lack of knowledge and an unprecedented set 

of circumstances” (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014, p. 314). Each of the elements of 

VUCA requires a different strategy and approach. For example, supply chains are the 

lifeblood of industrials and pharmaceuticals. A weakness in the supply chain, such as 

schedule, cost, or quality issues, can wreak havoc on customer deliveries and balance 

sheets. McKinsey worked with several clients to address the “volatility” in the supply 

chain by identifying and mitigating risk. The process was enlightening for the 

companies and helped them tackle their highest risk areas, like diversifying from 

single-source suppliers for crucial components.  

 

Distinct market and industry borders have given way to permeable and fungible 

boundaries, making mastery in corporate strategy very difficult. COVID-19 has 

catapulted VUCA into what I am calling VUCA 2.0. The global economy, and indeed 

Company X, has entered a new era of permanent instability. Leaders who default to 

the age-of-innocence, hierarchical command, and control leadership style will 

become irrelevant. VUCA 2.0 leadership is transformational and bears a new 

watermark of resilience and an eye towards legacy. Leaders must become both 

students and storytellers of how VUCA impacts their company, their market, and 
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society as a way to demystify the pernicious swirl of change that employees 

experience. Finally, VUCA 2.0 leadership is values-driven. Leaders need to set a non-

negotiable standard of accountability for their actions and expect and empower others 

to do the same. Ethical leadership provides clarity of purpose and upholds agreed-

upon norms by word and deed (Codreanu, 2016). 

 

As I concluded the study, I began a new role in a new organization in Company X. 

My new responsibilities are in executive leadership development. The new position 

provides me with the opportunity to continue to bring the findings, or best practices, 

for culture change management into my new assignment. I have enthusiastic support 

from my management and team. I will discuss my experience as a Company X 

culture employee in the methodology and findings chapters. However, a contextual 

note is that, before conducting this study, I was silenced and bullied by the very 

organization with stewardship responsibility for establishing and cultivating the 

norms of ethical behavior. This experience was one of the motivators for me to 

conduct this study. I hope that this study will reduce the number of people who come 

to work with dread and fear and increase the number of people who can authentically 

“bring their whole selves” to work.  

Imposing Issues at Company X 
A Fortune 500 aerospace company founded more than 100 years ago by an immigrant 

entrepreneur and aviation pioneer is the focus of this study. Immediately following 

his first airplane’s completion, he signed a contract with the United States 
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Government for 50 of those planes to support the WWI effort. That began an epic 

story of eventually dominating the aerospace defense and commercial, industrial 

business sectors. The company culture was an engineering culture. Company X 

engineers took great pride in ensuring that engineering elegance and product safety 

was evident in every design. The cost was not a consideration. In 2015, the 

environment, true to VUCA, changed quickly and dramatically. The consequences of 

the change will ensure for a generation. 

 

Before describing the change, I offer an analogy. There was a fictional, prestigious 

private high school, Welloff, known for its world-class tennis team and premier 

scholarship. Scholar athletes from all over the country attended because of the high 

college offers from division one schools. A new principal takes over and announces 

over the loudspeaker one day that the school will become a football powerhouse. The 

goal was to become a division one football factory within five years. At the time of 

the announcement, other than intermural touch football, Welloff did not have a 

football program. The vision, crafted behind closed doors with some monied alumni 

boosters, the principal, and a handful of influential parents, was set. The way forward 

was established, which included the expectation that the student body and faculty 

would provide a full-throated endorsement of the new football program.   

 

The promise of world-class facilities and coaching draws some attention, and the 

CEO and executive council are very pleased with the interest of potential players and 
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division one coaches. However, the community, faculty, students, and alumni are 

very concerned. How will the culture change? A football mindset is very different 

from a tennis mindset. Friday night under the lights did not jibe with the polished 

prepsters of Welloff. Is this still a school that provides a cultural fit? Are scholarship 

standards going to change? Are salaries for world-class scholars going to be 

negatively impacted? How is the significant impact to the community going to be 

handled? The infrastructure implications are momentous, ranging from the 

environmental effects of a new field, security, and retail resources for Friday night 

football, as well as high administrative costs that take years to work through. What 

about alumni who have funded the school based on the prestige of scholarship and 

tennis athletics’ quiet excellence? 

 

Now back to Company X circa 2015. The then-new CEO, a career engineer at 

Company X, made a bold statement to Wall Street. The company would grow 

revenues 300% by 2025, with double or triple the operating margins. Company X 

would be a global industrial champion by performing in the top quartile of all 

companies in the sector, beyond aerospace. A bunch of highly skilled tennis players 

was going to learn how to play football. The engineering focus shifted from 

engineering elegance to getting the engineering accurately, cheaply, and quickly.  

 

The result of the shift was an aggressive review of corporate resource usage to 

cultivate world-class efficiencies. There was also tremendous pressure put on the 



20 
 

supplier base to reduce cost. That base was approximately 15,000 world-wide 

suppliers. Organizational redesign efforts were underway, and these included a 

restructuring of the engineering organization and supply chain organizations. The 

cultural artifacts of this change management initiative were plastered on walls and 

websites, laden with words like “excellence,” “agility,” “empowerment,” and 

“candor.”  

 

Wall Street performance was the primary success metric, and the stock rose to 

meteoric, historic heights. It was energizing to have the CEO become a darling of the 

press and engage in high profile dialogue with the new resident of 1600 Pennsylvania 

Ave in 2017. Yet, most employees were just trying to figure out how to stay focused 

on completing their work scope and were struggling with the “why” of the changes. 

More importantly, there was widespread disbelief that the aggressive, contradictory 

goals of audacious growth and cost-cutting could be achieved. There was a low roar 

at the water cooler, but dissent in the conference room was not entertained, and, 

silently, acquiesce prevailed. 

 

The cultural impact was significant. Fear was creeping into the culture as the pressure 

to meet unattainable goals that were envisioned by Wall Street and consultants, but 

not necessarily the customer. The implosion began, first with a nudge from a crash. 

The crash was viewed as “a moment,” and the tone and tenor of the response were 

that, while it was unfortunate, things will get figured out. Four months later, a second 
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crash happened. The crashes were not “a moment.” It was a catastrophe, yet it did not 

appear that leadership fully appreciated the situation’s enormity. Eventually, the 

board did. A disastrous set of hearings on Capitol Hill, in which the CEO had to 

defend the Company and explain the crashes, tattered relationships with regulators, 

and leaked internal emails painted a bleak picture of silence. The company’s 

reputation was in shambles, and the stock fell off a cliff. The board fired the CEO, 

and the chairman of the board was named the new CEO, with a charter to establish 

stability, credibility, and a reasonable recovery plan. 

 

The required behavioral changes to grow three times, with high margins in five years, 

were insurmountable. The organization aspired to and sold itself as something that it 

was not. This entrepreneurial culture can harness incredible institutional knowledge 

and skill across a nonpareil portfolio of aerospace, commercial, defense, and services. 

The reality was a 100-year-old culture, calcified, command and control, hierarchical, 

and risk-averse. The average employee tenure is in decades. When I first joined the 

company and shared that I had only been with the company a few months, the reply 

that I received was, “Yeah, I’ve only been here eight years.” Like the principal’s 

announcement of a new football program, the stakeholders were not given a voice to 

express dissent, curiosity, or input.  

 

Just as it appeared that the ship was getting set to right, the new CEO incurred self-

inflicted wounds through unfortunate and widely scorned interviews. In January 
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2020, a new virus, known as “Corona,” hit the news cycle in the midst of this. 

Company X, without the foundations of internal stakeholder buy-in or the ability to 

express dissent, nosedived from its height of number 1 on the 2018 Dow Industrial to 

today’s approximate spot around number 19. In part, the fall is from the crashes but 

more so from the leadership blind spots, driven by arrogance, that did not humanize 

the crashes and did not transparently explore the silence that may have contributed to 

the crashes.  

 

Currently, Company X’s significant lay-offs, getting loans, and cash flow are the 

2020 priorities as the fourth quarter looms. Employees are under the sword of 

Damocles, wondering if and when they will get a lay-off notice, and if they do not, 

they are wondering how they will handle the extra work. To add to the VUCA nature, 

race and equity conversations have surfaced as an additional priority. The aerospace 

industry is suffering mightily due to the pandemic. 

Action Research 
Action Research (AR) is the research methodology of this dissertation and was 

chosen for three reasons. The first reason is its provision for the dual role of 

researcher/practitioner. In that capacity, the researchers/practitioners endeavor to 

make a demonstrable improvement in their organization while continuously 

improving through the repeated virtuous cycle of reflection, planning, action, 

observation. Our AR teamwork identified a business issue: silence. Silence was an 

issue for the operations group who participated in Pilot I because they could not voice 
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their concerns of feeling misunderstood, unappreciated, and marginalized. Those 

feelings conflict with the stated corporate values of respect, inclusion, and safety. 

 

Additionally, the operations group can help the leadership team achieve business 

objectives and identify potential pitfalls that would harm the customer through cost 

and schedule variances. Finally, business operations were in the process of rebranding 

its team. If the business operations team did not know how to influence business 

decisions through voicing and enacting their values, rebranding would be diluted. The 

rebranding effort intended to have the business operations professionals speak up 

about cost, schedule, and resource allocation concerns. This “activism” was 

envisioned to replace the historical passive consent to the hierarchy. 

 

As an AR team, we complemented and fortified values and culture education in 

Company X. In the pilot, we helped the participants build a “how” competency to 

voice and act on their values once the conflict was determined. The intentional use of 

plan, act, observe, and reflect to address the business issue and reflect on the change 

management process’s ecosystem enabled the on-going refinement of our processes 

and deliverables. The action research change management process has more impact 

and meaning than the traditional, linear project management Company X habitually 

practices. Without the intentional action research spiral of plan, act, observe, and 

reflect, implementation defects are not addressed, and sustained, positive change is 

not obtained (Kemmis et al., 2014; Weber, 2014). 
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During my seven-year tenure at Company X, ethics initiatives were linear and 

timeline-driven and launched without a convincing reason for why an intervention 

was undertaken. My requests for clarity, process improvements, and securing 

ecosystem feedback were unwelcome and shut down. The measure of success was 

session attendance and a scattershot “survey” that lacked standards and consistency. 

The goal was to just “git ‘er done.” I found the sub-optimization of resources (time, 

energy, mindshare) and the lost opportunity for substantive change to be untenable.  

 

In contrast, AR is a process in which the practitioner/researcher develops a plan of 

action to improve something that is already happening, act on the plan, observe the 

effects of the plan, and reflect on those effects as a way to refine the process and 

make it better—spirals of self-reflection (Kemmis et al., 2014). The Giving Voice to 

Values training was a proof-of-concept in the form of a pilot. The decision criteria for 

a “go” or “no-go” for enterprise deployment included its value add to Company X’s 

ethics initiatives. The virtuous cycle of plan, act, observe, and reflect specifies that 

institutional learning occurs from and improve each session—we were polishing the 

stone day in and day out for the pilot’s duration.  

 

Further, the AR process requires gathering, experiencing, understanding, and judging 

data through the first-, second-, and third-person perspectives (Coghlan, 2019). The 

AR methodology’s ethical praxis enables positive change in the researcher 
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practitioners, stakeholders, and the organization by integrating ethics and ethical 

leadership into inductive, collective, practitioner theory building, which informs 

action (Gearty & David, 2018; Nielsen, 2014). Competitive advantage and 

sustainability in a VUCA world require clarity and ethical leadership. The AR 

process enables organizations to adapt ethically, compete, and sustain in the volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) global business environment. This 

research provides some insight into the role that patience, humility, curiosity 

positively presents a cultural change that resonates with employees. The culture 

change is done “with” them, not “to” them in the action research process.  

 

The three-month pilot (August–October 2019) was deemed successful by the ethics 

leadership team and approved for further enterprise deployment. The entire initiative, 

however, took one year and more than 700 hours of effort. Giving Voice to Values 

was rebranded as Ethics in Action (EIA) and is now a permanent fixture in the ethics 

training and development portfolio of offerings. With the proof of concept complete, 

the next deployment phase began in January 2020. The kick-off session for Phase II 

deployment was a one-and-a-half-day workshop for eight culture advisors, one senior 

manager, and the executive sponsor. Phase II was scheduled to continue through 

April 2020, where the pilot phase would end, and full deployment would begin across 

the enterprise. However, due to expected pushback and lack of leadership, Pilot II 

was placed on life support, brain dead. No one dared to call a time of death, which is 
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good. In a page out of Lazarus’ book (Holland, 2011), GVV is alive and well at 

Company X. The resurrection is further discussed in Chapter 8.  

New Knowledge and Contribution  
This research contributes to the profession and the academy in the following ways: 

• Provides an instructive personal account of a successful Fortune 500 action 

research cultural change management initiative. 

• Introduces the inductive VUCA voice model, with antecedents of ethical 

leadership, psychological safety, trust to the literature.  

 

As an action researcher, I was in a unique position of serving as a change agent 

practitioner and scholar. The study gave me an extraordinary opportunity to view my 

actions and intentions in both roles. I also learned about myself as an authentic 

change agent, driven by the need to privilege corporate and colleague improvement 

rather than my own. Besides, I got a deeper understanding of how people operate, 

horse-trade, and prioritize their work and projects. How do they keep relationships 

intact amidst extreme tensions? How do I continue to develop the characteristic of 

being reliable, a trait that I realize I lacked as part of this research’s self-discovery?  

How can I be a better colleague? Teammate? Employee? How do I take what I have 

learned and apply it in a diverse, compelling way to advance the mission of Company 

X.? These reflections are part of the action research process and provide a unique gift 

of self-awareness.  
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As I conclude this introduction and explain the journey from silence to voice, I will 

share a story. I am a farmer’s daughter, and, although I was raised thousands of miles 

from the family farm in Galway, Ireland, my father cultivated a farmer’s mindset in 

his children. There are beautiful attributes of the farmer’s character, especially 

humility, optimism, joy, persistence, and patience, which come into play in tilling the 

soil, sowing the seeds, and cultivating the harvest, despite drought, rain drench, and 

pests. I tried to prevent weeds, to fertilize the earth, and to neutralize the inevitable 

pests. I made hay while the sun shined and leapt when rare windows of opportunity to 

advance VUCA voice would appear. The going got tough, but I always knew that the 

sun would rise, the seeds would grow, and VUCA voice would serenade the fields. 
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Chapter 2: Giving Voice to Values 
The purpose of the study is to provide a personal account of deploying a mechanism, 

action research, to replace the latent employee silence with a VUCA voice and Giving 

Voice to Values (GVV) was the tool. Company X has an ethics and compliance 

program, and its purpose is to mitigate corporate risk by helping employees answer 

“Is this right or wrong?” questions. GVV asks an entirely different question. Rather 

than a focus on ethical analysis, the Giving Voice to Values (GVV) curriculum 

focuses on ethical implementation and asks the questions: “What if I were going to 

act on my values? What would I say and do? How could I be most effective?” GVV 

helps develop employees’ competency and confidence to normalize difficult 

conversations and reach win/win resolutions. However, that is not always possible, 

and GVV helps create the most constructive solution to address the values conflict.  

History 
Professor Gentile (2010) had been teaching business ethics at Harvard Business 

School for a decade when she had what she described as a crisis in faith. She was 

concerned about the swirl of corporate scandals that often involved MBA graduates. 

Her students were ethical people but did not see the connection between what they 

were learning as an MBA student connected with their workplace. The ethical 

analysis was adequate in academia’s rarefied air, but it was not relevant for the “real 

world,” namely Wall Street. Finding the gap between her aspiration for influencing 

values-based leadership and the reality of the classroom, she left Harvard. She began 
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the quest to pursue a way to cultivate a values-based leadership capability. The ideas 

that Dr. Gentile had been incubating while at Harvard were developed and supported 

in partnership with the Aspen Institute, Yale School of Management, and Babson 

College. Currently, Professor Gentile serves as a Professor of Practice and 

Creator/Director, Giving Voice to Values at the University of Virginia Darden School 

of Business. 

 

The GVV concepts have endured the test of time and have demonstrated resiliency, 

relevancy, and agility through the diverse applications of GVV. The past decade has 

seen more than 1,250 educational settings and organizations on seven continents 

adopt GVV. These organizations represent a broad range of society and commerce. In 

addition to the business school curriculum, the portfolio of GVV adoptees includes 

Fortune 500 companies, the United Nations, Non-Government Agencies, and public 

and private companies. The viral nature of GVV’s adoption, and the variety of 

organizations that have adopted GVV as a way to upskill people to voice and enact 

their values, is a testament to the universality of GVV.  

 

Despite the imperative for employees to voice ideas about business strategy and 

concerns about values conflicts through an upward voice, they do not (Burris, Detert, 

& Romney, 2013). I propose that leaders who demonstrate ethical leadership create a 

climate of psychological safety. In turn, trust is cultivated and motivates employees to 

voice their concerns about safety, quality, or perceived misconduct (Chen & Hou, 
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2016; Lee, Choi, Youn, & Chun, 2015; Liang, 2014; Men et al., 2018; Walumbwa, 

Morrison, & Christensen, 2012; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009; Wang, Gan, Wu, 

& Wang, 2015; Zhu, He, Treviño, Chao, & Wang, 2015).  

 

Traditional ethics and compliance (E&C) programs fall short in training employees 

on how to voice their values effectively. Giving Voice to Values provides the “how” 

of voicing values through skill development, seeing choices, and normalizing seeking 

help when voicing a values conflict (Gentile, 2015). 

 

Currently, Dr. Gentile has been involved in a breathtaking array of Giving Voice to 

Values engagements that impact the globe. A sample of these new initiatives includes 

a mobile app the CFA Institute offers finance students and faculty, KPMG’s 

integration of Giving Voice to Values with the ethics and integrity program, and new 

publications to the GVV book series, including GVV in the board room. There is a 

Coursera training and certification offering. She has also written about GVV and 

COVID-19 and delivers MOOCs. Dr. Gentile’s most recent global engagements 

include a podcast in Sweden, a keynote in Australia, and a high school development 

program in India. Notably, GVV is incorporated as a curriculum and pedagogy for the 

Fellowship at Auschwitz for the Study of Professional Ethics.  

Giving Voice to Values (GVV) Pedagogy 
GVV has seven foundational pillars that form the basis for the pedagogy and the 

curriculum (Gentile, 2017). The first pillar is values, and it provides the student with 
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reflections and surveys to provide insight into concepts such as black and white 

ethical decision-making (absolutism) and shades of gray (relativism). The second 

pillar is purpose, and it allows the student to reflect on the alignment of personal, 

organizational, and societal goals. The third pillar is choice, and it reacquaints us with 

the times when we decided to speak up or not. The fourth pillar is the normalization 

of values conflicts, and it intends to remove the taboo and the emotion that often 

complicates the ability to speak up effectively. The fifth pillar is self-knowledge and 

alignment, and it enables the student to carefully consider the “enablers” and 

“disablers” specific to each person’s strengths. The sixth pillar is voice, and it busts 

myths and shares truths about exercising voice. Finally, the seventh and last pillar is 

reasons and rationalizations, and it explores the four main reasons people give for not 

enacting and voicing their values and ways to respond effectively.  

 

The Giving Voice to Values pedagogy “flips” traditional business school ethics 

training and education from creating awareness of ethical issues that managers may 

encounter and the subsequent analysis to do the “right” thing. There are several 

reasons why the traditional pedagogy falls short of helping managers build the skill 

required to voice and enact their values effectively. The ethical leadership failures 

noted in Chapter 1 are symptoms of inadequacies in corporate ethical decision 

making and actions. As evidenced by document shredding and non-cooperation with 

regulators, those scandals required complicity, so awareness is not the issue. Dr. 

Gentile (2017) has underscored the utilization of traditional, often contradictory, 
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ethical decision-making frameworks, such as the duty to protect the individual versus 

serving the greater good. Ethical fading enables the ability to rationalize unethical 

behavior through the lens of an ethical decision-making model. Beyond those that 

have justified their behavior are those who are uncomfortable with observing 

unethical behavior.  

 

The second “flip” is who is being taught? Having spent a decade at Harvard Business 

School, Dr. Gentile understood the penchant for action and getting things done. 

Traditional ethics programs are rooted in the “Thou shalt not” prohibition of action. 

The tension that arose by that conflict created an environment of the ethics professors 

cast as Ivy-tower idealists who do not understand Wall Street’s realities. In turn, the 

professors would find themselves teaching to convert the most ardent cynic. GVV 

reframes “the student” by taking a broader view of who is in the classroom (and the 

boardroom). On one end, the bell curve of students are idealists aspiring to live their 

values despite the potential material loss, and on the other end of the curve are the 

opportunists whose actions are informed by personal gain, not values. The middle of 

the curve are the pragmatists, who live by their values but may compromise if there is 

a perceived “systemic disadvantage.” This curve helps focus the audience members 

with whom the change of success is most likely—the pragmatist. The opportunists are 

not interested, and the idealist will not harm the organization. The pragmatists are 

hopeful that they can influence an outcome, and the GVV pedagogy satisfies the bias 

for action.  
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The skill gap in voicing one’s concerns brings us to our third and final “flip,” and that 

is how to teach business ethics. The GVV pedagogy navigates the learner to a 

different set of questions and a different focus to create an actionable outcome. The 

question flip is to ask what is necessary to act on the values conflict, not if a situation 

is right or wrong. The GVV pedagogy reorients the protagonist’s focus from good 

and bad to problem-solving. A “thought experiment” and posing the question of 

“What if?” the values conflict is resolved helps achieve the desired outcome. 

 

The problem-solving portion involves tools to view the situation as objectively and 

comprehensively as possible. What are the likely and predictable objections presented 

by the “antagonist” as reasons and rationalizations? Can the situation be crafted into a 

“win/win” or the most effective solution for all parties? If not, what is the most 

effective way to voice and act on one’s values? What levers does the protagonist 

have, such as an impending deadline? Who are the allies that can provide insight and 

guidance? How can the protagonist play to their strengths in engaging. For example, 

does a one-on-one meeting hold the most promise of success, or is a well-written 

memo the best way to engage?  

 

Once the protagonists have decided to act, have a clear vision of what good looks 

like, and feel confident in their ability to voice their values, the next step is to begin 

scripting and rehearsing. This process starts by using the problem-solving tools to 
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form the basis of a first-person script. Writing the script is not to have a verbatim 

monologue but to afford the protagonist the proper preparation to be able to pivot to 

meet the issues raised by the antagonist. However, the scriptwriting’s efficacy is only 

as good as the rehearsal that occurs after the script. The experience of rehearsing is 

robust and provides the protagonist with immediate feedback from a trusted ally. 

After a few rounds of editing and rehearsing, the protagonist is in a position of 

confident competence and ready to engage with a focus on a mutually successful 

outcome.  

 

In addition to the reframing of questions and focus, the student has the opportunity to 

self-reflect. Some exercises provide insight into how one perceives ethical dilemmas, 

(i.e., the degree to which the situations are black, white, or gray shades). A significant 

reflection is a review of one’s history of expressing values conflicts. Resurrecting 

those instances of voicing and enacting values provides a locker of personal strengths 

from which one can draw to repeat that success. When one did not act is equally 

informative. The self-reflection and problem-solving approach dismantles the silence 

and provides the student with the tools to activate voice. 

Giving Voice to Values at Company X 
I first knew of GVV from Dr. Gentile, who served as a 2018 visiting scholar in my 

Ph.D. program. I felt the pain, frustration, and isolation of being silenced and had 

observed fear-based silence in the ethics organization. I pined to cultivate voice in the 

organization so that the hollow corporate beseech of “bring your whole self to work” 
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could be realized. I assumed that the political headwinds would be too strong for me 

to request that we try GVV at Company X. I was wrong. The story’s telling is in 

Chapter 6, where I offer propositions to manage VUCA organizations’ interventions.  

 

Through GVV, we gave employees tools to identify choices, gather allies, and 

preempt rationalizations that would surface when value-conflicts arise. The 

methodology provides employees practical tools to confidently manage values-

conflict issues related to integrity, safety, and quality. Today’s ethics curriculum is 

designed the help employees know the difference between what is right and what is 

wrong and provides instruction to report misconduct. When an employee does have a 

values conflict, they think and feel that their only choices, beyond reporting, are 

inaction, disengagement, acting out, going to another work unit, or quitting. (Gentile, 

2010, 2014). GVV is a post-decision-making tool that focuses attention on “how” to 

voice and action on one’s values effectively after one has decided that there is a 

values conflict.  

 

The curriculum is based on seven pillars, each of which provides the student with a 

solid foundation for effectively engaging in values-conflict conversations. The seven 

pillars of GVV are values; choice; normalization; purpose; self-knowledge and 

alignment; voice; and reasons and rationalizations. Each pillar builds upon the next. 

The pedological method is a combination of instructor-led teaching with the aid of 

case scenarios, videos, and individual reflection, with small and large group breakouts 
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and debriefs. The pedological design enables an instructor to shepherd a group of 

participants to become a trust-based cohort who will remain as part of one’s advisory 

council during the integration of GVV into one’s professional (and maybe personal) 

life.  

 

With support from the CEO, conversations are underway to engage in a meaningful 

and sustained way regarding race, racism, social injustice, diversity, equity, and 

inclusion. With the successful 2019 GVV pilot as the proof of concept, a new GVV 

pilot was launched. The proposal, approval (up to the division CEO), planning, and 

deployment took approximately six weeks. The methodology is the same as described 

in Chapters 3 and 4. 
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Chapter 3: Action Research 
The personal account outlined in this dissertation comes from my learning-in-action 

through first and second person practice. Kurt Lewin and the Harwood studies’ 

historical context (Burnes, 2016) provided insight into why it was the most 

appropriate methodology for culture change management in Company X’s VUCA 

environment. 

 

The third-person practice is the researcher’s traditional voice, generating impartial 

reporting for further query (Coghlan, 2019). It is ethical praxis which ties the 

motivation and purpose of the researcher’s study to the practitioner’s phronesis to 

endeavor to improve a process or culture (Coghlan & Shani, 2017; Nielsen, 2014). 

Reason and Marshalls summed it up in this oft-referenced quotation: 

All good research is for me, for us, and them: it speaks to three 
audiences…is for them to the extent that it produces some kind of 
generalizable ideas and outcomes…It is for us to the extent that it 
responds to concerns for our praxis, is relevant and timely…[for] those 
who are struggling with problems in their field of action. It is for me to 
the extent that the process and outcomes respond directly to the 
individual researcher’s being in the world. (as cited in Coghlin, 2019, 
p. 7) 
 

The research methodology is action research (AR), defined as “A family of related 

approaches that integrate theory and action intending to address important 

organizational, community and social issues together with those who experience them 

and to generate actionable knowledge” (Coghlan, 2019, p. 189). An “insider” 
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conducts the research and plays two roles: researcher and practitioner within the 

studied organization. As a senior culture advisor, I was responsible for advising 

senior leaders on issues and opportunities related to ethics, culture, and values in their 

organizations. I collaborated to develop and deploy engagements that enable an open 

and accountable culture throughout the global enterprise. The AR methodology 

allowed me to capture that experience as part of the continuous improvement and 

theory development.  

Action Research Spiral 
The AR methodology involves an iterative “spiral of action research” (Figure 1. The 

Action Research Spiral): planning a change to improve what is already happening; 

acting and observing the process and consequences of change; reflecting; then re-

planning, acting, observing, and, reflecting; and so on (Kemmis et al., 2014). With all 

AR studies, there is the desired collaboration between the researcher and the 

organization. An AR workgroup oversees the research and ensures the application of 

GVV principles. 
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Source: Adapted from Kemmis et al. (2014) 

Figure 1. The Action Research Spiral 
 

This methodology’s choice aligned with the outcome of increased openness and 

accountability and to go from silence to voice. This research study took a uniquely 

systematic approach to provide employees with the training to develop the skill, 

competence, and confidence to act on their values once they have identified a 

conflict. Deploying an AR study allowed for iterative reflection and process 

improvement. I participated in all phases of the study: GVV training and content 

presentation to senior leaders; practice skill exercises; interview and survey data 

collection and analysis; and redesigning, as required by the AR methodology 
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described above, to act upon changes observed to be necessary as a result of 

reflection.  

Action Research Quality 
The quality criteria for action research are not standardized, and descriptors of proper 

action research include goodness, trustworthiness, credibility, and workability. Herr 

and Anderson (2015) identified four goals: the generation of new knowledge, the 

achievement of action-oriented outcomes, the education of both the researcher and the 

participants, and a sound and appropriate research methodology. Coghlan and Shani 

(2013) built upon Pasmore, Woodman, and Simmons’ (2008) triad of “rigor, 

reflection, and relevance,” for successful collective management engagements. 

Coghlan and Shani’s (2013) provided a matrix—Elements of Quality in Action 

Research in Organization Development—which plots the elements of good action 

research, such as purpose, context, methodology, and design against the rigor, 

reflective, and relevant standard. 

 

The VUCA environment, in which the rate of change related to players, policy, and 

power, is swift and dynamic. The absence of a systems view (Senge, 1991)and the 

necessary processes and policies to ensure the initial process’s maturation through its 

considered end is a passive acceptance of its premature death. This notion of 

establishing sustained action research as part of a corporation’s strategy is essential in 

ensuring proper resource stewardship.  
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Bradbury-Huang (2010) echoed my concern about the consultant engagement model 

in Fortune 500 companies, as did Pasmore (Pasmore & Friedlander, 1982). Expressly, 

the engagement is limited to doing work for (as opposed to with) the upper echelon 

(Bradley-Huang, 2010) while disenfranchising those who do the work on the front 

lines.   

Kurt Lewin and the Harwood Studies 
To know an organization is to try and change it. Kurt Lewin, the de facto father of 

action research, made that observation as he launched a novel action research study at 

a pajama factory, post-WW II (Williamson, 2017). The Harwood owners wanted to 

increase production through consistently high performance of all workers paid by the 

piece. Lewin sought to figure out why there was the consistency of worker 

performance, in contrast to Fredrick Winslow Taylor, whose research focused on the 

manufacturing efficiency of tasks (Boddewyn, 1961). 

 

Action research was brought to the United States by the German social scientist Kurt 

Lewin. He understood the escalation of hostility towards Jews, so Lewin and his 

family left Germany for America just before World War II. In his work at major 

universities, including the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), Lewin built 

upon the research philosophy of Jacob L. Moreno, a German physician and 

philosopher. Moreno’s research engaged the researcher as an active participant in the 

studied activity, rather than an observer. Lewin’s wide-ranging engagement in social 

science included a change in American eating habits to assist the United States 
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Government during a wartime economy and civil rights studies related to 

discriminatory practices against black Americans (Heims, 1978). 

 

Lewin also codified action research as a bone fide research methodology to improve 

manufacturing outcomes through groundbreaking Harwood studies (Kemmis et al., 

2014). Lewin collaborated with the CEO of Harwood Manufacturing Company, 

Alfred J. Marrow, Ph.D., throughout the consultation/study period of 1939–1947. 

This study period, conducted in rural Marion, Virginia, ended at Lewin’s death. 

However, the work continued into the 1970s under the tutelage of Marrow. Lewin’s 

philosophy was that action and research were two sides of the same coin. The change 

that occurred by research-based activity was the best way to either legitimize or 

discount the research. The interplay between the action and research is “a spiral of 

self-reflection cycles” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 2). The “spiral of steps, each of which 

is composed of a cycle of planning, action, and fact-finding (is) about the result of the 

action” (Coghlan, 2019, p. 9). 

Fredrick Winslow Taylor & scientific management theory 
The Harwood studies (1939–1947) served as a demarcation line in analyzing 

manufacturing operations. Prior research, notably Frederick Winslow Taylor (1919) 

and his scientific management theory, was quantitative and based on time studies. 

Taylor’s research quest was to eliminate variance in the manufacturing process 

(Taylor, 1919). He did his study to economize and standardize each task to the degree 

most humanly possible with a stopwatch and highly skilled employee, purging 
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unnecessary movements. He would codify the instructions related to the most 

efficient movement and required workers to follow the instructions without variance. 

It is important to note that while Lewin and Taylor both did research, but it is not 

appropriate to speak of them in the same breath “as researchers. Taylor was a 

tactician who believed he solved a productivity problem and published his findings in 

a monograph, The Principles of Scientific Management (Taylor, 1919). Lewin and his 

researchers’ team made sustained and significant contributions to commerce, the 

academy, and social good. 

 

Taylor’s scientific management theory also parsed laborers’ work scope into sections 

of planning and management, performed by managers, and manufacturing production, 

performed by workers. Workers’ sole responsibility was to follow directions about 

how to do a task to maximize production and income. (Blake & Moseley, 2010; 

Boddewyn, 1961). On the other hand, Lewin researched the manufacturing floor and 

placed primacy on worker engagement to increase piece work volume (Burnes, 

2009). 

The Rationale for Action Research 
Estimates place the failure rate of change initiatives in corporations at around 70%. 

Attributions for failure include employee resistance and the lack of management 

support (Bradbury-Huang, 2010; Ewenstein et al., 2015). I believe that the 

squandered investment of capital and human resources that support these failed 

initiatives is scandalous. I have lived through very expensive, failed change 
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management initiatives. Leadership’s laissez-faire attitude toward these failures 

appears to directly conflict with the organization’s values, including integrity, trust, 

respect, and excellence. I have seen this as the case at Company X and the Puget 

Sound Veteran’s Administration Health Care System. I also believe that insider action 

research can galvanize and energize management and employees to effect 

transformational change through co-creation-planning, acting, observing, and 

reflecting as a single force of highly diverse views, skills, and experiences.  

 

What follows are three action research studies that inspired my choice of action 

research as the chosen methodology. The description of each provides context for this 

study, specifically the need to collaborate with participants in an on-going continuous 

spiral of improvement. These studies provide the necessary evidence that action 

research is a powerful tool for a change agent to establish roots where the change 

management initiative will take place so that the culture change can eventually bear 

fruit.  

 

Lewin’s action research in the Harwood studies had some organizational and 

methodological elements distinctly different from those of Taylor. First, CEO Alfred 

Marrow, a Ph.D., was a visible supporter of Lewin, Lewin’s graduate students, and 

the action research process. He was also a co-creator in the iterative action research 

spiral. Second, Marrow asked Lewin to solve employee turnover, which was not what 

Lewin eventually solved. By using action research, Lewin and his team engaged in 
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group-based problem-solving. Those who did the work enabled ground truth in 

identifying barriers, obstacles, and the solutions for addressing them. Lewin called 

this the “quasi-stationary social equilibria.” Group-based problem solving is 

fundamental to his field theory, which holds that individuals behave in the context of 

a group and society. He uses a river metaphor to describe that while the river’s form 

is recognizable, the riverbed is continuously changing due to water supply and the 

water flow (Burnes, 2016, p. 219). Indeed, one can never step in the same river twice.  

 

This group decision-support structure, based on acceptance of variation, rather than 

its elimination, is very different from Taylor’s (1919) scientific management 

approach, which intentionally separated the function of planning, management, and 

execution. Lewin’s model used the participative action research methodology—

unfreezing problematic behaviors, moving the behaviors to where results would 

improve, and then refreezing that behavior until a new and better way emerged. The 

Harwood studies research team intertwined action and research to identify issues and 

solve them (Burnes, 2009). These were not discrete and separate actions. This 

cohesion fostered a shared power structure, in which the workers set their production 

pace. It is also imperative to note a distinction between managers and leaders. The 

supervisors received leadership training to learn how to get the workers to be their 

best, using their talents, rather than having their actions dictated by the boss. Whereas 

the role that managers played in Taylor’s scientific management was to proscribe the 
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one right way to be the best worker. In Taylor’s view, the workers could not make 

decisions. 

 

In comparison, Taylor’s (1919) scientific management did not account for the concept 

of leadership. Lewin’s quasi-stationary social equilibria required it. As a result, the 

supervisors learned to generate their teams’ best performance through leadership 

training.  

 

Another vitally important outcome of the Harwood studies was changing the 

stereotyping that older women (30+ years old) were neither capable of holding a job 

nor be supervisors. In a VUCA moment, brought on by WWII, the workforce 

composition changed dramatically. There were not enough young women to replace 

the men who had gone to war. Supervisors (including women) rejected the data that 

older women were outperforming younger in four areas: productivity, learning curve 

adaption, absenteeism, and turnover. They thought that these data represented 

exceptions and resisted hiring older women. Rather than mandate hiring older women 

immediately, the action research process provided eventual acceptance through the 

airing of concerns, prejudice, and stereotype. Eventually, it became accepted practice 

to recruit older women (Burnes, 2016). 

Resistance to change 
Coch and French (1948/2016) were two of Lewin’s academic protégées in the 

Harwood studies. They identified that changes, which are frequent in a production 
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environment, were the primary source of grievances, and they built on Lewin’s notion 

of “resistance to change” as the concept of a system. Since management actions to 

address resistance to change (i.e., monetary incentives, enlistment activities, and 

layoffs) did not increase change adaptability, more research was deemed necessary 

before taking additional steps. Asking why employees resist change and determining 

countervailing actions in a participatory group setting, resistance to change was 

understood and, therefore, could be adequately addressed (Coch & French, 

1948/2016). 

 

They did this by establishing a four-group experiment. Group 1 was the control 

group, and with changes made as per usual. Employees were instructed by the 

supervisor on the shift and allowed to ask questions. Group II received more details 

and could appoint a representative to help with the change design and set production 

rates. All the members of Groups III and IV participated in designing the changes and 

setting production rates. The results were scaled productivity gains, up to 15% with 

Groups III and IV. Also, aggression against management was inversely affected 

(Burnes, 2016). Coch and French (1948/2016) made the following assertion:  

Harwood’s management has long felt that action research, such as the 
present experiment, is the only key to better labor-management 
relations. It is only by discovering the basic principles and applying 
them to the true causes that an effective effort can be made to correct 
the undesirable effects of the conflict. (p. 532)  
 

This outcome is but one proof that action research has a place in cultivating cultures 

capable of managing change in a VUCA world. An exemplary of corporate action 
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research is Pasmore and Friedlander’s (1982) work in which they were engaged as 

corporate consultants to address workplace injuries at a manufacturing site. The 

executive sponsor was the plant manager, and the high injury rate (tendonitis) was an 

anomaly compared to the corporation’s other manufacturing sites. The plant manager 

and his team had made previous efforts to fix the problem, but after five years of 

failing, they decided to enlist behavioral scientists to correct the problem.  

 

The consultants decided that action research was the most appropriate methodology. 

Their rationale started with the fact that the three other studies used traditional 

research methods. The results were either ineffective or increased injuries. Second, 

the previous researchers did not cull the abundant data (i.e., the institutional 

knowledge within the workgroups). Additionally, during initial exploratory 

discussions, they hypothesized that the injuries could stem from the stress related to a 

relationship issue between managers and employees. Finally, they hypothesized a 

broader issue of negative labor-management dynamics, hierarchical power 

concentration, and, related, a disengaged labor force. 

 

The action research process was not easy. Management had to hear things that they 

did not want to hear. It took the masterful hand of experienced action researchers to 

continue their work positioned as outsiders collaborating with insiders. The action 

research consisted of employee problem-solving groups, surveys, interviews, 

feedback, and experimentation. This process is very different from a once-and-done 
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quantitative study. However, the investment paid off. After two years, the action 

research intervention reduced injuries by ~77% and in four years by ~95% (Pasmore 

& Friedlander, 1982) In addition to the significant reduction in injuries, there were 

other collateral benefits related to cost and quality. These results are a testament to 

the action research return on investment; there are significantly more sweat equity 

and political risks. Nevertheless, this change management initiative beat the odds and 

can be considered a success based on the sustained improvement over four years.  

 

Finally, the literature, which identifies action research as a method to initiate and 

sustain cultural change management in a Fortune 500 company, is limited. One 

example is a quantitative research study conducted on change management success 

and failure in German small and medium-sized enterprises that is based, in part, on 

Lewin’s unfreezing/changing/refreezing model (Fritzenschaft, 2014). It includes the 

basic tenets of action research, such as engaging the change participants to reduce 

resistance and friction (Fritzenschaft, 2014). There is a robust section of leadership 

literature related to change agents (Block, 2000).  

 

In summary, this study’s action research methodology involves a four-step iterative 

“spiral of action research”: plan, act, observe, and reflect. There were multiple, 

concurrent spirals throughout the study. This methodology was necessary for 

conducting this research and scaling to future projects to help Company X go from 

silence to voice. The rationale for action research is predicated on Kurt Lewin. His 
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research associates, along with Harwood Manufacturing Company personnel, 

reframed how researchers engaged with employees. Lewin’s (1946) first principle as 

a researcher was no research without action and no action without research. As 

mentioned above, further action research provided enough data to confirm that action 

research was the best fit for me as a researcher and Company X. The action research 

was the appropriate methodological approach for conducting this research. It allowed 

the alignment of my values and my job mission with the research through the 

interplay of being both a researcher and a practitioner to conduct a culture change 

management project. This study stands on the shoulders of Kurt Lewin and his team’s 

early work in the Harwood studies (Burnes, 2016), as well as others like Pasmore and 

Friedlander (1982). Their work inspired me to endeavor what promised to be a 

problematic work scope, but the promise of the reward dwarfed the difficulty. Of note 

is the personal investment I have in helping Company X go from silence to voice so 

that no one will be silenced in the way I was. Equally compelling is the utilization of 

action research as an effective change management mechanism, which provides an 

opportunity to increase the success rate of such initiatives from the conventional 

wisdom of 30% successful to a much higher success rate.  
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Chapter 4: Research Procedures 
I will start this chapter with a story. One of my favorite words is phronesis, practical 

wisdom. It is an Aristotelian term that acknowledges the irregular contours of making 

decisions and choices (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014). I learned it from my teacher and 

mentor, Max Stackhouse, while at Princeton Theological Seminary as a non-degree 

graduate student. Max was the Rimmer and Ruth de Vries Professor of Reformed 

Theology and Public Life Emeritus at Princeton Theological Seminary, director of 

Princeton Theological Seminary’s Abraham Kuyper Center for Public Theology, 

ordained United Church of Christ minister, and president of the Berkshire Institute for 

Theology and the Arts, which he co-founded with his wife, Jean, a pianist who taught 

Yo-Yo Ma’s children piano. He specialized in theological ethics and social life, the 

ethics of the world religions, public theology, and the churches (Max Lynn 

Stackhouse, n.d.). However, his kindness and generosity are what I most remember.  

 

In hindsight, I see Stackhouse, a prolific author, as the ultimate action researcher. He 

was also a humanitarian and made a significant contribution to public theology and 

globalization (Bradstock, 2012; McCann, 2016; Stackhouse, 2010). He traveled the 

globe to understand how world religions and market leaders could collaborate to 

make the world better in constant motion. He sought to understand the theological 

implications of the arts, religion, journalism, and theology concerning the 

environment (Max Lynn Stackhouse, n.d.). It is from this man that the term phronesis 
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became known to me. Phronesis has been a guiding force in my role as a change 

agent. Although since passed, he remains for me a beacon of light.  

 

Fast forward almost twenty years, and I am in my inaugural dissertation proposal 

meeting with my dissertation chair, Dr. Michael Manning. After all of the incredible 

things that I told him that I wanted to include in my dissertation, he asked, deadpan, 

“Do you want to write five or is it six dissertations?” Touché. In the discussion that 

followed, he extracted my rough diamond. I wanted to write a personal account of 

what it takes to change the culture in a Fortune 500 company successfully, enable a 

shift from silence to voice, use action research as the mechanism for change, and give 

Voice to Values as the intervention. He understood my desire to make the culture 

better within my sphere of influence as a senior culture advisor with influential 

leaders’ access. I wanted to utilize my position as an ethicist, and my relationships, to 

get underneath the silence that I experienced and observed to extract employee voice. 

Dr. Manning recommended—and I wholeheartedly agreed—that action research was 

the proper methodology for my research. As I began to learn about action research, 

imagine my delight when I came to understand that phronesis and action research are 

knit together. Practitioner knowledge is categorized as practical wisdom (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015). 

 

The organization of this chapter is as follows: 

• Researcher’s Role in the Organization.  
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• Researcher Positionality.  

• Partnerships and Participation.  

• Methods of data collection (observation and field notes, interviews, survey). 

Researcher’s Role in the Organization 
My role as a senior advisor had minimal case management responsibility. My work 

centered around mitigation and prevention at the senior leadership level. In my day-

to-day work, I brokered in ethics and values via the business environment and 

emerging issues. I affected cultural change by casting leadership discussions through 

a values lens. I consider harassment, sexual and otherwise, disruptive communication, 

and bad charging practices as symptoms of degradation of integrity, trust, and respect. 

My recommendation to leadership is to focus on the values, and the misconduct 

would take care of itself.  

 

My work was to cultivate a mindset of values-based leadership to influence their 

leaders to be the same. Enabling this mindset occurred through high visibility 

initiatives like ethical fading, trust, leadership, and stress. I orchestrated a live video 

of leaders signing a life-size code of conduct with a testimony to inspire their 

employees to consider the code a living document, not just a piece of paper. 

However, my day-in-and-day-out hearts and minds spadework, in meeting after 

meeting, roundtable after roundtable, is where the quiet cultivation of a values-based 

culture takes hold.  
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Researcher Positionality 
My researcher positionality was dual. The first was an insider, an action researcher 

studying one’s practice and self (Herr & Anderson, 2015). I was an “individual 

engaged in reflective study of professional practice” (Coghlan, 2019, p. 103) in 

collaboration with other insiders. In my case, other employees at Company X.  

Partnership and Participation 
There were four participative partnerships in this research: Team GVV, Team GVV 

Core (sub-group), Pilot I participants, and Pilot II participants. Felica was my primary 

partner, and she ran a parallel pilot, although with a very different demographic. The 

other stakeholders are described in Chapter 5. Table 1, below, provides definitions of 

key terms. 

Table 1. Definitions of Key Terms 
 

Term Organization Members 
 

Team GVV Culture 
Organization 

1 Director, 2 Senior Managers, 2 
Individual Contributors (Felicia & 
Colleen) 

 
Business Partner 
Council (BPC) 

 
Culture 
Organization 

 
4 Directors, 5 Senior Managers & 
several ethics and functional 
compliance leads   

 
Culture 
Organization 

 
Corporate Office 
of Internal 
Governance (OIG)  

 
All corporate employees (~150) with 
ethics & compliance-related 
responsibilities: investigations, case 
management metrics reporting, 
education & awareness business 
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Term Organization Members 
 

partnering 

 
Team GVV Core 
(Subset) 

 
Culture 
Organization 

 
2 Individual Contributors (Felicia & 
Colleen) as business partners 

 
Participants 

 
Business 

 
55 Participants, 2 Cohorts, 1 Director, 
7 Senior Managers 

 
Flow Down 

 
Culture 
Organization 

 
A formal communication drafted by 
the organization’s highest level is 
intended to cascade through the 
organization via managers. 

 

Team GVV met bi-weekly via WebEx to review the sub-group output during the 

plan, act, observe, and reflect of the pilot deployment periods. For example, during 

the plan portion of the cycle, the sub-team reviewed our respective strategies to 

introduce and deploy GVV. The PowerPoints were polished to ensure clarity and 

consistency. Modules were tightened to ensure that the content would resonate with 

the participants. The sub-group (Felicia and I) met several times a week during the 

planning stage and a minimum of weekly during the act and observe portions. Felica 

and I attended each other’s sessions as silent but known observers and provided 

feedback based on the observation.  

 

For example, Felicia had an employee in the front of the room who appeared hostile 

during the introduction. However, she sprung to life and fully engaged when the 
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break-out occurred. The lesson learned was to get the break-outs started as quickly as 

possible. Cohort I’s partnership was grounded in Luria’s, the executive sponsor, 

active engagement throughout the whole process. For example, the original GVV 

pilot cohort was to be eight of her senior managers. Luria wanted to be part of the 

pilot to co-create the culture to enable her team to rebrand and find their voice. The 

five weekly sessions following the workshop were action research spirals. The team 

learned a new skill, tested their ability to use GVV, and reported out about the 

experience, specifically, what worked well and what did not. The most consistent 

learning was that there is discomfort in learning how to voice, that it takes time, and 

that peer coaching invaluable. Based on feedback, we made several changes to the 

online community. As is described in the interviews, the participants liked the process 

and found value in the content.  

Participants 
Participants are those who were a member of either Pilot I or Pilot II, who received 

GVV training. Engagement at the participant level requires the most energy and 

concentration from the action researcher. I was now in their kitchen and needed to 

understand the unwritten rules about how they prepared their food. These individuals 

are most affected by the change. As such, I needed to cultivate, nurture, and grow the 

relationships with the individuals and the group. As discussed earlier, the Lewin force 

field dynamic came into play. Lewin introduced the physics term force field into the 

social sciences. The force field described the dynamics of influences (the field) that 

exert either a forward motion to advance a change management initiative or resistance 
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to impede the change (Burnes & Cooke, 2012). How individuals within the force field 

respond to change is critical for a change agent to understand. Knowing who the 

advocates and resisters are and how they influence the rest of the field can help the 

change agent make sense of the group dynamic. 

 

GVV tools, it should be noted, provide specific guidance to analyze the force field 

with objectivity, not judgment thoughtfully. While the division executive-level 

imprimatur for GVV is essential (i.e., without that support, the participants, at best, 

would give my initiative lip service), it plays two ways. The first way is an 

acceleration of buy-in, with the prevailing thought, “If my team lead supports this, it 

must be worthwhile.” The second way is, “Great. Another clueless flavor-of-the-

month. This, too, shall pass.” I embraced both, especially the latter, knowing that I 

represented another (potential) failed time-wasting initiative. This group in the force 

field are dissenters. Similarly, a farmer looks to sow the right seeds in the right field; I 

knew that I would have to till a different row for this group by taking their lead. 

Farmers are patient.  

Data Collection Methods 
Data gathering occurred in several different ways. The primary written sources were 

my work journal, in which I recorded notes from all meetings related to these change 

management initiatives. My calendar was the organizing mechanism and was color-

coded based on the stakeholder or activity. In Excel format, the calendar provided 

both documentation of actual events and a sentient reminder of the moment. Emails 
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and IM conversations provided the breadcrumb trail of what happened, when, and 

with whom. Just as important, the tone, speed of response, or lack of response 

provided the anecdotal information necessary to tell the study’s facts as events 

occurred and the impact of electronic communications. 

 

Another data source was the post-pilot survey issued to participants in Pilot I, both 

services and the defense subsidiary. The survey was the one tool that we had to do an 

“apples-to-apples” comparison of outcomes. We highly anticipated the results 

because the two approaches differed in terms of participant demographics, duration, 

and format. The survey, based on a Likert 1–5 scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = 

strongly agree) was part of a five-question survey, issued as a pre- and post-

intervention that was included in all of the culture organization’s interventions in 

2019 (Likert Scale, n.d.). There was one question related to this study’s pilot study: 

“GVV is a useful tool in helping me voice my values.” Finally, the rich array of 

observations that I made over the year, through more than 185 discrete actions, are 

woven into the stories and occurrences documented in the following chapters. My 

notetaking centered on two main areas. Here is just one example of how each 

source’s combination manifests itself as a contribution to the narrative, a process 

action item, a reflective response to the business, and a reflective opportunity for my 

personal growth.  
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The first was when I observed the dialogue and digging for what might be underneath 

a statement to identify the speakers’ or the groups’ unstated needs. An example of 

this was the first meeting after the 90-minute Giving Voice to Values introductory 

workshop for Pilot I. I solicited input from the group requesting feedback on the 

workshop to improve the weekly tag-up sessions. The initial response from one of the 

members who participated remotely was that it would have been better if the session 

was live for everyone and had more time. Since we did not conduct the session live, 

he found himself multi-tasking. A couple of things flashed through my mind, but I 

kept my council (we will get to that learning in a moment). The first reaction I had 

was of being a bit galled. Everyone involved knew that the workshop was scheduled 

to be a half day in duration, face-to-face at off-site. The financial issues facing 

Company X required the off-site to be canceled, which is why it was a hybrid, semi-

in-person, semi-virtual session. Secondly, additional items were put on the agenda 

due to the organizational shift, and the GVV workshop was winnowed down to 120 

minutes. On the day of the workshop, the team was so behind on the agenda that, in a 

show of team support, I “gave back” 30 minutes and said that we could plow through 

in 90 minutes.  

 

“Why,” I thought, “would a senior manager raise an issue that has no actionable 

result?” Just as exasperating was the notion that this manager blamed the format for 

his multi-tasking. There was an issue with a video during that same meeting, and we 

lost some time to square away the video. We ran out of time and did not cover 
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everything that was on the agenda. Now we had two data points that we had run out 

of time. The unspoken questions for the group were, “Do we allocate more time? Do 

we work with what we have and do less? Do we cut bait?” The group decided that 

they wanted more time. There is no better validation of a project’s value than the 

desire to invest time. Also, the group insisted that they let me help with all of the 

administrative work.  

 

While my notes captured the take-away to increase the weekly check-ins from 30-

minutes to 60-minutes and schedule planning meetings with my administrative 

resource, they also gave entrée to what was underneath the surface. The senior 

manager expressed frustration with the overwhelming amount of work needed in a 

short period. He was mourning not to see his teammates when being with them due to 

the VUCA environment, as required. My learning from that exchange—I needed to 

meet people by practicing intentional listening and suspending judgment. As I 

reflected on that moment, I felt gratitude. I was grateful that he spoke up. I was both 

grateful and a little bit surprised that I met his and others’ comments with a calm, 

poised, and open demeanor. One of my intentions of engaging in this action research 

project was to not repeat mistakes from the past, including defensively reacting with 

“rational” responses. That experience, and still, the recall of it, gave me a sense of 

peace.  
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Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with four different groups. Group I was 

the Pilot I participants, Group II was Team GVV, Group III consisted of executives, 

and Group IV was high potentials (HiPo’s). All four groups were asked, “What are 

the first two words you think of when you hear ‘empowered voice’?” Groups I and II 

were asked to share their perspective on the intervention process, the GVV 

experience, and what could have been improved. Eleven interviews were recorded. 

Ten were held in the office, one was held at a Presidential Library and Museum, and 

11 were held via telephone. One interview could not be used because the transcript 

was inaudible, and another did not include two words for an “empowered voice.” 

Each of the participants signed an informed consent. Table 2 below presents the 

frequency of interviews with each type of organizational partner. 

Table 2. Frequency of Interviews 
 

Category of 
Partner 

Interviewed Participant HiPo 

Executives: 
Director, VP, 

Senior VP Team GVV 

Number of 
Interviews 16 3 10 3 
 

The executive and HiPo interviews explored empowered voice. Initially, I had 

conceptualized empowered voice in the same way that I have defined VUCA voice. I 

have changed the name from empowered voice to VUCA voice to emphasize a 

VUCA world’s permanent instability, highlighting the VUCA voice antecedents’ 
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intentional establishment. Also, empowered implies that someone with power is 

granting permission to another to speak. That is not VUCA voice, which I have 

defined as “the action of confidently voicing innovative ideas and values-based 

dissent and challenge without fear of being silenced or hurt amidst a VUCA 

environment.” The antecedents to VUCA voice create the conditions for one to 

exercise their agency independent of an external permission grantor.  

 

The interviews focused on empowered voice and were a unique opportunity to 

experience the vulnerability of discussing voice. I considered these interviews to be a 

privilege. These interviews were candid, thoughtful, and reflective of their inner 

struggles with leading with integrity, vision, and caring with the brutal challenges of 

the day. Remember, these interviews took place as the CEO was being lambasted on 

the Hill and in the press. The interviews had a high degree of variation. One of the 

themes was that the existing command and control hierarchy was obsolete—more 

authentic engagement at the highest level of the organization needed to occur. The 

fear associated with speaking truth to power was a significant impediment to 

empowered voice throughout the organization. If the most senior leaders feel 

imperiled to speak up, what chance is there for those without power?  

 

Without exception, however, each manager had ways of trying to cultivate voice 

within their groups. They did that by sharing more of themselves, leading with their 

values, or sharing their experience as a minority. They discovered that the more they 
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appropriately shared, the more their team members felt they had the license to do the 

same. The yearning touches me for these captains of industry. They want to do the 

right thing for all of their stakeholders, many of whom have fiercely competing 

agendas. Excerpts from the interviews are in Appendix D.  

Team GVV Interviews 
These interviews were the most difficult, and the experience was in sharp contrast to 

the participant and executive interviews. I had to dig and dig and dig to get feedback 

on the experience, especially the conflicts related to my dissertation. The interviews’ 

essence was that the dissertation was so important that it got in the way sometimes. I 

had stated numerous times that I was willing to forgo the dissertation aspect of the 

intervention if, at any point, there was a conflict of interest. I explained that I had a 

“plan B” (the full development of the VUCA voice theoretical model or conducting 

the intervention in another company).  

 

Felicia did (after 30 minutes) attribute the tensions and how I was treated on the 

dissertation explanation call to the perception that Team GVV was doing my 

dissertation work for me. Felicia had no idea she would be deploying GVV. She just 

thought that she was going to the practicum to assess its viability as a culture 

organization deliverable. While my executive sponsor, Henry, whose role will be 

fully described in Chapter 5, and I had been crystal clear to the Business Partner 

Council and leadership the parameters of the deployment. GVV was important to 
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Company X, and my academic research was secondary (and Henry recommended that 

I include the work in my dissertation).  

 

Criticism of me was walked back in the interviews (i.e., leadership communication 

was poor); the initial startup tensions between Felicia and I were natural. It was a 

great program. My relationship with Dr. Gentile was helpful. Felicia had the same 

experience with Team GVV at the practicum with her team when we met to deploy 

GVV with the larger culture organization group. Mismatched expectations and poor 

management communications landed her teammate’s frustrations on her, rather than 

the appropriate “villain,” a disengaged leader. Felicia did open up and felt that 

leadership did not support the work until the kudos started to come in.  

 

As painful as recounting this aspect of the action research is, it is imperative to ensure 

that the “why” of the action research is divorced from any anticipation of professional 

advancement or team support. As a change agent, one needs to expect to cause 

conflict and expect to be the target of negativity by those affected by the change. My 

goal was to keep relationships as whole as possible, and it was tough. It was also 

worth it. I stand tall in the outcome of the work and how I comported myself. Sample 

excerpts from the interview are in the Appendices. 



65 
 

Chapter 5: The Intervention Experience 
Overview: Research Chronology 
This next section lays out the intervention from a chronological perspective over one 

year. The action research spiral of plan, act, observe, and reflect, which consisted of 

16 steps/phases, is used to organize this discussion. Table 3 presents the study’s 

chronology and quantity of activities. Table 4 details each spiral phase in Pilot I and 

Pilot II. Following this extensive documentation of the intervention experience is the 

result of participant interviews. It provides the timeline for each activity, the 

stakeholders involved, and the frequency of contacts during the study period of 

February 2019 to March 2020. 

Table 3. Research Chronology 
 

Start Date End Date Stakeholder/Process Occurrences 

2/2/19 11/20/19 Ethics Organization Leadership 9 

3/18/19 11/20/19 Ethics Business Partner Council 5 

5/13/19 3/18/20 GVV Felicia 38 

5/21/19 2/18/20 Team GVV 34 

6/1/19 1/1/20 Darden Copyright 3 

6/12/19 6/18/19 GVV Dr. Gentile 2 

6/13/19 10/11/19 Pilot I Cohort 28 

6/13/19 7/15/19 Dissertation 5 

6/19/19 2/3/20 Ethical Fading 4 

6/24/19 1/21/20 GVV Coursera 10 
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Intervention steps 
This dissertation’s documentation includes ~185 discrete action research activities, as 

described above in Table 3, which includes executive support, stakeholder 

engagement, content delivery, status meetings, surveys, and interviews. Multiple 

simultaneous micro spirals occurred within the four action research groups (Team 

GVV, GVV Sub-Group, Pilot I, Pilot II), which informed the macro research. The 

estimated time invested is conservatively calculated at 782 hours. The actual teaching 

time for Pilot I and Pilot II was 24.5 hours. This calculation is a rough estimate of 

Felica’s and my time, figuring two hours per event.  

 

The documentation is in field notes, my work journal, recorded interviews. The 

actions were tracked through labeling and color-coding in my Company X Outlook 

email calendaring account. These artifacts provided me the analytical tool for tracking 

change management. The calendar was downloaded into Excel to provide an audit 

trail of the activities related to this study. The inclusion criteria on the action list were 

that the event needed to be formal and scheduled in Outlook, Company X’s 

calendaring tool. Activities that my partners and I did on our own time are not 

7/12/19 2/23/20 Inductive Model Test 4 

9/23/19 2/23/20 Interview—Inductive Model 15 

10/7/19 10/31/19 Interview—Pilot I Cohort 17 

1/9/20 3/4/20 Pilot II Cohort 17 

Total Action Research Activities 185 
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included in the calculus; neither are informal “hallway” conversations—the 

breakdown of the actions is presented in Table 3. Study process and stakeholder 

engagement are labeled by the entity with which we engaged and included the start 

and end dates. I participated in every action.  

 

From a sponsorship perspective, the backbone of the study was through the culture 

organization’s leadership. The leadership team consists of the vice president and her 

direct reports, and it has responsibility for culture and compliance training, board 

reporting, internal business partner relationships, and external engagement with 

government entities and related non-profits, such as the Defense Industry Initiative 

(DII) (n.d.), Ethics Compliance Initiative (ECI) (2016, 2018), Ethisphere (n.d.), and 

International Forum in Business Ethical Conduct (IFBEC) (n.d.). The Business 

Partner Council is a subset of the culture organization leadership team and the key 

members are the directors with responsibility for business partnerships in 

international, commercial, defense, and services markets. Team GVV (of which 

Felicia and I are members) have reporting responsibility to the defense and services 

directors. Each of those entities was engaged as necessary to provide updates, gain 

approval for the next steps, and, ultimately, authorize fuller implementation of the 

GVV intervention. 

 

The material used for the intervention was sourced by the University of Virginia’s 

Darden Business Publishing’s (DBP) (n.d.). We worked closely with DBP, Dr. 
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Gentile, and internal sources to ensure that we abided by DBP and Company X 

copyright standards. Dr. Gentile was an instrumental part of Pilot I design by 

providing materials and critique of our proposals. Pilot I consisted of two cohorts that 

engaged in the GVV intervention. Cohort I was in business operations with 20 to 30 

participants (due to conflicts, the participant number fluctuated). Cohort II was in a 

subsidiary with 25 participants. This change management initiative was part of my 

dissertation. Company X has rigorous standards through an internal institutional 

review board, and the release of company information is managed through 

communications and ethics. Approval to proceed with the study for the dissertation 

was granted. Additionally, Team GVV, the Business Partner Council, and my direct 

reporting hierarchy were proactively engaged to ensure understanding of the bright 

line of the use of personal and private time, informed consent, potential conflicts of 

interest, and the action research process.  

 

Ethical fading (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011; Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004) is a 

content deliverable that I created in 2018 to develop ethical fading awareness and 

dialogue and its negative impact on safety, quality, and integrity. These sessions 

provided an entrée for leaders to consider the culture change management initiative 

described in this study. Ethical fading was also a requirement for GVV participants’ 

services and the culture advisors who participated in Pilot II. Another educational and 

certification opportunity for Felicia, Pilot II participants, and me was the completion 

of the Ethical Leadership Giving Voice to Values Massive Open Online Courses 



69 
 

(MOOC) (Gentile, n.d.). The course, posted on the Coursera platform, is taught by 

Dr. Gentile and has almost 12,000 enrollments. 

 

Throughout the plan, act, observe, reflect the process, two themes emerged. The first 

theme was that to have a VUCA voice. There must be antecedents. Through my 

knowledge of the literature and the ground experience, I proposed that the 

antecedents to VUCA voice are ethical leadership, psychological safety, trust, and 

vulnerability. I tested this proposition four times with three leadership teams (senior 

vice presidents, vice presidents, and directors) and one sales group (directors, senior 

managers, and individual contributors). Through robust dialogue, all agreed that the 

antecedents were desirable cultural attributes.  

 

The second theme emerged through the inductive model interviews, which asked, 

“What two words come to mind when you hear ‘empowered voice’?” I had initially 

envisioned the mechanism by which a Fortune 500 company can go from silence to 

empowered voice was not exactly right. The interviews provided clarity. Empowered 

voice has a provision that one is “authorized” to demonstrate upward voice. VUCA 

voice has more agency, so I changed the mechanism from empowered voice to 

VUCA voice. Pilot I cohort was also asked, “Was the intervention valuable? If yes, 

how?” and “What are the next steps?” Those interviews also yielded observations and 

reflections for improvements. Finally, the Pilot II cohort was eight culture advisors 

selected to proliferate the GVV intervention to additional business partners.  
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Table 4 describes Pilot I and Pilot II’s progression through the action research four-

step continuous process of plan, act, observe, reflect. The spiral is not linear, and 

there are multiple, concurrent spirals. Table 4 and the included descriptions capture 

the essence of the four-step process.  

Table 4. Action Research Spirals 
 

Category of 
Action Constituent Activities 

Plan 

Getting sponsorship 

Martial Resources: Time, Team, and Knowledge 
Dissertation Requirements 

Act 

Establish action research team norms  

Select and engage intervention pilot sponsor 

Stakeholder GVV pilot Approval 

Design the intervention 

Conduct the Intervention 

Conduct post-intervention to determine proof-of-concept 
assessment 

Observe 
Chronicle communications, spoken and unspoken 

Contemporaneously surface and address tensions 

Reflect 

Critically review survey results and interviews for objective 
feedback 

Pair recommendations and criticisms with action plans 

Present proof-of-concept and gain approval for enterprise 
deployment 

Plan Pilot II Create a sustainment strategy 
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Plan: Building the business case 
How did I come to introduce GVV? I learned that the culture leadership team was 

familiar with GVV, and their impression was positive. A small, false start to bring it 

to Company X faded. GVV awareness was my lagniappe. In late February 2019, I 

wrote a white paper (Appendix A) outlining the attributes of GVV, describing how it 

would benefit the organization, and proposing a deployment model, and I sent it to a 

confidant, Henry. I previously worked for Henry, and he was an executive on the 

Business Partner Council (BPC). BPC serves as a governance structure for the 

business partner relationship in culture. The BPC consists of four directors, five 

senior managers, and several culture and functional compliance leads. The BPC 

makes recommendations to the VP of ethics, who has the ultimate decision making 

authority. I asked Henry to consider reading the white paper, and he did. He agreed to 

meet with me to answer the following question: Would proposing an initiative to 

enable a “speak up” and “open and accountable” culture to the BPC garner a 

recommendation to move forward for approval at the VP level? 

Plan: Getting sponsorship 
Henry and I met. He agreed that the BPC would consider my proposal to bring Giving 

Voice to Values as an ethics offering. Henry also recommended that I should consider 

using this for my dissertation. He was aware of my doctoral quest and was a 

recommender for my Benedictine application packet. I reluctantly agreed and will 

discuss my reluctance further in Chapter 4. We acted quickly to get the initiative 

rolling. The first quarter of 2019 was closing, and 2019 initiatives were getting 
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approved. The window of opportunity for new initiative approval was closing. Henry 

scheduled a GVV review and request for approval at the March 18 BPC meeting. I 

gave him the upcoming GVV practicum information, led by Dr. Gentile, to review to 

ensure a rock-solid case for why this training was necessary for a successful project. 

We strategized about how to best position the proposal and played defense. What will 

motivate dissent? How do we neutralize it? How can we create the path of least 

resistance? What is the value of GVV to the culture organization? How can this 

burnish the culture organization’s brand to the board? How can this fortify 

relationships with the business? How can this promote an open “speak up” culture?  

 

At the meeting, Henry and I co-presented the proposal. Co-presenting was part of the 

action research methodology and political strategy. The partnership illustrated that I 

had gotten buy-in from an influential colleague. Co-presenting also tipped the power 

dynamic in my favor. As the co-presenter, Henry began the journey as a fellow action 

researcher and demonstrated a willingness to understand and advocate for helping 

Company X go from silence to voice. The proposal included a timeline of initial 

acceptance of the request to deploy GVV, approval for GVV training resources, the 

deployment timeline, target pilot groups, action research methodology, and 

recommendations for go/no go upon pilot completion.  

 

As an insider working with an insider, I knew my audience (Herr & Anderson, 2015), 

and I also knew that we would have to play both offense and defense. One of the 
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objections we anticipated was that GVV did not fit in with the culture organization’s 

engagement plan for 2019, which focused on measuring trust. Indeed, that issue came 

up. If there was a requirement to assess if GVV impacted trust, as measured through 

the four trust questions, we could not have proceeded. This study’s construct was not 

an appropriate methodology, by design or rigor, to determine a correlation of trust 

with GVV. While increased trust may be a collateral benefit of deploying GVV, we 

had no way of making that determination without a valid measure. Knowing that we 

could figure a way to include GVV as meeting the criteria as a “significant 

engagement” while not making correlative claims between GVV and trust, we agreed. 

Otherwise, GVV would have been rejected or kicked down the road. A proof-of-

concept pilot was approved. We also secured approval to attend the upcoming GVV 

practicum, scheduled for June 2019 and taught by Dr. Gentile. From a 

methodological perspective, this forthcoming event gave this project urgency. I 

thought this approach was optimal, as it would give us a license to learn and provide a 

little room for intelligent failure (McGrath, 2011). I was excited and grateful.  

Plan: Establish milestones 

 
Figure 2 is an artifact used to provide a focus and summary for participants and 

various ways throughout the four-step action research process. The chart was an 

engagement tool at critical times. It was presented as part of the business case 

presented to the Business Partner Council in March 2018. It was subsequently 

approved. The chart was revised as needed to reflect minor changes and provide 
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Team GVV, the Pilot I services executive sponsors, and participants a sense of the 

progression of the change management intervention of GVV. The milestone chart lent 

credibility. We met every milestone. The chart was an excellent tool to take an 

offensive position by including items that others may consider too difficult. By 

definition, change agents are willing to go boldly, and the chart provided the 

opportunity to demonstrate prowess in change management through effective 

intervention. The chart showed that besides delivering a quality product to the 

business, the schedule was met. The chart also was used as an engagement tool for 

new change management initiatives that I am currently working on.  
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Figure 2. Pilot Milestones 
 

Plan: Martialing resources—Time, team, and knowledge 
With support from the Business Partner Council and Team GVV in place, we were 

ready to move into Phase III—martialing resources: time, team, and knowledge. This 

phase was the most complex, active phase due to the number of stakeholders and 

team dynamics’ surfacing. Phase III is four sections. The first was the selection of 

Team GVV and the sub-team, Team GVV Core (Felicia and me as individual 

contributors). The second was the cultivation of the relationship with my potential 

business action research partner. The third was the successful negotiation of 

Company X’s dissertation approval process. The fourth was a collection of “cats and 

dogs,” which were not individually consequential but are essential because they 

represent the action research spirit of seeking and engaging others with curiosity and 

caring.   

Plan: Establishing and upskilling Team GVV 
One of the culture organization operating principles represents each of the three key 

portfolio businesses (commercial, defense, services) on every project. The GVV team 

adhered to this philosophy and included international representation, although the 

pilot was domestic. The team consisted of the executive sponsor, Henry, two senior 

managers, Sharon and Jane, one individual contributor, Felicia, and me. We 

represented multiple locations (East, Southwest, Midwest, and Northwest) and 

business units (commercial, defense, and services). With the team in place, I 

commenced the GVV journey. 
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From July 2019 through November 2019, Team GVV met for eight bi-weekly 

meetings and several ad-hoc meetings, when required for leadership status checks. 

Our meetings were virtual, except for the GVV Practicum with Dr. Gentile, which 

were held at UVA Darden’s Washington D.C. campus.  

 

An additional step Felicia and I took to ensure that we were competent and confident 

in the delivery of GVV was to get certified in Ethical Leadership: Giving Voice to 

Values. The eleven-hour course is conducted online over four weeks, offered through 

Coursera and the University of Virginia Darden Business College. Dr. Gentile (n.d.) 

created and delivered the course, a combination of lecture, homework, and 

collaboration with other students.  

 

We also looked at external online platforms on which to deliver the course and create 

an online community. This step was important for two reasons. One, it required us to 

understand what online community platforms existed within the company. Two, if 

there were a cost-effective third-party provider that could deliver better value than 

existing tools, then we would have built a business case and pursued a partnership. 

Team GVV decided that it was serviceable for the pilot while our internal platform 

was not optimal. We would have been perceived as having a tin ear if we asked for 

resources, given the company’s turmoil.  
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The regular meeting cadence with Team GVV was bi-weekly and sponsored by a 

senior manager—in this case, Jane. The “status meeting” had no set agenda. The 

general topics were discussions related to two enterprise culture initiatives that 

negatively affected the GVV pilot. During those discussions, the senior managers did 

not have “flow down” (a formal communication crafted by the organization’s highest 

level intended to cascade through the organization via managers). Pre-pilot launch, 

Felicia and I would brief on our proposed content and the format and delivery 

mechanism. We would also brief on the status of our business partner engagement 

process. Were there any obstacles? What has changed? How does the change affect 

the content and the format/delivery? What help or support is needed? 

Plan: Dissertation requirements 
Before getting into the study deployment, there were significant preliminary steps 

needed to satisfy the research requirements for Benedictine University and Company 

X before the study’s launch. The requirements for internal ethics research study 

review, informed consent, and release of information are not inconsequential. 

Collectively, those requirements took more than two months to complete and required 

many hours of my time. Company X has policy vagaries at times. One would think 

that with an organization with hundreds of PhDs, that this process would be clear, 

established, and straightforward. That was not the case. For example, I spoke with a 

dozen individuals in three organizations (intellectual property, supply chain, 

communications, and human resources) to share my work with my dissertation 

committee. 
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Working with the internal institutional review board was a dream. I submitted my 

university IRB approval and, with a few iterations, it was accepted as is. The 

informed consent (Appendix K) was approved for non-PII study participation and 

recorded interviews. Subsequently, all of the study participants signed the informed 

consent, although they were under no obligation. I was glad to have all of my 

approvals and conflicts-of-interest resolved so I could move forward.  

Plan: Cats and dogs 

Internal heads-up 
One of the city of culture senior managers had been absent for the Business Partner 

Council meeting when GVV was approved as a pilot. I ensured that we could spend 

time together to review the content, the intent, and the pilot schedule. The purpose 

was to hear what objections or recommendations that she may have. Just as 

importantly, I just wanted to extend the professional courtesy to ensure that she was 

in the loop and how GVV aligned with significant engagements.   

External outreach I 
While we were at the practicum, we met one of the presenters, who hails from a co-

peditor—a similarly situated company which is both a competitor and partner of 

Company X. They were an early corporate adaptor of GVV. They were impressed by 

our plan and commented that we had taken the deployment to a new level. It was not 

only validation; it also is aligned with the action research philosophy of seeking and 

listening to the voices who have something to say.  
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External outreach II 
I also reached out to a Center for Values-Driven Leadership (CVDL) graduate who 

has deployed and become a spokesperson for GVV. As a CEO, he has deployed it in 

two companies. I reached out to him for suggestions about deployment and best 

practices. He had the luxury of utilizing a third-party online community supplier to 

create a best-in-class global online community of practice for his employees. While it 

was nice to know that that existed, that feature was way beyond our scope. The rest of 

the conversation was a validation of the quality and impact of GVV.  

External outreach III 
Abiding by copyright laws, as required by the University of Virginia, Darden 

publishing, where GVV materials are housed, is essential, legally and morally. To 

ensure that we were abiding by the copyright requirements for using GVV materials, 

we invested time understanding the requirements and ensuring that we abided by 

copyrights. Felicia led this effort, and I was appreciative of her diligence.  

 

The plan portion of this action research study had a variety of requirements involving 

multiple stakeholders. The focus areas were gaining sponsorship, establishing a 

reasonable timeline and resource requirements, getting skilled in Giving Voice to 

Values content, and ensuring that the research met the criteria for conducting a 

dissertation. This portion of the action research spiral requires both tactical and 

strategic thinking. Including the Pilot I milestone chart, part of the sponsorship 
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request was a critical success factor because it enabled Henry and me to create a 

deployment vision that laid out a reasonable timeline and potential resources. We set 

the game’s deployment rules and were able to head-off the predictable mandate to 

“do it faster with fewer resources.”  

Act: The city of culture team—You are not one of us 
The norms and subcultures within a Fortune 500 company are as varied as the 

countries in which it operates. The action research experience with the city of culture 

and Team GVV was challenging and, at times, adversarial. The city of business 

action research experience was challenging and exhilarating. Both experiences were 

career highlights and deeply rewarding.  

 

The timeline represented in Figure 2 was the result of carefully crafted steps informed 

by previous failures. Specifically, my six-year tenure in the culture organization was a 

tale of two cities. The first city, ethics, had been passively hostile for the first five 

years of my tenure at Company X. The hiring VP told me during the interview 

process that Company X had an appetite for new thinking and diverse perspectives. I 

naively took that to the bank as I began my journey. I asked bold questions and made 

suggestions. I was a controversial figure who came from the outside with a strong 

point of view, professional credential, and unapologetic confidence in my ability. 

Glaringly absent from that list is self-awareness, as I was overly confident, lacked 

humility and patience.  
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While I had connected with a few kindred spirits (who have since left), many of my 

teammates found me threatening as I wielded questions that began with “Why?” and 

“Have you thought about…?” I was pretty confused for my first few months. People 

were friendly to me but not helpful, and I was getting shut down during team calls, 

sometimes in a nasty way. Leadership abided by that clannish behavior. I eventually 

realized that, as the niceness faded, “Wow! I felt humiliated, targeted and 

marginalized!” What kept me motivated was the relationship that I had with the 

business leaders, who consistently told me that I was a refreshingly candid culture 

advisor. My success with the business added to my outsider status in ethics. During 

my last year with the culture organization, which ended in March 2020, when I 

moved to the leadership development organization, the hostility transitioned from 

passive to active. Two small examples (there are more egregious ones that I am not at 

liberty to disclose), contained in an incessant barrage of criticisms, were being 

formally admonished for using “made-up words,” like “lexicon” and “facsimile,” and 

that I should not expect my teammates to be knowledgeable about Brexit. I was in a 

covert knife fight with my manager and director as I was conducting this research.  

 

I hoped that I would be on equal footing with the other members of Team GVV and 

that they would experience me as a hard worker and a fun, willing collaborator. That 

did not happen. The June 2018 GVV practicum in Washington D.C. was the first time 

Team GVV was together. Felicia was the only local, and Sharon (who had been my 

manager during my first year), Jane, and I traveled from out of state. Usually, there is 
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some chit-chat before meeting up, sitting together, and other coordination. None of 

that occurred. I got there early to save us seats, but they all arrived late. Felicia sat 

next to me but did not engage with me during the session. Sharon and Jane sat 

together at another table. The four of us had dinner that evening and, while it was 

pleasant, I did not feel a shared enthusiasm for what we were about to embark upon 

with GVV. No one asked questions about Dr. Gentile, about GVV, or how GVV 

would help Company X. The lack of curiosity was confusing and telling. Their 

interest and engagement were low. No one asked questions about my dissertation, and 

I certainly did not bring it up.  

 

The second and last day of the session consisted of a morning of instruction, and after 

the noon ending, those who had appointments with Dr. Gentile, as I had arranged, 

were invited to stay at Darden until meeting time. The four of us agreed to meet at 

2:00 to begin planning the pilot and prepare our meeting with Dr. Gentile. I had an 

opportunity to meet a colleague for lunch and discussed this with Felicia, asking if 

she thought it would be okay if she would be sure to tell the others. She said, “Sure!” 

I confirmed that we would start at 2:00 pm and I would not miss anything. She 

committed that they would wait for me. At 1:50 pm, I entered the meeting room, and 

the meeting was in full swing. Felicia was at the whiteboard of the small conference 

room, and Sharon and Jane faced each other on either side of the table. When I 

walked in, I was neither acknowledged nor brought up to speed. Team GVV ignored 

me. 
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The moment froze—I remember what I had on (a simple Brooks Brothers dress, 

simply cut, with and blue vine pattern, and pearls). Sharon was talking aggressively 

about things that had to get done. Her voice fell on me like a staccato. All of those 

city of culture feelings—isolation, loneliness, sadness—seeped in and around me. I 

felt my face flush with humiliation. Writing this memory is painful. Although it 

happened a year ago, the feelings are fresh, and it is challenging to write this. I knew 

that I had to make a choice fast. Was I going to step into the role of VUCA action 

researcher or be a victim?  

 

Before I continue with the story of my research experience, please consider that this 

study was a personal transformation journey as much as it was a culture change 

management initiative. At the moment described above, I accepted that I had to put 

my feelings aside and remain focused on the goal: a successful GVV intervention to 

enable voice in Company X. Over time, I came to fully appreciate that the role of 

change agent is one of transformation. Push-back and social dissent are expected 

behaviors of those trying to work through the change and figure out how they benefit. 

Eventually, I could distance myself from taking perceived slights personally and 

appreciate them to be part of the transformation process. The propositions in Chapter 

6 give insight into my transformation and acceptance of the variety of ways in which 

people manage change. It took a year and the action research reflection process to 

achieve that acceptance, and my learning details are listed in Chapter 6 as 
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propositions. I describe the transformation journey from feeling powerless and 

victimized to feeling stronger and more compassionate in the pages below. Time was 

ticking, and I wanted to make sure that we could layout the fundamental critical 

success factors for a successful deployment. I had viewed it as an excellent 

opportunity to collaborate so that the relationship with her would not just be about me 

because of the academic connection. When I suggested that we shift focus and 

prepare for the meeting, the response was, “Nah. We’re good.” The absence of 

conversation about my GVV academic work at dinner the previous night was a dog 

whistle that I heard loud and clear. I needed to take a back seat and lead from the 

shadows. And I did! We had our 15-minute timeslot with Mary, and Felicia 

dominated the line of questioning. The questions were tactical, and I thought we 

missed the opportunity to outline the vision and milestones collectively.  

 

After the practicum, Team GVV met 30 minutes at least every two weeks, and Felicia 

and I met for 60 minutes one or more times a week (16 times/32 times, respectively, 

between June–November 2019). The initial meetings that Felicia and I had were 

tense. There were no agendas, and she would just start talking, sometimes for 20 

minutes. She was “I” focused—”I want to use this case study” and “I want to do short 

sessions.” In the early days, there was no indication that she felt that she was part of a 

team with a broader goal. Concerning the action research spiral, the intellectual 

connection she had made in agreement to adhere to the spiral did not manifest itself in 

the collective. I shared my frustration with Henry, my original executive sponsor who 
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read my white paper GVV intervention proposal, brought the Business Partner 

Council’s suggestion, and served as the Pilot I’s executive advisor. He wrote off her 

preference for working alone because she played singles tennis in college and was 

very competitive. Felicia developed a team orientation as the pilot evolved, and 

eventually, “we” began to supplant the “I.”  

 

A further incident related to my dissertation provides insight into the Team GVV 

dynamic. When Henry suggested that I incorporate this study into my research, I 

agreed but was concerned that the dissertation’s addition, which would be perceived 

as only benefitting me, would be an issue with Team GVV. In anticipation of 

aspersions, I created an audit trail of disclosures and transparency concerning 

conflicts-of-interest and proper use of company time related to my dissertation and 

schoolwork. Despite that, I knew that the was resentment within the culture 

organization, by virtue of comments and questions, that I was pursuing this Ph.D.  

 

During the Business Partner Council (BPC) GVV proposal meeting, Henry and I 

discussed that while the project was part of my dissertation, any specific dissertation 

work would be done on personal time. Henry also highlighted that Dr. Gentile’s 

involvement would be a benefit to the company. I was emphatic that if there were a 

conflict of interest at any time, I would abandon the inclusion of GVV in my 

dissertation. There were no concerns discussed during that meeting. Sharon and Jane 

were in attendance. 
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After Team GVV met in Washington, I knew that I would have to contend with the 

3:1 power dynamic. There was also concern about Dr. Gentile’s role in the pilot in 

terms of propriety information sharing. Company X is an engineering company, and 

information protection is the first principle to protect intellectual property. I wanted to 

ensure no conflict with sharing non-proprietary information with Dr. Gentile, from a 

conflict-of-interest or an inappropriate public disclosure of company information. I 

kept Team GVV aware of my efforts.  

 

I decided to lean into the Team’s resistance as an action researcher and have a 

conversation with Team GVV. I scheduled a meeting on July 9 with Sharon, Jane, 

Felicia, and me to cover three topics. I anticipated giving a quick overview of the 

dissertation topic, the specific requirements for doing a dissertation in Company X 

(informed consent, disclosure of sharing research updates with Dr. Gentile during the 

process), and then devoting the balance of the 30 minutes on action research. Action 

research had been in the BPC proposal and positioned as a methodology used for all 

future culture change management projects because of its continuous improvement 

philosophy. Most important to me was to review action research and what that meant 

for each of us and to ensure that any issue was laid out on the table for discussion.  

 

The action research portion of the discussion had three slides. The first was a simple 

4-step inquiry and action AR graphic. The second was the principles of procedure 
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(Kemmis et al., 2014), which mirrors, in many ways, the required and visible values 

and behaviors that are expected of Company X employees, especially those in 

management. Those include collaboration with candor and honesty, lead with courage 

and passion, diversity and inclusion, trust, and respect. I was optimistic and thought 

that collaboration, as action researchers, abiding by the principles of procedure could 

create a tool for equity in collaboration. The following is an abridged version of the 

principles of procedure: 

• Go beyond confidentiality standards and respect for those in the study and define 

appropriate ways of working together. 

• Commitment to work closely—participation and collaborative work, negotiation 

within and beyond existing circumstances.   

• Foster collaborative decision making and agreements that will be regarded as 

mutually binding on all participants. 

• Foster open and equal participation in discussion and protect the interest of the 

least powerful. 

• Foster shared agreement on ideas and language, mutual understanding’s 

perspectives, and unforced consensus about what to do. 

• Ensure that each person in the group takes a “fair share” of the work to be done 

and makes it explicit—this may not always be possible due to time constraints. 

• Ensure relevant persons, committees, authorities have been consulted and 

informed and that any permissions/approvals have been obtained.  
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• Keep the work visible and remain open to suggestions so that unforeseen and 

unseen ramifications can be considered; colleagues must have the opportunity to 

air their concerns.  

 
The third slide listed my concerns: 1) The team will feel imposed upon, 2) I am 

overreaching, and 3) possible resentment. My concerns were based on my experience 

at the GVV practicum and the follow-up status sessions. We never got to that 

discussion. After I reviewed the agenda—1) dissertation-overview and requirements 

for pilot, 2) action research overview and requirements for pilot, 3) discussion—Jane 

interrupted, exasperated: “I don’t even know why we’re even having this discussion.” 

I was thrown back on my heels. I knew then that my work with Team GVV was 

going to be difficult.  

 

The rest of the 30-minute meeting was very unpleasant. Felicia took on Jane’s 

adversarial tone, as did Sharon. Given the power ratio of 3:1, I could not see my way 

through to reframe the conversation. My ability to utilize my GVV skills was lost in 

the moment. It seemed to me that the questions were a proxy for a deeper issue as it 

was a rehash of items previously covered. What about informed consent? The unique 

identifiers, how are we sure of protection? What happens if someone does not want to 

sign the informed consent? What does Dr. Gentile want? Is she just doing this so that 

she can be a consultant? I addressed the informed consent issues by stating what had 

been said many times before. The survey instrument was the same Company X 
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survey instrument used for the culture organization’s significant engagements, the 

umbrella under which the GVV program fell. Felicia and I had agreed on the 

confidentiality convention for the interviews. The interview documentation included 

an identifier versus a name. The only “identifier” was the workgroup. None of the 

information that we collected had PII. 

 

The line of questioning around Dr. Gentile was both interesting and disturbing. It had 

never occurred to me that there was any agenda other than to help me and to help 

Company X, which was experiencing a rapid reputational decline in the press. Team 

GVV had sown the seed that maybe I was naïve and that I was being used. I later 

came to my senses, but this is a crucial point. Team GVV was playing pin the tail on 

the donkey with me and spun me around. I eventually got my bearings and realized 

no—Dr. Gentile did not have an agenda other than to ensure that the GVV legacy 

remained intact.  

 

While the details of the conversation remain vague, the feeling is acute and clear. It is 

the same as what I felt in D.C.—I felt overwhelmed, in addition to sadness and 

confusion. The call concluded in the late afternoon, and I took a walk. The outcome 

was the scenario that I least wanted but was somewhat prepared. Now it was time to 

self-reflect. I thought through how I could have handled the situation differently. I 

may have been better off putting the concerns upfront. Their concerns had priority 

over the dissertation. I should have kept the topic focused on their role as action 
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researchers. I had no data to support that they would take a sudden interest in my 

dissertation topic.  

 

After reflecting on the next steps, I decided to email some additional dialogue and 

action research consensus. I was pretty upset. The full text of the email is in Figure 3. 

 
From: Lyons (US), Colleen  
Sent: Tuesday, July 9, 2019, 6:44 6:44 PM TEAM GVV 
Subject: GVV Action Research 
  
I appreciate your taking the time to discuss the dissertation’s implications on the 
GVV pilots, specifically, the informed consent(s) and the Unique identifiers. Those 
are the only implications known to me at this point that require actions beyond the 
standard work of rolling out a new ethics initiative.  Attached, please find the 
presentation. I’ve added a slide regarding suggestions for action group norms. 
There are many takes; I happen to like this one for its clarity. Also, we didn’t get to 
review the last slide, but those were my concerns going in. 
  
Open item- I will connect with Henry regarding the dissertation committee and 
apprise him of the Action Research process. It was mentioned in the original 
proposal I sent him in March, but…that was March. 
  
This will be an on-going dialogue- please let me know if you have any immediate 
concerns/questions. 
  
Thank you, 
  
Colleen 
 
 

Figure 3. Team GVV Resistance Response Email of July 9, 2019 
 
 
I received neither an acknowledgment nor a response from any of the three. Nothing. 

Following this meeting, there was always a slight tension. The bi-weekly calls gave a 
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chance for Felicia and me to report out. Although Sharon and Jane were chartered to 

lead the initiative, they gave very little guidance or input around strategy or 

implementation. Sharon’s contribution was mainly related to crafting the slides for 

the BPC, and that input was invaluable.  

 

Given that these conversations happened early in this study, I did not have the context 

to appreciate that the Team’s questioning was really out of a reluctance to let an 

outsider into the fold because it would expose the inner workings. Company X’s 

culture is tribal and clannish. I can attest because I had experienced that as an 

outsider. The resistance had little to do with Dr. Gentile, who had comported herself 

as the highly responsive professional that I had known her to be. At the time, 

however, I took the Team’s resistance as a personal affront. The issue was dropped 

early on, and I kept Dr. Gentile updated during significant milestones, grateful for her 

input. 

 

I engaged with Felicia to slowly shift her thinking beyond her group while creating 

and deploying her portion. When “we” began to appear more frequently in her 

language, I felt satisfaction. She is early in her career, and if she embraces a “we” 

mindset, her career will be more fulfilling. She is competent and was a tremendous 

help getting the copious materials organized and customized to align with Company 

X. I hope for her that she learns the joy of collaboration.  
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As a final note to this section, my manager, a 2nd level manager, and I met to review 

the work scope for GVV and my dissertation. I was crystal clear what the effort 

would undertake and the continued assurance that any work I did on my dissertation 

would be on my own time. After the brief, my manager informed me that I would be 

permitted to use 5% of my time to work on GVV. I reached out to Henry, my inside 

sponsor, and told him that if 5% of my time were the limit, I would not be involved, 

as the time restriction was a recipe for failure. He agreed and advised that I not worry 

about it. I informed my manager that I would not participate if the restriction on my 

time were 5%, and he deflected, stating that it was the 2nd line director who 

mandated that restriction. I did GVV off the side of my desk, as did Felicia.  

Act: City of business—Let’s Roll! 
In early 2019, amid the escalating turmoil that Company X was experiencing, I was 

working with business leaders on ethical fading. Ethical fading is “the process by 

which the moral colors of an ethical decision fade into bleached hues that are void of 

moral implications” (Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004). Examples of ethical fading 

include justifying coming to work 15 minutes late every day because everyone else 

comes in 30 minutes late. Or falsifying data because “your boss told you to.” The 

topic was fully embraced. The term was becoming part of the business vernacular as a 

descriptor for a lapse in quality, safety, and integrity. In the spring of 2019, I was 

asked to do an ethical fading session for the SVP and CFO, Lauren, and her 

leadership team. One person of interest, Luria, plays big in the GVV pilot (more on 

that in a moment). We needed two sessions because of the energized dialogue related 
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to the subject. These ethical fading sessions were held, fortuitously, at the same time 

that the BPC had approved the GVV. 

 

I thought that the finance organization, middle managers, in particular, would be an 

excellent group for the pilot, as the leader had established the cultural norms of 

openness and transparency. In recent years, business literature has been calling 

attention to the impact that middle managers have as the purveyors of 

communications and messaging up and down the chain of command. This layer of the 

organization is often thought of as the “frozen middle” (Prostko, n.d.) or “mud in the 

middle” (Newman, Kiazad, Miao, & Cooper, 2019) because of the incredible tensions 

and conflicts of priorities related to serving two masters—one from above and one 

from below. I approached Lauren (after vetting the idea through her chief of staff) 

with the concept of GVV (which she fully supported). I suggested that Luria’s middle 

managers participate in a pilot. It was a fait accompli within 30 minutes. Be assured 

that I ran the scenario by Luria before engaging Lauren. Without Luria’s buy-in, 

although hierarchically, she has little power over Lauren, the initiative would have 

been DOA. Here’s the back story.  

 

In the summer of 2018, Luria and I relocated to Company X’s headquarters to help 

start a new division. In the beginning months, my office space (open plan) was 

situated next to Luria. At first, I did not care for her. Her tone was harsh, tough, and 

demanding, without the soft edges that make those attributes in a manager acceptable. 
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Over time, I began to know her a bit more through brief exchanges at the coffee 

machine or attending an earnings calls. She is funny, family-oriented, and passionate 

about her team. So much for judging a book by its cover (didn’t I suffer from that 

same fate?), as I realized in a moment of self-reflection.  

 

What sealed the deal for me in terms of me both liking and respecting Luria was how 

she participated in the Ethical Fading sessions. There were approximately 20 

participants. Twelve of us were in the Southwest room, with Lauren, and the others 

called in from their offices and used their webcam for the WebEx. WebEx is an 

online communication tool for virtual meetings. As stated earlier, there was a lot of 

energy around this topic, and most people were jumping into the conversation. Luria, 

I observed, thoughtfully picked her moments to speak. She had just been promoted, 

which was her first time participating in a conversation like this group. When she 

spoke, her words and countenance mattered. That’s why I chose her and her team. I 

met with her before introducing the concept to her boss, Lauren.  

 

Luria immediately saw the value of GVV in helping her team, who were operations, 

not finance, which was feeling undervalued and underappreciated by the leadership 

teams they supported. They felt to be “red-headed stepchildren” (Luria quoting one of 

her employees). Luria was in the midst of helping her team rebrand and realized that 

the action research process, with GVV as the intervention, could probably be a way to 

upskill her team to use their voice and express their value to the business. The team 
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has an extensive and pressurized work scope that included scheduling, budgeting, 

coordinating a matrixed organization, and managing headcount requirements. They 

also serve as the liaison and coordinator for leadership meetings and extended 

leadership team members. It is in that capacity that I knew the senior managers. I 

would understand their work scope more fully when we launched GVV, and there 

will be more about that in the deployment section.  

 

Luria was emphatic that her team needed to cease their victim mentality and narrate a 

more accurate story of strength and contribution. She considered GVV to be a 

significant enabler for the larger group to rebrand itself through personal rebranding. 

Not only did Luria approve the GVV pilot, but she also wanted to be part of it and 

asked to include the HiPo’s. She saw GVV as an empowerment tool. I also explained 

the action research methodology and that we would be co-creators in this journey. I 

committed to having a concrete deliverable, but I would remain flexible and agile 

based on her and her team’s feedback. It was July 18, 2019, and this action researcher 

needed to redesign the plane to accommodate 15 more seats, including one director. 

After thirty minutes, it was agreed that I would approach Lauren, who approved the 

pilot. The rest, as they say, is history. 

 

Now that I had the CFO and Luria’s support, I could further cultivate relationships 

that I had with Luria’s senior managers. These relationships were established in the 

eighteen-months of culture business partnering work. This group appeared to be a 
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great candidate to propose to Team GVV as my cohort. The eight middle managers 

would be an excellent proof of concept. The literature indicates that middle managers 

(i.e., the frozen middle, the mud in the middle, the muddled middle) have a tough 

time managing the pressure from above while engaging those below. I discussed my 

choice with Team GVV, and there was agreement that this finance, middle manager 

cohort was acceptable. 

 

I was delighted and nervous about the opportunity and began planning with Bianca to 

get the ball rolling. The plan for me was to participate in a two-day face-to-face 

session with Luria and her leadership that was scheduled for the end of August in the 

Puget Sound. We could break bread and get a sense of the force field (Coghlan, 2019) 

and the individuals, some of whom I had never met; I had worked with about 25% of 

the team previously. There was a lot of learning and listening to be done. The plan 

was for me to host a half-day workshop on the second day. Before the face-to-face, 

Luria wanted everyone attending to participate in an ethical fading session to ensure a 

common vocabulary and understanding of how GVV could neutralize ethical fading.  

 

In parallel, Felicia had gained a pilot sponsor with a subsidiary of Company X. Her 

process differentiated from the action research process. She did not consult with 

Team GVV regarding her choice. She simply stated the group with whom she was 

going to work. This theme that she was conducting her pilot her way persisted 

through the deployment stage. She had gotten approval for the pilot from the 
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subsidiary CEO (the equivalent of a Company X senior manager). She chose two 

groups, one management and one non-management. The choice was excellent and 

complemented my pilot group. Our interventions included a subsidiary, hourly, 

multiple management levels, and executive between us. 

 

When I inquired, really as a point of confirmation, that she had informed the 

Company X Senior VP of the pilot, she said “No.” When I further inquired about the 

rationale, her response clarified that the point was not up for discussion. Team GVV 

managers (Jane and Sharon) remained silent. I had an issue with the lack of 

transparency and curiosity. If this intervention’s purpose was to enable employees to 

speak and enact their values, it is imperative to inform the leader because the action is 

in the leader’s domain. Secondly, I was puzzled by Felicia’s lack of curiosity about 

the perspective and guidance that the leader could potentially provide and his 

perspective on what criteria would be used to deem the pilot successful. This situation 

was an example where I was silenced. If I pushed further, I would have been 

marginalized further. She did inform the SVP of the pilot after it successfully 

concluded.  

 

Felicia and I had our pilot sponsors and participants in place. It was time to design the 

intervention.  
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Act: Stakeholder GVV pilot approval 
While this was going on, I tried to get the pilot designed to meet Dr. Gentile’s 

expectations. Felicia and I were building the program from scratch, utilizing a wide 

array of materials from the Darden publishing website and other resources that Dr. 

Gentile would send. Team GVV was under the mistaken impression that there was a 

rich array of implementation guides, “how-to”s, and documented best practices that 

would help us set up the pilot in a way that was high quality and consistent with other 

GVV deployments. My initial drafts of the pilot deployment plan were not 

satisfactory. Also, my schedule was in constant flux, and I was having difficulty 

managing my calendar. I knew I was making a horrible impression on Dr. Gentile, 

and I felt awful for wasting her time. I felt demoralized, but ultimately, with Dr. 

Manning’s help, and Dr. Gentile’s and my inherent desire to make this work, we 

could produce a pilot design that met the quality threshold. However difficult, I am 

eternally grateful for that rigor, which was motivated by the desire to maintain the 

integrity and reputation of GVV.  

Act: Proactive strategic stakeholder engagement. 
To guard against unfavorable shifts in political winds, organizational changes, and 

resource limitations that can happen without warning in a VUCA environment, one  

must stay proactive. Early buy-in from an executive or peer is no guarantee of fidelity 

to the project through to its conclusion. I kept all constituents and stakeholders in 

dialogue throughout the entire project to keep the current participants’ support and 

cultivate future support for when the time came for enterprise deployment. I 
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developed a support base for potential enterprise deployment through executive 

interviews and ad hoc Pilot I updates.   

Act: Be a subject matter expert 
Felicia and I poured over the GVV content that was available on the Darden site, as 

well as what Dr. Gentile sent us. As mentioned in Phase III, Stream IV, there were 

several disconnects related to the materials. Some of the fabrics we included in the 

implementation turned out to be outdated or not relevant. We found this out when Dr. 

Gentile reviewed the material. We needed to go “back to the drawing board” several 

times, but we eventually got it right.   

Act: Creatively establish delivery mechanisms 
Felicia and I were very mindful of the disparate demographics and work scope of our 

pilot participants. Felicia’s participants were hourly and in an operations 

environment. If an employee is “off the floor,” there are implications for meeting 

production schedule and time charging. The length of the training is important if the 

employee’s time is directly billable to the customer. In this case, training is not paid 

for by the customer, so any time (in 15-minute increments) are billed to the general 

fund. In a tight budget environment, that time allocation is scrutinized.  

 

My demographic is on the other end of the spectrum because they were exempt. 

Executives, managers, and individual contributors’ time is not tracked. Most of us in 

that category work well beyond the standard 40-hour week and have more discretion 

about accounting for our time. We also acknowledged that the depth of training 
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varied. Felicia’s group was a highly structured manufacturing environment in which 

all actions are prescribed. The complexity of decision making and values conflicts are 

relatively simple. My cohort dealt with more complex and nuanced values conflicts 

that require in-depth critical thinking to address senior leadership teams. These 

differences are reflected in the time spent, the content, and expectations. 

 

As is described in the table, the timing and types of deliverables were different. While 

we both had workshops, mine was longer and more involved. The post-workshop 

training and reinforcement were also different. Felicia needed to condense the 

reinforcement materials into short, easy “snapshots” appropriate for an hourly 

workforce. The deliverables we created reflected our respective constituents’ variance 

and are described in the table Giving Voice To Values Pilot Deliverables in the 

appendix.  

Act: Understand the role of technology 
An online community for the participants was an essential teaching and reinforcement 

element. The participants needed to take the leap of faith to post their work, provide 

Felicia and me with guidance and support for our respective teams, and share best 

practices. We were restricted to the only online community Company X offered and 

had all of the features, functions, and aesthetic of Spam’s can. Named “Insight,” we 

did our best to create a community and hold the participants accountable for using it. 

There were varying degrees of compliance with posting weekly peer discussions. We 

were not in the position to enforce compliance, nor did we have the appetite to be 



101 
 

enforcers. Most participants engaged to the extent that they were both giving and 

getting value.  

Act: Include a survey to benchmark and improve 
Finally, the survey. It was a condition of the Business Partner Council for there to be 

a survey consistent with the more extensive significant engagements that the culture 

organization was deploying. The questions were consistent with the annual employee 

engagement survey and asked four questions around trust and speaking up. The 

anonymous surveys were sent electronically, approximately two weeks previous to 

the intervention and 30 days after the intervention. The post-survey included an open 

field for comments, and these are included in the Reflect, Pilot I, VIII section.  

Act: Team GVV—Aligning 
When we began to deploy the intervention, Felicia became more collegial. The 

specter of actually launching and going live became real, and with that, a mixed 

feeling of fear and excitement. We did trial runs of our workshops before going live 

and began to support one another. The dynamic on the bi-weekly team calls with Jane 

and Sharon did not change. It was still an uncomfortable call for me, as I was 

generally unacknowledged or asked for input other than my update. C’est la vie! We 

did invite the team to our workshops after getting the “ok” from our business 

partners. Felicia attended mine, and I hers. We were able to provide each other with 

support, guidance, and feedback. Sharon attended Felicia’s but did not attend mine. 

Jane attended neither.  
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Act: The pilot participants 
The original group of 30 participants (reduced to 20 full participants due to needs of 

the business and new job assignments) represented management and high-potential 

(HiPo) population and, other than singles or doubles in CA, PA, and SC, six 

participants were located in the Southwest (including the director and me), eight in 

the Midwest, and 12 in the Northwest. Our meetings were via WebEx. Each site 

convened in a conference room, and the others participated from their offices. Those 

not in a room tended not to use Webcam, and I suspect that was to allow “flagrant” 

multi-tasking. This issue came up in the interviews and is discussed later. I will take 

you through the action research journey with the city of business participants with 

that context.  

 

Four hours or 25% of the “virtual face-to-face” meeting is a lot of time, considering 

the amount of work required of this team during the off-site. Specifically, they needed 

to set the strategy, align resources, and establish the operating rhythm for achieving 

year-end business goals while being poised for a successful 2021. Luria felt it was 

necessary to upskill and empower the team to understand GVV and provoke a 

mindset shift from “Is this wrong?” to “I have values conflict; how can I enact my 

values?” The GVV scripting and individual and group exercises are potent tools to 

help the mindset shift. The timing was critical because the team was rebranding, and 

underneath the rebranding is a seismic shift in how the team saw themselves and how 

they were expected to “be” moving forward. There was a significant amount of 
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instability—think VUCA—and GVV would help ground them. The workshop would 

create a foundation for continued weekly engagement to ensure that the participants 

use what they learned and embedded it in their work—the weekly meetings’ design to 

co-create and make the GVV deployment better. The anticipated completion date was 

September 30. 

 

Environmental instability increased. A few weeks before the scheduled face to face 

meeting, two VUCA events happened. The first was draconian budget cuts to deal 

with the business crisis. Face-to-face was canceled, and we would meet virtually in 

the way that I described earlier. The cohort convened in three main sites, and those 

that were not at a central location traveled to the Southwest site. The second change 

was that the team had a new senior VP, Sherwin, whose portfolio was expanded from 

international government services to include business operations. Sherwin and Lauren 

are of very different temperaments and have different approaches. However, just as 

Lauren is a respected leader, so is Sherwin. Rather than be dismayed by the change, 

Luria and I thought that the timing was perfect for the self-reflection, which would 

catalyze the new and VUCA business operations team.  

 

The deployment schedule is in the Appendices. The workshop was very different than 

initially planned. Rather than the relationship-based in-person four hours for learning 

about and absorbing GVV, we now had two hours on the second day of a truncated, 
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virtual off-site to launch GVV. Undaunted, we included an introduction to GVV as 

part of the ethical fading conclusion session two weeks before the virtual off-site.   

 

Following the ethical fading session, we introduced the workshop from the 

headquarters location. The other thirty people participated from their workspace. 

Most did not use their cameras. I began the session with the agenda and then 

explained that the 15-minute introduction compensated for having the abbreviated, 

virtual workshop instead of the scheduled half-day face-to-face session initially. 

Although it had been a requirement to view Dr. Gentile/McKinsey’s video before the 

session, I played it anyway. The rationale was that people did not know what this 

was, so they probably did not watch the video. Playing it was a mistake, and I found 

that out after the brief, when I asked for input suggestions, in the spirit of co-creation. 

One of the senior managers said to hold people to expectations. A few others in the 

room concurred. None of the virtual participants weighed in. 

 

I was grateful for the feedback for two reasons. It established accountability within 

the force field, the team. That is a more powerful influence than my influence—in a 

sense, my positionality as an outsider collaborating with insiders. The second reason 

is related to the co-creation and mutual investment required for “good action 

research” (Bradbury-Huang, 2010, pp. 102–103). We were going to design the plane 

while we were flying. 
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Conducting effective action research requires hyper-vigilance to invisible yet shifting 

winds. When the workshop came, I was acutely aware of the shifting winds brought 

about by the dramatic change. In the past month, my audience had to adjust to a 

budget cut that relegated their face-to-face meeting, scheduled to bond as a team and 

develop a go-forward strategy aligned with complex business needs. They also were 

realigned into a completely different organization. Ordinarily, the meeting venue 

from face-to-fact to virtual would not have been a big deal. However, compounded 

with the organizational change, the corporate crisis mode, and the fact that this group 

of employees was feeling marginalized, I needed to ensure that I appreciated the 

context in which the participants would engage. I needed to maintain an open and 

inviting posture. The catalyst for resistance could be the GVV content and how I was 

conducting the workshop or the macro stressors. I was sensitive to disproportionate 

resistance, which would probably be fueled by the macro stressors. My opportunity 

was to use the aggressive pushback that I might receive to demonstrate the GVV 

model’s utility.  

Act: The pilot launch—Take off! 
Although the workshop was on the second day, my original plan was to attend most 

of the two days. I intended to get a glimpse of the business’s operations side to 

understand its complexities better. I also wanted to see this group in action. What big 

problems were they addressing? What was important to them? How did they come (or 

not) to a consensus? What is Luria’s leadership style? I was able to attend a portion of 

Luria’s off-site to learn the following: 
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• This organization had a broad, amorphous work scope that had dealt with the 

tensions of running a $20 billion production operation: reducing risk, prioritizing 

quality, and meeting cost and schedule targets. 

• Resources were low. 

• The team was skilled at dealing with ambiguity and lack of resources. 

• Managers were more comfortable in the weeds than in the strategy. 

• The default mode was “It can’t be done” vs. “Is it possible?” 

 

I was impressed by their ability to manage an enormous workload. I enjoyed the 

team’s camaraderie. Luria’s leadership style was inclusive. She included individual 

contributors, recognizing their boots on the ground experience would hold to 

legitimize the strategy. She encouraged collaborative decision making. She also 

demonstrated a bias toward action and required a decision when the discussion had 

hit diminishing returns.  

 

I had been in the meeting, poised to jump in, with computer ready, when my time 

came. There were two large duplicate screens in the front of the room, spanning a 

space of 15 feet wide and 5 feet high. The WebEx camera focus is voice-activated, so 

the speaker commands the screen’s left hand, and the two locations were projected on 

the right hand of the screen with the Northwest on top and Midwest on the bottom. 

Rooms that are not speaking put themselves on mute. Often, teams forget that they 

are visible and carry-on side-bar conversations during a presentation, creating a 
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distraction to presenters. See Appendices E and F for a detailed description of the 

presentation room. 

 

My goal was to ensure that the transition from the previous speaker to me would be 

clean as soon as the workshop began. I wanted the group to have an immediate 

positive impression that I was capable and organized. Apropos of action research, 

Team GVV was invited to observe, with Luria’s permission. Felicia joined the 

WebEx at the appointed time of the workshop—southwest, the HQ site, midway 

through day two, right after lunch. The agenda was running so far behind that, in the 

moment, I “gave back” 30 minutes, and my once-four-hour, now-two-hour workshop 

was now 90 minutes. I gave the time back for two reasons. One was the realization 

that this team was on overload. The energy required to stay engaged in 16 hours of 

WebEx across three time zones is exhausting. I was at hour 13. Practical wisdom 

dictated that I had better get on and off the stage as efficaciously as possible. The 

other reason was that, as co-creators, I wanted to ensure they knew that I was flexible 

and wanted their needs to dictate the term of our engagement. When my time came, 

despite all my efforts to provide an immediate start, there were technical issues.  

 

Impression management became important. As the clock was running…tick…tick… 

tick…and eating into my abbreviated time, I needed to remain calm and cheerful 

while a little circle of chaos enveloped me and my computer. With technology issues 

resolved, we launched into the agenda. I explained that we would have to go at a fast 
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clip with the abbreviated time, but the design of the five-week series would enable us 

to “catch up.” After reviewing the agenda, I checked the informed consent process 

(included in the introduction and invitation), and the first derailment surfaced.  

 

The act portion of the spiral is the most complex because there are multiple current 

spirals with a variety of stakeholders. The Act portions presented above are presented 

chronologically. Another informative way to present the Act occurrences is through 

categorizations. There are four Act categories: team dynamics, expertise, openness, 

and sustainment, listed in order of impact. Team dynamics have the most influence on 

the success of the action research. I worked with three different teams, each of which 

had its dynamic. The challenge was to accept that the Team GVV and my 

management dynamic was a disappointment and not let resistance become a derailer. 

The second category is subject matter expertise in GVV, the intervention. The 

mechanisms for the pilot deployment were meetings, mastering technology through 

email communication, the online communication platform, and project management 

to provide clear guidance and on-going status updates for participants and Team GVV 

members to have what they needed when they wanted it. Openness, as demonstrated 

through including participant feedback in every meeting, the survey, and the 

interviews, was as important as the ability to accept critique with curiosity and 

gratitude. Finally, I kept my eye on the future and actively sought future opportunities 

for deploying the GVV intervention. Chapter 6 outlines the propositions from the 

research and whether each of the Act areas was achieved or not.  
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Observe: What is working well? What is not? 
The Pilot I introductory session’s launch shifted, and observation of group dynamics 

and individual behaviors was paramount to understanding how the group reacted to 

introducing a culture change management initiative. I began the workshop with what 

I thought would be a quick revisit of the informed consent and the required form as I 

had not gotten everyone’s forms. Given my experience with Team GVV, I wanted to 

make sure that everything was clear—that the Giving Voice to Values pilot was a part 

of my dissertation and that participants were requested to sign the informed consent. 

The informed consent was optional and would not affect one’s ability to participate in 

the GVV pilot. If one decided not to sign the informed consent, their optional 

interview would not be included in the research. No personal identification 

information (PII) was collected. I reiterated these points before the request to submit 

their informed consent to me. As I was speaking, I was feeling the vibe in the room 

getting tense. We were watching the split-screen WebEx, with the Midwest and 

Northwest conference rooms showing on the screen. 

 

The Northwest room was on mute, but it was clear that a lively conversation was 

going on. Finally, Northwest came off mute and began to question how the informed 

consent protected them. How were they protected if they did not sign the consent, but 

spoke up in one of our sessions? (I am not attributing quotes to people). How can they 

be assured of confidentiality? I repeated the verbiage in the informed consent that the 



110 
 

identifier number stores the interviews. Names are not included in the interview 

documentation.  

 

The questioning then turned to my dissertation. How does your research influence 

this pilot? The dissertation has no “influence,” other than the requirement for 

informed consent, on the pilot. I had committed to the sponsoring organization, 

ethics, that if there are any perceived conflicts of interest, the dissertation’s research 

will immediately cease. Company X was my top priority. I had made all of the 

appropriate disclosures to my leadership team, filed a conflict of interest review, 

received approval from the internal institutional review board, and had an approved 

request for release of information. The questions ended.  

 

The energy and tension with which the conversation started dissipated. This 

conversation took about ten minutes, which was concerning because 120 minutes of 

material needed to be covered in 90 minutes. I maintained a calm demeanor, 

answered each question as simply as possible, and always confirmed with the 

questioner that I had responded to the question. If I were dismissive of their concerns, 

I would have lost credibility. Establishing trust and showing respect was more 

important than getting through all of the slides.  

 

However, the pushback was not yet over. Following the informed consent discussion, 

I presented a quick overview of my VUCA voice model, which connects ethical 
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leadership to VUCA voice through psychological safety, and trust, stating that GVV 

is the participants’ mechanism to enact their values effectively. There were many 

nodding heads, and there were a few clarifying questions. Then came the bomb.  

 

One individual, who is known to be outspoken and direct, asked a question regarding 

timing—Why are we doing this now? I began to explain, with Luria, that the timing 

aligns with the approval from the culture organization (which is always looking to 

increase employee’s ability to speak up), that it coincides with my research timing; 

and that it is an excellent time for the business operations team to utilize tools to help 

with rebranding. I did not even hit the target, never mind the bullseye. After a few 

back-and-forths about the real intention of the question (always remember to 

understand the intent of a question, as that data point is usually more important than 

the question), we got to the root of her concern. Company X was in a reputational 

crisis.  

 

The situation with the press and on the Hill was getting worse. The questioner wanted 

to know if I was sent in to address underlying issues related to the incident that 

created the reputational hit. Once again, the room got tense, very tense. This question 

was very bold and implied that some of us knew of behaviors that may have led to the 

crisis. When I finally understood the question, my relief was palpable, and the tension 

left the room. I explained that my original answer was the real one and that I had no 
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inside baseball regarding what happened. Once I understood the question and the 

intent behind it, I was able to hit a bullseye. 

 

Now I had 90 minutes to present 120 minutes of material. Fortunately, the 

modularized content included presentations, group break-out, and group discussions. 

There were ten modules, with timings of 5, 10, 15, or 20 minutes. Each module had 

an overview, expected outcomes, and a final slide that reviewed the outcomes. I 

requested at the end of each module if we had met the goal. When asked, there were 

nods and no disputes. While I did not remove any of the modules, I shortened them as 

I went. The primary causality was the break-outs, which was unfortunate because I 

designed those to create trust in the field. Minimizing break-outs was not a derailleur; 

it minimized the opportunity for team building.  

 

The first exercise included the entire group, and it was for people to think of a time 

when they successfully voiced their values or did not voice their values. I went first 

and shared a time when I did not voice my values and why I did not. Luria shared a 

time when she did, and two others in Southwest shared as well. We also did an 

exercise after viewing the first part of a case study video with Dr. Gentile. She 

provided the first of two parts of a real-life example of a diversity consultant working 

with a recalcitrant client. We discussed with participation from all sites what the 

consultant might do to assuage or convince the client. I did not call on the Midwest or 

Northwest because I did not want to put them on the spot. I could tell that the 
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participants were fatigued. They just looked tired. Midwest participants were going in 

and out of the room, and there was multi-tasking going on. Northwest had started at 

6:00 a.m. Fatigue was not evident in the Southwest, and I attribute that to the 

executive being in the room where there was minimal multi-tasking. The GVV 

material is different from the strategy and operational work that preceded this session, 

and after this session, there were another two hours of agenda items to go through.  

 

After some more teaching and video modules, we had a group exercise, requiring 

each location to discuss the reasons and rationalizations that one might expect when 

planning for a conversation to address a values conflict. This break-out, however, 

energized the group, and it seemed that it brought some of the previous material to 

life. The questions guided one to pre-script a problem-solving discussion with whom 

they had a values conflict. The group exercise required the team to think about what 

reasons and rationalizations that they may encounter. This exercise was the last step 

before each person needed to write a script, so perhaps they were motivated to get in 

the game and do well because they would be required to produce an outcome. The 

group particularly liked the GVV pre-script planning questions and the “levers for 

response.”   

 

As fatigued as they were, I had a glimmer of hope that each participant would gain an 

incremental understanding of the GVV concepts, develop competence in using the 

pre-scripting tools, and understand the value of investing in the script and partnering 
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with colleagues to address values conflicts. At the session conclusion (which finished 

with 2 minutes to spare), we wrapped up with an agreement that the milestones were 

met. We also reviewed the 5-week pilot schedule. The centerpiece was the weekly 

30-minute “experience/help needed/best practice” sessions designed in the likeness of 

action research in which each person (in a team) would plan, act, observe, and reflect 

on their GVV journey.  

 

It is worth noting that everyone signed the informed consent without further question, 

issue, or comment. I suspected that the informed consent questions were a proxy for 

other concerns, and I think that is correct. When embarking on the unknown, 

individuals need to figure out how to make sense and feel in control. One of the ways 

to do this is to test the one who is introducing the change. I believe that is what 

happened with Team GVV when I attempted to explain the dissertation’s impact on 

the GVV pilot. Looking at the group challenge through that lens helps make the 

testing feel like a neutral exercise rather than a threatening one. The anticipation of 

resistance and dissent is a best practice consistent with GVV’s “normalization” 

addressing values conflicts. Invite it as part of action research’s power. Embrace the 

questions to help them embrace the change.  

Observe: The real work begins 
The week one review was the hardest but the one in which I learned the most. It was 

scheduled for 30 minutes, one week after the workshop. I planned to kick-off the 

meeting with a video. I entered the small, windowless conference room. I sat at the 
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table, which holds four seats on either side of the conference table, one seat at the 

head, and a wall projection for the participants’ presentation and printed name or 

video. This group’s culture is not to use live video to hear voices, so you cannot see 

reactions or body language as a presenter. I entered the room about two minutes late, 

as I was in another meeting that ended at this meeting’s appointed time. Earlier, I had 

queued up the video so we could get an immediate start. I was a little bit nervous, 

rushed, and unable to find the video. We decided to abandon the video, and I had lost 

valuable time and credibility. I could feel my face heating.  

 

Moving on, I held 30-minute feedback from the workshop. Although I had nothing to 

do with the virtual format and gave back time to be a good corporate citizen, it was 

hard that we were not in the same room, and they said it felt rushed. I wholeheartedly 

agreed. They also said that they liked the material and were looking forward to 

learning more. The group also raised two other issues (reflections) that made the 

pilot’s difference merely acceptable to be impactful.  

 

They said they wanted to make the weekly meetings 60 minutes, citing the crunch for 

the time in the workshop. I was trying to be sensitive to their calendars with 30 

minutes, so I was thrilled that they wanted more time to spend on GVV. The second 

item was that they wanted to help me. They offered to run the slides, help get the 

electronic community set up, and pitch in wherever I needed it. I was blown away by 

this offer of help. I had not previously experienced that kindness at Company X. I 
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expressed sincere gratitude for the offer and accepted it with open arms and heart. 

Moving forward, we were always on time, on point, and on the up! 

 

The following three weeks included a team assignment to review a case, write a 

script, and present it to the team at the next weekly tag-up. There was also a 

requirement to post the script on the electronic community (EEC) we had set up for 

them. While each person was supposed to write their script and discuss it with the 

team, some teams just wrote one script. There was also a variance of practice related 

to posting the scripts in the EEC. A note on the ECC—there was initial concern that 

others could see posts in the company, so I changed the settings to allow only the 

business ops cohort and Felicia (with approval) to participate. There was a bell curve 

of engagement and adaptation. We ended up with between 15–20 active participants, 

with a core 15 doing the homework, scripting, and participating in team meetings 

before the all-group session. The biggest issue cited was time, and what was 

encouraging is that people would come to the weekly brief even if they had not 

completed the assignment.  

 

Observing the group dynamics and individual behaviors is closely related to the team 

dynamic discussed in the Act section. The key is to observe without judgment, which 

was very difficult, especially for issues (such as my dissertation and the informed 

consent) that had been previously accepted without comment. My initial reaction was 

impatience and perhaps incredulity. Concurrent with that snap reaction was the 
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presence of mind to “fix my face” and mentally switch from defensive to curious. The 

resistance that I had gotten from Team GVV provided the practice I needed to remain 

poised, calm, and open to resistance. I became acutely aware of overt and subtle 

behaviors that provided group and individual engagement intelligence in subsequent 

meetings and online communication. 

Reflect: Survey 
The survey scores we received were the same. Given the diversity of our 

demographics and the variety of ways we deployed the material, we considered our 

collective and individual scores to win.  

 

The post-pilot survey Likert scale (1=strongly disapprove through 5=strongly 

approve) score for the prompt “GVV is a useful tool in helping me voice my values” 

was 4.1. The post-survey included an open-text field, and the following are examples 

of some of the comments:  

• “This (GVV) is valuable—it’s making me stop and think. “ 

• “The case study was really real! “ 

• “This (GVV) brought our team closer, and I got to work with different people. “  

• “A good balance of values and professionalism. “  

• “Transitions our set of values that we hold inside to an exterior set of values that 

we wear.”  

• “It was fun to write the scripts with the group.” 
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Those who fully engaged acknowledged the increase in their ability to utilize the 

GVV tools for positive outcomes. One of the biggest learnings was that their initial 

script was not spot on. They found that comparing notes with other colleagues opened 

their aperture on their thinking and confirmed the notion that one needs to think 

through the reasons and rationalizations that will counter one’s position and 

understand the levers one has to align with the “conflictor” was compelling.  

 

The pilot included 30 minute recorded interviews with all participants to gather 

insights on the experience and solicit input on what the participant considered 

“VUCA voice” to be related to going from silence to voice. The questions were open-

ended and positioned as part of the VUCA voice model. 

 

During the post-intervention interviews, Felicia and I enjoyed very similar feedback. 

People enjoyed learning a new skill and working with their colleagues in a way that 

they have not had the opportunity to previously. The cohort voiced concern about the 

ability to devote the time to the teams they were assigned to and post on InSite. While 

this was not a surprise, those who consistently engaged with robust enthusiasm had 

no less workload than those who complained of a lack of time. Two individuals on 

my team also complained about the virtual component (which was out of everyone’s 

control) and blamed the WebEx for his multi-tasking and inability to stay engaged. 

He was also remorseful that he did not engage more because he saw the value of the 

material. I reflect on that comment because it is highly illustrative of the culture, 
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deflecting responsibility and blaming an external situation for lack of engagement. I 

took this resistance seriously and will incorporate a “poison pill” for the next action 

research, a virtual deployment that is now underway. That includes pre-work with 

“test,” polls, and live feedback. 

 

After the pilot, I held a final brief with the Luria. She agreed that the pilot had been a 

success. Based on the feedback from the interviews, we drafted a six-month plan to 

train the entire organization. We also agreed to on-going GVV skill-building in team 

meetings and a full day GVV refresher workshop.  

Reflect: Proof-of-concept—Success 
Both Felicia and I, along with Team GVV, declared the pilot a success and affirmed 

that we had achieved a positive proof-of-concept. With the pilots concluded and the 

surveys tallied, we requested time on the Business Partner Council to brief the 

outcome of the proof-of-concept and recommendations for the next steps. We were 

given time on October 31, 2019, and we laid out the following recommendation for 

continuing GVV as a permanent offering for the ethics organization to provide the 

business. Our argument was as follows: 

 

Over the eight-week pilot period, we deployed the action research cycle plan, act, 

observe, reflect to continuously improve the process through democratic contribution 

and the notion of co-creating. Through this process, which occurred with the BPC, 

Team GVV, and participant cohorts, we confidently stated that the pilot was a 
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success, that the proof-of-concept worked, and that the culture organization should 

move forward with a staged approach to enterprise-wide deployment.  

 

The final recommendation of the cohort was to institute GVV as a standard business 

partner offering. The recommendation was approved in December 2019. Despite 

severe budget cuts and travel restrictions, Felicia and I were given the go-ahead to 

formally launch a one-and-a-half day workshop session in January 2020. In the spirit 

of representation across the business portfolio, eight culture advisors, representing 

commercial, defense, services, and supply chain, were selected to attend the session.  

 

In the initial phase of gaining support (March–May 2019), I had been very deliberate, 

stating the requisite business partner skills, experience, and aptitude that a culture 

advisor needed to be successful in deploying GVV. Felicia was resistant to including 

those criteria, not appreciating why I would find it necessary to have these attributes: 

business acumen, strong business partnering skills; courage; risk tolerance, and 

curiosity; and dealing with ambiguity. My rationale was that if history were any 

teacher (which it was), we would avoid having change resisters and malcontents on 

the team. This recommendation was not heeded, and that revealed itself very quickly 

at the launch of the workshop. The telling of how history repeated itself is detailed in 

Chapter 4. 
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With the glow of success came a couple of changes. First, Felicia’s dynamic had 

changed, and I felt like we were more teammates than individuals working on a 

project. There was more give-and-take, and she was a little more open to sharing 

credit. The relationship was a long way from what I had envisioned, but it was also a 

long way from the early days of marginalization. Also, Team GVV 2.0 was now in 

place. Henry had moved on, and we had a new culture executive sponsor, Greg 

(Midwest), and a new senior manager, Naga (Southwest), who replaced Jane, who 

had moved on to another responsibility. Why two senior managers were needed 

remains a mystery. Felicia and I demonstrated competence. Although new, as 

members of the BPC, Greg and Naga were familiar with GVV and our work. Also, 

Naga was my manager and was briefed in more detail throughout the pilot. Naga is 

also the one who initially required me to conduct the pilot using 5% of my time.  

 

With the approval to move forward, Felicia and I went into overdrive to meticulously 

plan for our next, most likely highly critical audience—our culture colleagues and 

peers. We recrafted the materials and rebranded the initiative while maintaining 

integrity and giving appropriate exposure to the original GVV pedagogy. We held 1:1 

telephone “welcome” sessions with each of the participants to ensure that they had “a 

warm hug and high expectations” and knew the workshop expectations. We also 

briefed the head of culture for Company X about the pilot and our next steps to 

deploy for the enterprise. This presentation was a big deal and a tribute to the 

culmination of our work. When I shared that line during an out brief with the culture 
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leadership team, the VP stopped the presentation and said to her direct reports, 

“That’s what I expect you to do—warm hugs, high expectations.” Each participant 

was expected to immediately engage with a business partner of their choosing, with 

their manager’s approval.  

 

Reflection was an on-going part of the process to grow and develop as an action 

researcher. The formal reflection came at the end and was enormously gratifying. The 

survey results provided a metric of success, and the associated comments provided 

reflection points for what worked well and what could be improved. The interviews 

provided an excellent opportunity to thank the participants and Team GVV and hear 

their reflections about the intervention experience and their recommendations for the 

next steps. Pilot I had been deemed a success, and Pilot II was authorized to deploy 

further the GVV intervention to cultivate a “speak-up” culture. Team GVV went back 

into plan mode, building on Pilot I to make Pilot II even better.  

Pilot II 

Plan: Pilot II 
The primary methodological chronology of Pilot II is in Table 5. It describes the 

progression of Pilot II after it was approved by the Business Partner Council and 

ethics leadership in December 2019. The first two action research continuous process 

of plan, act, observe, reflect were executed. Pilot II was officially ceased in March 

2020 due to COVID-19, introducing a new corporate-wide initiative to foster a speak-
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up culture. As stated earlier, the spirals are not linear, and there are multiple, 

concurrent spirals. 

Table 5. Chronology of Pilot II 
 

Plan 
 

Martial Resources: Time, Team, and Knowledge 
Act 

 

Select and engage intervention pilot sponsor 

Act 
 

Design the intervention 
Act 

 

Conduct the intervention 
 

Plan: Pilot II—Martialing resources: Time, team, and knowledge. 
In VUCA fashion, the director and a senior manager changed. Greg replaced Henry 

as the director, so my original sponsor and insider were gone, and Naga replaced 

Jane. Naga was my immediate manager. Also, eight culture advisors, two from each 

segment of the business, were appointed to serve in Pilot II.   

 

My seven-year experience in the culture organization provided me with anecdotal 

information that the culture advisors resist change. The resistance came in different 

forms, such as passivity manifest by not doing what was required, completing the task 

with the bare minimum, or vociferous resistance usually met with management 

retrenchment. I was concerned with four of the eight advisors who were selected to 

participate in Pilot II. My experience with them in the past was that they resisted 

fulfilling requirements for previous projects. Managers supported their non-

compliance.  
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Felicia and I discussed our concerns sotto voce, as neither one of us wanted to talk 

badly about our colleagues, but it was clear that she had the same concerns that I did. 

The big day of the kick-off came. The culture advisors had taken their Coursera 

course; Felicia and I had personally welcomed them in 1:1 calls, we had sent a clear 

agenda, including expectations. The expectation was that each participant would 

leave with a draft plan of which business partner they would engage in deploying a 

GVV intervention within six weeks. This expectation was made clear with the 

Business Partner Council and the culture advisors before coming.  

Plan: Pilot II—Design the intervention  
With the team in place, we were ready to begin. Felicia and I reviewed a draft of the 

proposed kick-off for the culture advisors, including an on-site one and a half-day 

meeting. The meeting was approved. Given the budget constraints, the approval was a 

significant acknowledgment of leadership’s confidence in Felicia and me, as well as 

in the GVV content. We used the materials from Pilot I as the foundation for Pilot II. 

We added some new case studies and tweaked some of the presentation materials. We 

developed a handbook designed to help the culture advisors understand the GVV 

deployment process. Knowing that the group was probably going to be resistant, we 

wanted to provide tools and support to improve their confidence. The handbook was 

beautiful, and it was Felicia’s baby (see Appendix J).  
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Observe: Pilot II—Conduct the intervention 
As we kicked off the meeting, enjoying an excellent breakfast in a light-filled 

conference room at Company X’s defense headquarters in East, we shared why we 

were there. We went around the table with Greg, the executive, starting. His words 

affirmed the need for this engagement given the company’s state and stated his 

appreciation for everyone’s attendance and full attention over the next day and a half. 

After Naga, Felicia, and I all went, then the first culture advisor expressed excitement 

helping her business partner’s employees find their voice and had already begun to 

partner with other functions (i.e., employee relations) to design an implementation 

plan. Four others had that demeanor. Then the shoe dropped. One stated that she was 

not sure why she was there, and another thought it would be a fun “development” 

opportunity but made it very clear that she had no intention of following through on 

the expectations. The leaders in the room did not address the resistance or affirm the 

expectation that everyone involved (including Felicia and me) would be conducting 

interventions in our respective businesses. Management’s tolerance for non-

compliance instigated a slow erosion of standards and support as the next month went 

on. That is further discussed later in this chapter.   

 

After the introductions, the workshop launched, and all of the planning and practicing 

paid off. The orchestration was perfect. At the end of day one, Felicia and I did a 

debrief. She was upset that the naysayers were on her team, and they were shooting 

daggers at Felicia throughout the day. Her manager had not engaged them 
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appropriately. For Felicia’s part, she did not take that extra step to ensure that 

expectations were clear. She wanted to avoid conflict. She stated, “I went from being 

well-liked to hated.” I responded that my experience in being a change agent is very 

challenging. As agents of change, resentment and anger will unjustifiably come our 

way. That was the only wrinkle in the workshop. 

 

For the most part, people were enjoying the content, the break-outs, and the 

discussions. I gauged this on body language and all member’s participation, as well as 

the lively engagement at dinner. Greg and Naga were absent for most of it, which sent 

a horrible message. Greg’s absence was understandable. Company X was 

experiencing significant flux. A new CEO had just been announced, revelations 

regarding the crashes continued, and there was this thing called “the coronavirus” that 

was causing concern in Northwest. He probably was deep in the preparation of 

briefing materials. Naga, as the management subject matter expert, had no reason to 

be out of the room.  

 

Post-workshop, Felica and I hosted weekly sessions intended to continue the training 

and allow the culture advisors to get more competent and confident in the material. I 

took attendance at each call. Felicia felt uncomfortable doing this because it put 

people on the spot. The requirement for identification of a deployment went by the 

wayside. The content reviews that we were doing to ensure competency and 

confidence was stopped by Greg, saying we should just go ahead and deploy. This 
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directive came because those culture advisors who did not want to invest any more 

time complained. Those that found the expectation to engage the business and deploy 

a plan just did not do it, and there was no adverse consequence for arm-folding.  

 

Others worked hard to get things started. Sessions were scheduled with one of my 

protégés, and she had everything set to go at a production site in the South. COVID-

19 hit, and she is a high risk, so she requested to do it virtually. Naga said, “No.” that 

she had to do it live. Then came the COVID-19 travel ban. With COVID-19, those 

who did not want to embark on what promised to be a challenging journey used that 

excuse not to do it. “Oh, it cannot be done virtually.” That assessment was not based 

in fact, as Pilot I was partially conducted virtually.   

 

There was one final death knell. I had mentioned a new CEO, and with that 

leadership change, a recognition that employees’ reluctance to speak up may have 

contributed to the crashes. Alas, a new initiative was under discussion that would help 

others speak up. Rather than my leadership exploring how GVV and the new program 

could align, they defaulted to whatever corporate wanted to do. And that was the end 

of GVV in the culture organization. The going got hard, and there was no political 

will to leverage a successful tool that enabled voice. Because it got hard, more than a 

thousand hours, support from the business, and a request for future deployment was 

not enough to carry on. But because it got hard, support was not withdrawn (that 

would have required a decision). It just withered.  
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The Act portion of Pilot II was similar to Pilot I. The significant difference was that 

Felicia and I had been able to enjoy more fully working with one another, yet 

occasional tensions would arise. A small example was that one of the GVV tools is a 

“lever.” The protagonist assesses what is in their arsenal of skills, aptitude, or 

network to support their values-conflict discussion. One of the cultural advisors did 

not like or understand the word “lever,” so Felicia wanted to change it. I fought to 

keep it because the use of a lever is foundational to GVV. We were enabling 

resistance based on an unwillingness to change rather than curiosity-based resistance 

by changing it. The word “lever” was the only objection that I fought, and I did 

prevail. No other recommendations or changes met the threshold to merit a clash.  

 

My observation was that the predicted behaviors played out, and there was nothing 

that Felicia or I could do to change the outcome. The year leading up to the pilot’s 

dissolution influenced how I reflected on the Pilot II experience. Before Pilot I, I 

would have fought to keep the pilot going and postured that it was unethical to waste 

the enormous resource that had been invested a year. Yet, practical wisdom prevailed, 

and I accepted the inevitable, and looked to the future for new opportunities. 
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Chapter 6: Propositions 
Action research is the methodology that is akin to “designing the plane while flying 

it” (Herr & Anderson, 2015). My experience felt more like building and navigating 

planes, trains, and automobiles. There was turbulence, ice, and detours. It was 

exhilarating and profoundly meaningful. What follows are a series of propositions 

from the research process. I look at this dissertation as not an end, but the first 

iteration of an action research spiral within Company X, whose leadership, at this 

very moment, is re-designing the plane while flying it (literally—I work at an 

aerospace company). While millions of people work for Fortune 500 companies, 

many more do not. Depending on one’s perspective, these organizations can appear to 

be either elegant, clean, and omnipotent, they can appear to be slimy warehouses of 

untrustworthy white-collar vampires. In my almost two decades of experience, the 

truth is that Fortune 500 companies are somewhere in between. Helping an 

organization find a way to help its employees to cease being silent and express their 

views is why I decided to design this airplane of voice while flying it. There was no 

better way.  

 

The propositions that resulted from this research journey are framed in the action 

research process of plan, act, observe, reflect, and repeat. The process looks so 

simple, so clean. I assure you that it is not. As I reflect on the experience, with the 

benefit of distance, several analogies come to mind. On the face of it, my attempt to 
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understand, as an insider, the mechanisms by which a 100-year-old calcified, 

hierarchical culture, imbued with silent deference to command and control leadership 

to one of collective contribution through VUCA voice was Quixotic.   

 

The city of business embraced the change management initiative from the beginning, 

which was why I was able to remain energized and excited. The progression of my 

relationship with Felicia, from tension to one of functional partnership, was also very 

encouraging. Cultural change management requires patience and, where possible, 

suspends judgment. It is with those tools that Felicia and I were able to neutralize 

tensions. It was with this duality of experience that I entered this research. I knew that 

GVV, as the change management intervention, would strike a chord with those who 

became involved in this action research.  

 

The prescriptive knowledge that came from the action research is presented below in 

the form of design propositions, using “CIMO-logic” (Denyer, Tranfield, & van 

Aken, 2008). The logic uses the formula of identifying a problematic context, the 

intervention that will address the problem, the mechanism by which the intervention 

will be deployed, and the desired outcome. From an organizational perspective, this 

CIMO-logic is applied in the following way. The context is a Fortune 500 company 

that meets the characteristics of being in a turbulent and VUCA environment and is 

attempting to create a culture of voice in place of silence. The reason for the shift 

from silence to voice is to mitigate risk for the company and create a more diverse, 
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equitable, and inclusive environment. The intervention is a management tool to 

influence behavior. In this study, the intervention is Giving Voice to Values (GVV), 

and the desired behavior is for employees to enact and voice their values. The 

mechanism by which the intervention was deployed was the GVV pilot. Finally, the 

outcome was the proof-of-concept, via survey and interview data, that the 

intervention was successful. What follows are eight propositions that follow from the 

study. 

Proposition I: Know Yourself and Know Your Why  
• Problematic Context: The action researcher’s motivations compete with 

organizational outcomes. 

• Intervention: Proper emotional and project planning. 

• Mechanism: On-going deep, personal, and objective reflection of motivations, 

especially during difficult times with team members. 

• Outcome: Fidelity to the goal to support the enterprise objective of going from 

silence to voice.  

 

Successful negotiation of the action research for a cultural change management 

project requires selflessness, grit, gratitude, and humor. The path is full of boulders, 

ditches, crossroads, wildflowers, deserts, and lakes. Deciding to undertake action 

research in your organization is not trivial. Most likely, the change initiative is 

something that you are passionate about and have long considered. Like any 
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worthwhile journey, the route will be filled with unexpected joys and difficulties. The 

issues that you anticipate may not be those that most challenge you. As you embark 

on this journey, you are not unlike the brave sojourner who decides to conquer the 

2100 miles of the Appalachian Trail.  

 

Succeeding requires preparation equal to the rigor of the hike. Considerations range 

from physical comfort to the existential. Can I do it in six months? Will my job be 

there when I get back? What foods have the highest nutritional value and taste good? 

Where do I get water? Which bandages are the best for blisters? Will my cell phone 

work? Do I want to bring a cell phone? What happens if I get hurt? What are the 

weather conditions going to be like for the next six months? Am I fit enough? Have I 

planned out provisions properly? What impact will fear, loneliness, and fatigue have 

on my ability to advance on the trail? Should I chop my hair off? Get my bunion 

fixed before starting? Will my relationship with my significant other endure the 

separation?  

 

Before presenting your AR plan, your first course of action is to apply the action 

research methodology to your AR plan and start with reflection. The purpose of this 

exercise is to find the truth of your motivation, the first of which is, Why are you 

doing this? Your first response will likely be something akin to “I want to make my 

organization better by doing this AR.” While there is truth in that, it probably isn’t the 

whole truth. To get to the ground truth of why you want to conduct this research, you 
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will need to reflect upon the following questions and socialize your answers with 

those who know you best and provide unvarnished candor and honesty.  

 

These questions serve the same purpose as the Appalachian Trail hiker who plans for 

a successful adventure through self-knowledge, contingency planning, and familiarity 

with mettle:  

1. Will this position you more favorably than your peers for a promotion?  

2. Does the AR allow you to uncover mediocrity or bad management?  

3. Will this research help you curry favor with someone you admire?  

4. Are you bored and need something new to do?  

5. Are you passionate about this project?  

6. How much of your identity is tied up in the way the AR is conducted? Are you 

biased?  

7. Are you open to changing the course of the journey?  

8. Do you like, respect, and trust those with whom you will be co-researching?  

9. Do they like, respect, and trust you?  

10. Are you prepared for intelligent failure? (McGrath, 2011; Sitkin, 1992) 

11. Have you consulted with two researchers that have successfully conducted an AR 

in their organization? 

12. Can you name a time when you suffered a serious setback and ultimately 

prevailed? How did tenacity, persistence, grit, endurance, and grace enable you to 

succeed? 
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13. What does resiliency mean to you? Why do you think you will need it while 

conducting this research? 

 
Rigorous introspection and planning will prepare you for the inevitable setbacks, 

resistance, and failures. The adage “Prepare for the worst and hope for the best” will 

enable you to lead a successful change initiative and be the collaboration and esprit de 

corps model. 

Proposition II: Environmental Assessment—Go Where the 
Need Is 
• Problematic Context: A turbulent VUCA environment is one that is marked by 

rapid leadership, organizational, and personnel changes, making it a challenge to 

keep a pulse on the political and cultural dynamics affecting the pilot. The 

benefits of culture change management initiatives in this environment are not well 

understood throughout the organization, leading to resistance. 

• Intervention: I collaborated with the pilot sponsor to understand the concrete 

business benefit of GVV and continued the collaboration with all participants 

throughout the pilot process.  

• Mechanism: Every formal meeting (introductory workshop and weekly tag-ups) 

included time to ensure that the value of GVV to the individuals and the business 

was clearly understood. 

• Outcome: The participants indicated through survey and interviews that the 

intervention’s business and personal value was clear.  
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Start with a clearly defined need and a willing executive who demonstrates the 

antecedents of VUCA voice. 

 

I had fun deploying GVV with the business operations group. Part of the appeal of 

working with them is the diversity of tenure and experience. Some are 30+ year 

career veterans and cynics who approached me and GVV as, “This too shall pass.” 

On the other end of the spectrum were the HiPo’s and managers who fully embraced 

the learning experience and content, appreciating that GVV would be an enabler for 

the company values and behaviors. And like any bell curve, most were somewhere in 

the middle—skeptical but curious.  

 

The post-survey statement “GVV a useful tool in helping me voice my values” was 

given a 4.1 on a Likert scale of 1=strongly disapprove through 5=strongly approve. 

The response rate was 75% of the 55 participants who were issued the survey. The 

survey result was a validation of the GVV intervention for two reasons. The first is 

that the demographic of the defense subsidiary had hourly lab workers and first-line 

managers. The group met in person for a total of 3.5 hours over six weeks. The 

services group consisted of individual contributors (HiPo’s), senior managers, and an 

executive. The group met through hybrid virtual-in-person meetings for more than 

seven hours over six weeks. The survey also had comments sections, and the 

comments were consolidated for executive review as follows:  
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• Insights: Good to build on ethical fading; excellent tools (reasons and 

rationalizations; the power of choice; pre-planning and scripting); format and 

deliverables—deployment was beneficial—combination of self, small and large 

group teaming; the online community poll verified the relevancy of the 

customized bus ops case scenario; the online community is a problematic 

collaboration platform; do periodic check-ins to stop multitasking if virtual; 

conduct workshop F2F live (this was unanimous in services). 

• Moving forward suggestions: Continue to include in team meetings; do a one-

day GVV/personal values workshop in conjunction with the 2020 culture 

organization enterprise event; do a role play with challenging situations; collect 

real-life scenarios for team discussions; make a “levers” reference card. 

 
Conduct a clear-eyed, objective assessment of the organizational dynamics, including 

who has power, shifts in the political winds, business health, level of change, 

potential alliances, relationships, and roadblocks before and during the action 

research project.  

 

After you have concluded your self-assessment, you must conduct an environmental 

assessment. An environmental assessment identifies all of the organizational 

stakeholders affected by the action research project, either directly or peripherally. 

The easiest way to do this is to analyze organization charts, starting with the highest 
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point in the hierarchy that will be our research. The functional stakeholders of our 

AR, in order of importance, were the sponsoring organization (culture ), the external 

subject matter expert (Dr. Gentile), pilot cohort 1 (business operations) in the services 

division, and pilot cohort 2 (a subsidiary) in the defense division.   

 

For each stakeholder, I needed to understand the value proposition for them to partner 

in this research and have a clear business case to invest the time and resources to 

participate in Giving Voice to Values. The first step of creating a successful outcome 

was to secure an executive sponsor from within the culture organization and not from 

within the business. Although the business executives have higher status and clout, 

the project would be destined for the boneyard, regardless of impact and success. If I 

had secured the initial public sponsor from the business and informed culture 

leadership of the plan, the project would have been viewed as another Colleen 

unicorn that she could do with her business partners. Having decided that culture 

would be the sponsoring organization and have gotten the support from Henry and the 

Business Partner Council, I began to plant “neutralization” land mines, anticipating 

either pushback and mediocrity.  

Proposition III: The Action Research Model is Deceptively 
Simple & Resource Intensive 
• Problematic Context: Action research is easily understood intellectually but 

challenging to align the researcher’s team co-creation behaviors. It also requires a 
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sustained commitment of time and energy that may dissipate over time through 

“change fatigue.” 

• Intervention: Discuss co-creation to reinforce the importance of co-creation in 

the plan, do, observe, and reflect spiral.  

• Mechanism: Meetings with Team GVV, the Business Partner Council, and the 

pilot participants.  

• Outcome: Co-creation was not well understood by Team until the Pilot II 

deployment in 2020.  

The action research spiral structure—plan, act, observe, reflect, and replan (repeat)—

is deceptively simple. Multiple simultaneous spirals need to be in play to effectively 

co-create for a collective, successful outcome.  

 

Action research is not a paint-by-number methodology, with a sequence of events or 

manual in the way that quantitative research—and, with a lesser degree, standard 

qualitative methodologies, such as case studies—has with reliability, validity, and 

generalizability (Creswell, 2014). Understanding action research as a researcher and 

participant requires a collaborative spiral of self-reflection. Creswell (2014) and 

Kemmis et al. (2014) recognized that systemic self-reflection is sometimes a solitary 

process. My initial desire and anticipated joy were to embark on the systemic self-

reflection and co-creation process with Team GVV. Alas, that did not happen. 
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The most challenging part of the action research model was Felicia’s notion of co-

creation. As stated earlier, she had a singular “my way” focus, and the notion of co-

creating was something she dismissed. Unfortunately, she did not actively dismiss it 

by challenging me in what it meant or what it meant for her. I did not realize that she 

had not cottoned to co-creating until after the launch of ethics-in-action. We had a 

debrief conversation, and I raised the topic of co-creation, stating that I could not get 

a handle on whether the group was on-board. She said, “Oh, that’s what you mean by 

co-creation.” I had to “fix my face” and hide my surprise. While she had effectively 

embraced the notion of action research, she did not understand it.  

 

Felicia’s revelation is that an intentional, collaborative, systemic self-reflection needs 

to be incorporated into the project plan. The expectation is not that the appreciation 

for the power of self-reflection will immediately happen because it is on the agenda 

for review. The underlying characteristics of psychological safety, trust, and, to one 

degree or another, will are the gaiting factors of true collaboration for the good of the 

order. 

 

One final consideration related to the “deceptively simple” action research spiral is 

that it is very labor-intensive. The approximate ratio of plan, act, observe, and reflect 

actual program engagement is one hour of teaching time for every 136 hours of effort. 

The 136 hours were focused, productive, and necessary. That ratio is the cost of 

culture change, the cost of innovation. As an internal consultant, not billing by the 
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hour but billing by devotion and passion is the price that one pays to figure out how 

to make profound organizational change. I am anticipating that the next action 

research projects will produce a better ratio. To date, the action research for training 

executives on how to have effective voice conversations through GVV has taken me 

approximately ten hours, and I have gotten approval to deploy a pilot by mid-

September. While the initial pilot had an enormous investment, it paved the way for a 

relatively simple glide path for the next one. The environment is now what I call 

VUCA 2.0 (permanent instability rather than long periods of stability with occasional 

unrest). To be able to get buy-in so quickly is a return-on-investment from Pilot I.   

Proposition IV: Action Research is Scalable 
• Problematic context: Previous culture change management initiatives were not 

scaled throughout the organization, which sub-optimized significant corporate 

resources. 

• Intervention: Design the intervention as a cookbook for deployment, to include 

the project management details with cultural explanations for why each step is 

necessary. 

• Mechanism: Microsoft Excel detailed project plan with required actions, 

stakeholders, resource requirements, complemented with the Microsoft 

PowerPoint, which provides the narrative. This information is housed in a 

standard, electronic repository, which is accessible to all relevant stakeholders.  
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• Outcome: Rather than having exclusive, person-dependent, sometimes hoarded 

“tribal knowledge,” which was characteristic of previous change management 

initiatives, the knowledge and expertise related to the GVV intervention is 

available as a foundation for a new deployment, one of which is underway.  

 

The action research pilot was successful, and the same framework can be utilized for 

an employee who wears the mantle of change agent consultant.  

 

I have just begun a new project in my new position (effective April 2020) as the 

leader of executive leadership development in Company X. I am incorporating what I 

have learned in Values & Voice, entitled VUCA Leadership. It is a serial of 

engagements that includes a five-part series, “VUCA Leadership: Venimus, Vedimus, 

Vincimus” (We came, we saw, we conquered). The target audience (cohort) consists 

of two populations. The first is new directors who have not been able to participate in 

a standard on-site development program that all new directors attend—let’s call it 

“Executive 101.” This population represents Company X senior managers promoted 

to the executive ranks and external hires. Company X’s leadership center, where the 

development program is held, is a premiere cloister of learning and networking. The 

center is closed due to the pandemic, and the class will be help upon the re-opening. 

The second population consists of directors who are alumni of Executive 101. The 

web-based series is five weekly 60-minute sessions (July–August 2020), a 
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combination of didactic, self-reflection, and group discussion elements. The topics 

covered are related to the VUCA voice theory discussed in Chapter 5.  

 

Before conducting action research, I would have gone on my own, with minimal 

collaboration with my learning development (LD) colleagues. In part because I had 

been conditioned in the culture organization not to collaborate; in part because going 

it alone with the business has served me well in the past. With the practical wisdom 

gained from the Values & Voice action research, I built upon my well-established 

executive engagement behaviors. I’ll describe the chronology of events, which 

occurred over six weeks. The chronology is essential, as it is a testament to the action 

research mindset set’s power.  

 

When I took this new position, I took time to reflect on my new responsibility. I had 

to craft development opportunities for executives who lead one of the most iconic 

companies globally and a company that has been shaken to its core. As a question, the 

reflection centered on, “How can I add value to Company X in a time of VUCA and 

crisis?” The first fruit of the reflection was that I would not do anything without input 

from my clients, Company X executives.  

 

I then created a list of executives to contact to get an answer to my question. I 

produced a list of 25 executives and categorized them for level (director, vice 

president [VP], and senior vice president [SVP]), business unit, and function. I chose 
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these categories in an attempt to have a diverse portfolio of insights. I was able to 

have conversations that represented all aspects of the company (without 

representation from either subsidiaries or non-U.S. based executives). I emailed each 

executive requesting a “help-needed” in the form of a 30-minute conversation to 

answer my question. Other than my first conversation with an SVP that lasted an 

unexpected 90 minutes, each of the conversations was a full 30 minutes. Most of the 

conversations ended with an offer to continue the conversation and support the 

initiatives I developed.  

 

The result of the conversations is a VUCA leadership series based on the action 

research model. After the first few conversations, three themes emerged. The first 

was that the executives were in the throes of a VUCA environment. Those who had 

not previously heard the term were astounded by the applicability of the term to the 

world they live in, professionally and personally. The second theme was that of the 

need for a distinction between “manager” and “leader” as well as “management” and 

“leadership.” This topic was especially fruitful in the context of VUCA voice. Words 

such as trust, courage, vision, urgency, accountability, and ability to fail peppered the 

dialogue as traits that a leader must have, yet a manager may not. There was a 

universal consensus that an executive title does not magically inculcate the title’s 

owner with those leadership attributes. The VUCA series is crafted to enable 

participants to self-identify leadership gaps and utilize resources that will enable 

development to reduce/eliminate the gaps.  
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The final theme was the differentiation of executive strata, which raised the question 

of development needs. Are the development needs the same across the strata (newly 

appointed director through SVP)? The collective answer was that all executives feel 

the instability of the VUCA world and realize that instability will be the permanent 

state, unlike the days of innocence, pre-2020, when instability was impermanence 

based on a single event that would eventually sort itself out. In that regard, everyone 

needs to develop to lead through a chronic state of instability effectively. The other 

conclusion is that directors, especially new directors, were in most need of 

development, particularly in making the transition from being an excellent senior 

manager with hands-on prowess to an executive who needs to lead others (through, in 

part, cultivating the aforementioned characteristics) to achieve results.   

 

I committed to these executives that I would come back to them with the result of the 

conversations. I explained that I needed to hold myself accountable for the time the 

executive had invested in answering my question. I guessed that they would be 

pleasantly surprised to see how their investment paid off and how they contributed to 

executive leadership development (ELD) 2.0. My first motivation was to establish 

trust and credibility with these executives in my new role. The second motivation was 

to create demand for the series to become a permanent offering in the ELD portfolio. 

The final reason is to drum up business for my colleagues in organizational change 

and development. The offerings are an embarrassment of riches, so much so that 
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executives may not be aware of, or may have forgotten, that executive coaching, 

mentoring, crucial conversations, etc., are available. I would be delighted to help 

create a pipeline of need for others to do meaningful work. I would not have 

employed the second approach without the VUCA voice action research experience. 

 

As I was tidying up the loose ends of deploying my inaugural program, I reached out 

to two tenured teammates who have been successful members of the learning, 

development, and organizational capability organization (LDO). I went to them for 

counsel on several fronts. Was this concept valid? Yes. How can we (operative word) 

launch quickly but with a sensitivity to the political environment (yup, I said it out 

loud, just like that!)? Who needs to be fully engaged? Given a heads up? This is how 

I approached the GVV action research. What I decided would be a significant 

enhancement to direct our cohort’s experience was to engage a fuller team from LDO 

to perform a critical review. My two consiglieri thought that it was a great idea to 

polish the stone before the series went live and help educate others in LDO about the 

series. I had not thought about how that education could help me in my goal of 

assisting LDO teammates. The action research process naturally closed the loop. I’ll 

go back to why the chronology was important. Each step was a building essential 

proof-of-concept that I had gotten from the executives that fortified the rationale for 

creating and deploying the VUCA leadership series. The self-reflection provided me 

with the practical wisdom to engage my colleagues on this journey. I am assuming 

that this program is going to be successful. If I did it on my own, without 
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consideration for independence, the victory would be hollow and the impact less. I’m 

really looking forward to continuing to collaborate with my LDO team to bring this 

action research test case into LDO. My dream is that action research, in whatever 

form it takes, becomes a standard.  

 

The second example is the action resizing in whatever form it takes for upskilling 

executives to have a compelling race, social justice diversity, and useful inclusion 

conversations through GVV. The need emerged in one of the VUCA leadership 

conversations mentioned above. From start to finish—from getting the senior vice 

president to support the initiative to completing the training—I have spent 

approximately 40 hours in content development, political engagement (I was in other 

people’s kitchens), strategizing, and planning. I partnered with an employee who is 

leading a grass-roots community for Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion to have access 

and visibility with a leadership team that she otherwise would not have been able to. 

We have completed the pilot, with four hours of live teach time. A 1:10 ratio of 

teaching time to the preparation and political buy-in is a lot better than the 1:136 of 

this study. While the initial pilot had an enormous investment, it paved the way for a 

relatively simple glide path for this current one. The environment is now what I call 

VUCA 2.0 (permanent instability rather than long periods of stability with occasional 

instability). To be able to get buy-in so quickly is a return-on-investment from Pilot I.   



147 
 

Proposition V: Pay Attention, Embrace Obstacles, and Stay 
Connected 
• Problematic Context: Several discrete dynamics in cultural change management 

are not understood individually or holistically, resulting in projects either 

withering, stalling, or stopping once meeting the initial goal, causing old 

behaviors to return if they had changed. The lack of understanding perceives 

implementation challenges as obstacles too hard, complicated, or political to 

overcome.  

• Intervention: Ensure proper utilization of information resources and the 

cultivation of stakeholder relationships.  

• Mechanism: The first mechanism is an intentionally curious and strategic 

mindset to connect GVV and enterprise dynamics that might not be obvious. The 

second is to utilize formal and informal communication channels, such as 

traditional communications, stakeholder (current and future) engagement, and 

networking. To keep abreast of program initiatives, organizational changes, and 

leadership messaging. 

• Outcome: Marginally successful. The ability to transform a significant obstacle 

in the form of a “competing” speak-up initiative into a great partnership 

opportunity to utilize GVV to enable effective executive-led race conversations 

and the ability to maneuver through the organizational and personnel changes was 

successful. I was not successful in keeping Henry, the original executive sponsor, 

updated, and that situation is outlined below.  
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Find joy in anticipating opposition, organizational changes, and shifting alliances to 

enable agility and enhance the outcomes.  

 

One area of concern was selecting the culture advisors who would carry the work 

forward through the next phase of deployment. Based on experience, I predicted that 

culture advisors’ qualifications would not be considered in selecting who would carry 

the banner if it were decided that GVV subject matter experts (SME’s) would not 

conduct the significant engagements. To put an anti-mediocrity poison pill in the 

process, we included specific qualifications criteria for culture advisors in the 

selection. Otherwise, the selection would be based on someone who felt like it, 

someone who needed a “development opportunity,” or someone with a problematic 

business partner. In an attempt to bolster the chances of having the best culture 

advisor involved in the soft launch, we included specific criteria for the Business 

Partner Council to consider, such as business acumen (some culture advisors and 

managers did not know what Brexit was), courage, passion, project management, 

tolerance for risk, and excellent interpersonal and communication skills. Our 

recommendations were not fully embraced, and only a handful of those who were 

chosen possessed those skills. 

 

In a broader context, I paid attention to enterprise dynamics beyond my “swim lane.” 

I always had my ear to the ground to hear of anything that might be percolating. Sure 
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enough, I’d heard nebulous references to something at the corporate level attempting 

to coalesce all functions and businesses around culture. It was not well defined in 

terms of scope, responsibility, authority, and accountability, nor was there one 

“leader.” Even those who were involved were not clear on the objective. Eventually, I 

heard that something related to “speak up” was forthcoming, and the lightbulb went 

off. Although there was a successful pilot underway (GVV) that would enable a voice 

culture, another external option was chosen to help with a speak-up culture.  

 

My awareness of our new “speak-up” initiative made it clear that, although our 

project was very successful and had been given the imprimatur for future use, it 

would be supplanted by the new. Knowing that this was inevitable provided me with 

time to figure other ways to complement the new initiative when the time came for its 

deployment. I viewed the new industry as an opportunity; it was a way to continue to 

leverage and scale VUCA voice initiatives.  

 

The requirement to stay connected with all stakeholders, both formally and 

informally, is essential. During my debrief with Henry, my original executive 

sponsor, I asked for feedback. He had just left the culture organization to rejoin one 

of the business divisions in Company X. He reviewed the highlights of the pilot—

meeting milestone commitments while generating a positive outcome with the 

business and securing success for further deployment. The one critique that he had 

was that I did not provide more frequent updates. This surprised me as it was the two 
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senior managers’ role to update the Business Partner Council as part of their bi-

weekly meetings. Rather than delve more in-depth, I let it go. Henry, my original 

sponsor, was no longer in the organization and discussing it would not have any 

value. The learning is that actual stakeholders continue to be engaged and do not rely 

on the formal channels to do it for you. Keep the initiative sold. 

Proposition VI: Politics—Whose Kitchen Are You In? 
Strike the empathetic balance between having the authority to deploy change 

management while seeking permission from those affected and effected by the 

change. 

• Problematic Context: As a change agent, I knew that I had the potential to 

provoke feelings of fear and resentment in the Pilot I participants and Team GVV 

and become a target of dissent.  

• Intervention: Utilize empathy-based team building and empowerment skills to 

“meet people where they are” and bring them along the change journey.   

• Mechanism: The introductory workshop, the weekly tag-ups, the online 

community platform, emails, and the interviews provided opportunities 

throughout the study to ensure that, through intentional listening, openness to 

feedback, and genuinely caring, the participants felt heard, psychologically safe, 

and supported.  
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• Outcome: The Pilot I intervention was a successful outcome based on the 

positive feedback and the absence of negative feedback received outside of the 

mechanism.  

• Team GVV was marginally successful. The intervention and mechanism were 

based on lessons that I learned as a change agent in Company X. Without 

consideration for the problematic context, intervention, and mechanism, I would 

have disregarded resistance as unacceptable and assumed a “my way or the 

highway” position. I was able to mitigate tensions and the potential dissolution of 

the project. However, the introduction of externalities, Dr. Gentile, Giving Voice 

to Values, and my dissertation was met with resistance, as outlined in Chapter 4. 

The intervention and mechanism were not successful in mitigating resistance to 

externalities.  

 

Understanding organizational politics is straightforward and comes down to one 

thing—whose kitchen you are in and what you do when you are there. Think of it this 

way. You are preparing your first Thanksgiving dinner for your family and guest. 

You are nervous, running late, and cannot deal with any interruptions. In walks Aunt 

Martha, one hour early, donning her apron and pearls. She came, unsolicited, to 

“help” you. As she starts opening the pantry, refrigerator, and the oven, asking where 

the potato peeler and wine are, your heart begins to sink. And you know that you’d 

better get to the wine before Aunt Martha get it. Your kitchen is a mess, and each 

inquiry from the well-intentioned Aunt Martha makes you just a little angrier. You 
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resist the urge to grab the most giant, sharpest knife and escort Aunt Martha to the 

basement. Aunt Martha will regale the guest at the dinner table with your every 

kitchen Contessa failure, leaving you humiliated on the inside and laughing along 

with everyone on the outside.  

 

As action researchers in our organizations, we need to ensure that we are not Aunt 

Martha. While you are a good cook, you’re far from perfect. Your kitchen is anything 

but organized. Behind the custom-made cabinetry, the pantry appears to be in a state 

of disarray to the untrained eye, but you and your family know where everything is. 

Consider how your research is going to be perceived by those whose kitchen you are 

in. Are you a threat, some help, or unknown? Do not fall prey to looking just at the 

surface. For example, you may have a good relationship with one of the individuals in 

one of the functions, and you may only assume that this person will be supportive of 

the work you were going to do.  

 

That could give you a false sense of security and impede your ability to see 

underlying politics that you will miss because of this assumption. The resource might 

directly threaten that individual who’s been your, um, work friend and perhaps ally at 

times. If that is the case, then your engagement with that particular person and or that 

function will be very different. Engaging in identifying each relationship through an 

objective lens is essential. This environmental assessment needs to be carried out with 

unbiased objectivity. After you have gone through this process of stakeholder 
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assessment, think through the politics in each of those organizations and how your 

research is going to impact them.  

 

The politics within the organization that you were planning to provide an 

improvement of process or policy or culture needs to be reviewed in the same way—

who stands to win and who stands to lose something in the end as a result of your 

research. From there, identify the specific reasons for either the advocacy for you or 

the resistance to you, strike advocacy for your success and advocacy for your failure, 

understand the sources of those objectively, and plan accordingly by planning 

accordingly I mean specifically identify those elements that are either pro or con for 

your research, and by doing that, you have laid out your plan to address the naysayers 

through leveraging the positive elements within the organization who want to see you 

succeed. Without doubt, you’re going to need a trusted colleague and mentor who is 

higher in the organization in order to effectively create an objective plan that lays out 

a route to success for you. If, at the end of going through this process, you realize that 

you don’t have the support of someone in power, or if someone in power will be 

either negatively impacted by this research and/or is not your advocate, then I highly 

recommend that you reconsider. Without attending to the political aspects of the work 

that you are doing, you may self-sabotage unwittingly. Being astute of the politics, 

without judging, the better you have positioned yourself for success in conducting the 

research and having a sustained impact on the organization.   
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The individuals who will either help you lead as part of the team or those who will be 

responsible for implementing the change are equally important. After you get the 

original nod from leadership, your collaborators are more important. They will tell the 

leader what they want to hear or what the implementor wants them to hear. The truth 

may not be the first principle.  

 

The way to ensure that you have a strong relationship with the implementors is 

through authenticity, integrity, trust, and respect. These values will come through vis-

à-vis your passion and commitment to the importance of your research. All boats will 

rise. The good thing about this litmus test for relationships is that it will test your 

motives and commitment. If you have a personal agenda that is the real reason for 

your research, and you’ve rationalized the change initiative as a way to further your 

agenda, then stop.  

Proposition VII: Interviews—Intervention Success, VUCA 
Voice Antecedents Confirmed 
• Problem Context: The action research ethic requires intellectual honesty that 

goes beyond the researcher’s self-reflection. The interviews provided the 

necessary insight to determine the intervention’s success and the inductive VUCA 

voice antecedent model’s validity. Beyond the one question survey, there was no 

formal requirement to solicit feedback from the pilot participants nor to 

understand the broader perspective of how to activate a voice-based culture and 

mitigate silence.  
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• Intervention: The Likert scale (n.d.) in Pilot I survey, “GVV is a useful tool in 

helping me voice my values,” interviews, and review of the VUCA voice model 

with four separate leadership team meetings. 

• Mechanism: The anonymous survey deployment was through the enterprise 

survey tool, and the invitation to participate was sent via email communication. 

The interviews were conducted either in person or on the phone. The VUCA 

voice presentations were three different values and leadership conversations with 

senior and mid-level executives and one presentation with mid-level executives, 

sales leaders. All presentations had individual contributor functional support 

employees present.  

• Outcome: The feedback on the GVV intervention was positive and included 

recommendations for improvement. The “empowered voice” interviews 

confirmed the VUCA voice antecedents’ inductive model, and the VUCA voice 

antecedents’ inductive model was affirmed as a valid framework for cultivating a 

cultural change from silence to VUCA voice in the enterprise.  

 

I conducted debrief interviews with 16 of the GVV participants to understand their 

perspectives on the process, the GVV experience, and their perspectives on 

“empowered voice.” Other than the request to “describe GVV” and state the first two 

words that come to mind when you hear “empowered voice,” the 30-minute 

interviews were semi-structured, and 11 were recorded. Five were held in the Texas 

office, and 11 were held via telephone. One interview could not be used because the 
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transcript was inaudible, and another did not include two words for an “empowered 

voice.” I also interviewed 12 executives, three HiPo’s, and three Team GVV 

members.  

 

The executive and HiPo interviews explored “empowered voice.” Initially, I had 

conceptualized empowered voice in the same way that I have defined a VUCA voice. 

I have changed the name from “empowered voice” to “VUCA voice” to emphasize a 

VUCA world’s permanent instability. It highlights the intentional establishment of 

the VUCA voice antecedents. Also, “empowered” implies that someone with power 

is granting permission to another to speak. That is not VUCA voice, which I have 

defined as “the action of confidently voicing innovative ideas and values-based 

dissent and challenge without fear of being silenced or hurt.” The antecedents to 

VUCA voice create the conditions for one to exercise their power and are not granted 

access to their voice through an intermediary.   

 

I interviewed the executives to determine what empowered voice looked like to give 

more context to this research and determine if there was alignment with the VUCA 

voice conceptual model. Their feedback has informed new action research projects 

that I undertake, and I will continue to engage them in my change management 

initiatives. Finally, I interviewed Team GVV, Felicia, Sharla, and Mary. Henry was 

interviewed as a “hybrid,” both as a director and a Team GVV member. Henry is 

included in the executive count, and his comments are included in Team GVV.   
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The participants all agreed that the intervention was generally successful, and some 

interviews yielded suggestions for future improvement. The most consistent remarks 

were that the material provided a valuable framework for a thoughtful response to a 

values conflict. The overall impact of GVV was that it reminded the participants that 

they have agency and power in their own right. Specific aspects of the GVV model 

that people liked included “play to your strengths” and “you have a choice.” A 

powerful revelation was given that the intervention was, in part, to help the 

participants rebrand themselves as highly competent professionals. Reasons and 

rationalizations, complemented by the levers, were a big hit because they helped 

dissect the issue into manageable parts. A suggestion was made to put the levers on a 

laminate card as a reminder.  

 

They also liked the case studies and the scripting exercises, as it made them realize 

that there is a better way to approach values conflicts than the way they had been. In 

addition to the content, they enjoyed the teaming aspect of the intervention. They 

liked the ability to work with people that they had not had the opportunity previously. 

They also really enjoyed hearing different perspectives. In one of our debrief 

meetings, a senior manager said she thought she had nailed the script for one of the 

case studies and was shocked to discover that she missed valuable insights. She and 

the others were sold because the identification of allies and thoughtful peer/manager 

coaching is vitally important. One participant shared that the team got closer as a 



158 
 

result of the intervention. Interview results, including VUCA voice antecedent, are in 

Table 6, and additional interview recommendations and participant quotations are 

located in Appendix D. 

 

On four occasions, from July 2019–February 2020, I “market-tested” the VUCA 

voice inductive model with three leadership teams and one sales team. The first 

session was with a senior vice president and her direct reports (eight people) that was 

focused on values-driven leadership, trust, and stress. I designed the half-day session 

and utilized the inductive model to test its relevancy with these leaders. The second 

session was with a new senior vice president and his extended leadership team (~30 

people) to review the employee engagement survey results. I used the VUCA voice 

inductive model to explain the trust-based results. The discussion was well received. 

The third presentation was with a senior director and her extended leadership team 

(~40 people) to discuss Giving Voice to Values and frame how culture and values are 

directly related to the corporate values of diversity, equity, and inclusion. The session 

was part lecture and part exercises with breakouts. The session was very well 

received and generated an invitation to speak to another director’s entire sales team 

(60 people) two weeks later to repeat the same session. 
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Table 6. Interview Results: VUCA Voice Antecedents 
 

Ethical Leadership Psychological Safety Trust 

Advocacy 
Context 
Courage 
Options 
Responsibility 
Transparency 
Unwavering 
 

Active participation 
Being heard (2) 
Connection 
Curiosity 
Implied silence 
Listened to 
Listening 
My thoughts 
Passion 
Respected 
Safe environment (3) 
Speak-up 

Authenticity 
Confidence (5) 
Confidential 
Not afraid 
Open 
Openness 
Self-confidence 
Strong 
Trusted 
Vocal 
 

 

Besides learning about how the participants valued Giving Voice to Values as an 

intervention and how a diverse set of employees defined “empowered voice,” the 

interview experience provided me with a personal growth opportunity. While I had 

been able to listen with intention and defer airtime to others during interventions (see 

Proposition II and VII), I did not listen well during the interviews. In listening to the 

recordings, I discovered three of the communications shortfalls that I thought I had—

that I use “um” extensively as a filler, talk too much, and insert non-sequiturs—were 

confirmed. Managing these speech patterns is not easy, and it will take time to change 

them. These verbal tics are interrelated and were exacerbated by the fact that I was 

nervous. I did not realize that I was a bit jittery until I listened to the recordings. 
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While it is understandable to be nervous—these interviews had a lot riding on them, 

in terms of my interviewees’ seniority and the import of what the GVV Pilot 

participants said—the learning is that, although the interviews were semi-structured, 

thoughtful preparation to identify themes, create clear transitions, and, most 

importantly, visualize active listening through nature’s communication ratio is two 

ears and one mouth. I continue to work on these aspects of improving my 

communication skills.   

Proposition VIII: Self-Reflection 
To lead a change management initiative through action research, the 

practitioner/researcher needs to embody VUCA voice antecedents through deep self-

reflection.  

• Problematic Context: The energy, focus, and attention required to complete a 

culture change management initiative successfully can limit the desire and ability 

to extend the hard work to self-reflection and self-improvement.  

• Intervention: Incorporate the self-reflection process as part of the plan, act, 

observe, and reflect spiral. 

• Mechanism: The 185 discrete interactions provided opportunities to reflect, from 

a process and relationship perspective, what I did well and what I could do better. 

The more meaningful self-reflection came from asking why did this bring me joy? 

Frustration? Sadness? What are ways that I increase the joy and reduce frustration 

and sadness? The constant recalibration required for staying true to the previous 
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eight interventions also required deep self-reflection, as I felt ultimately 

responsible for the leadership of a successful pilot outcome.  

• Outcome: The transformation that I have experienced due to this action research 

has been life-changing. Action research requires intellectual honesty through first-

person engagement. I took the opportunity to experience putting down the sword 

of blame, which I had brandished against those who treated me poorly. The self-

reflection process will forever be with me, as it has become a habit. The process is 

grace-filled in understanding shortfalls, gifts, and what it means to be human and 

humane in a Fortune 500 company.   

 

The most significant challenge I face if I am to become a highly effective change 

agent is to engender trust with all colleagues in action research endeavors, not just the 

ones I felt most comfortable with. I do not want to have a tale of two cities. I want 

one united village. I tried to reconcile my city of culture and Team GVV experience 

with a previous experience with collegial resistance and ended with esprit de corps. I 

led a significant change management initiative while serving as the ethics officer at 

the VA Puget Sound Healthcare System, one of the world’s largest healthcare 

systems. A veteran, whose end-of-life wishes were “Do Not Resuscitate” (DNR), was 

resuscitated when his heart stopped. On multiple levels, including moral, as per the 

Belmont Report, which upholds patient autonomy as a first principle, and legal, 

including assault and battery. The CEO chartered me to “fix it.” 
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I was brand new, so the magnitude of the request was lost on me, and, in retrospect, 

explains my colleagues’ snickers when I readily agreed to fix the problem. More than 

100,000 veterans are served within the system. There were two significant obstacles 

to be overcome. The first was the healthcare system’s large-scale organizational 

complexity. On the surface, it is a relatively easy one to address by plodding through 

organizational charts, cost centers, and other organizational flagpoles. However, 

underneath the surface are many fiefdoms and a passive bureaucratic culture with an 

inherent resistance to resented change and suspicion of change agents. My first few 

meetings with those career bureaucrats assigned to help me were marked by eyes 

alternating between rolling and sending daggers. Over time, I discovered I realized 

that behavior had some merit. I represented someone who would try and change 

something, and when it got too hard, I left the project and a mess. When the team 

realized that I was a values-driven leader who helped cultivate psychological safety 

and trust, we rocketed to success. We completed the massive project ahead of 

schedule and without a blip. My team was recognized at the national level, and they 

all said that it was their favorite project. 

 

Why did one become a model trust-based change initiative, and why was one painful? 

I came into Company X with a lack of self-awareness. Still, I also was “wobbly” in at 

least one area, the triad of trust, as described in the new leadership book, Unleashed: 

The Unapologetic Leader’s Guide to Empowering Everyone Around You (Frei & 

Morriss, 2020, p. 37). The triad is based on Aristotelian logos, pathos, ethos. A 
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simple triangle helps one identify their leadership characteristics in logic, 

authenticity, and empathy. While I see strength in all areas, I also see weaknesses that 

I believe contributed and exacerbated the trust issues I had within the city of culture 

and Team GVV. The most fundamental problem is related to empathy. In my early 

residency in the city of culture, I was focused on me, what I thought needed 

improving, and had little patience for superfluous chit-chat that preceded the “real 

start” of every meeting. I focused on what had to be done, with a complete disregard 

for others’ needs to socialize a bit. I had not yet been introduced to John Wooden, one 

of the most winningest coaches in college basketball, a theory of “you need to go 

slow before you can go fast” (Hill, Wooden, & Lane, 2001). 

 

Every time I pushed past the chit-chat, I alienated myself a bit further. Every time I 

described success with a business partner, I alienated myself a bit further. If it was all 

about me, how could it be about my city of culture colleagues? I gratuitously cashed 

out my trust bank and created a deficiency, and I had no idea I was bankrupt.  

 

Amid the study, I had gotten certified to conduct Hogan assessments and benefited 

from having a personal assessment done for me (Hogan, Hogan Joyce, & Rodney, 

2007). My Hogan Personality Inventory (HPI), which is reflective of how one 

presents oneself daily (aka “the bright side”), indicates that I have high or above-

average adjustment, ambition, sociability, and interpersonal sensitivity, curiosity, and 

learning approach and a below-average on prudence. Under stress, I disregard public 
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image and kick into the “dark side.” In my case, my bold, mischievous, imaginative, 

and colorful personality turns into impulsiveness, manipulation, naiveté, distracted, 

eccentric, and overconfident.   

 

These are not endearing characteristics. I also had a Bates assessment, which 

identifies one’s executive presence. The Bates model assesses one of three categories: 

character, substance, and style (Bates, n.d.). The three attributes that the assessors 

(peers, managers, executives, several of whom participated in the study) ranked me 

highest on character: authenticity, integrity, and concern for others. The Bates 

assessment was a relief, as I was beginning to doubt myself after the years of living in 

the city of culture. Just as importantly, the assessment identified areas of opportunity 

to improve, namely articulating the vision and strategy in a way that others can 

understand and follow. My intensity is a double-edged sword. It can be experienced 

as either energizing or intimidating. One of my favorite comments was that I need to 

“dial back to the left a half notch.” 

 

In moving to a new position, I committed not to repeat the mistakes that I had made 

in my freshman year at the city of culture. I also was highly motivated to engage with 

my fellow action researchers as a thoughtful, considerate, competent, plainspoken 

colleague. While I did not have the “facts” in front of me, I intuited that my energetic 

presence can be detrimental. Hogan confirmed that. I also realized that, while most of 

my first year in the city of culture was in “the dark side,” elements of it maintained a 
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strong presence throughout my tenure. My “dark side” is categorized as “moving 

against” that which I consider an obstacle. That descriptor was most meaningful for 

me, as it aptly describes how I have postured myself. I have been a change agent who 

hooks into a passion project to make it better. As an action researcher in the research, 

I shouldered my way into making a change by moving against the existing paradigm 

(silence) to change the paradigm. Fortunately, I enjoyed the process so much with the 

city of business, with neither stress nor complacency, that my “dark side” did not 

appear and derail the effort. 

 

I have outlined the procedural and cultural requirements for conducting a successful 

action research project in one’s organization. It is equally important to understand 

your praxis as an action researcher. How effective are you in manifesting the 

aspirations specified in your action research project? Have you codified your “dark 

side” and, more importantly, identified strategies to manage them so that you do not 

self-sabotage? I highly recommend that your organization invests in the action 

research team and utilizes a validated, scientific personality assessment. The team 

could use the tool as one of the planning discussion points. This exercise would help 

to establish trust among the group. It would also help to align work scope with 

individuals’ preferences and strengths.  

 

I plan to incorporate action research as a fundamental approach to my change 

management work, which is to say, all of my work. While I will have successes, I will 
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also have failures. However, I am grateful to know that I have mitigated risk and 

failure by understanding how my “dark side” can sabotage my change management 

initiatives. I cannot go back in time and “undarkside” parts of my past. I am fully 

VUCA and able, with my bright side, to help Company X go from silence to voice in 

a VUCA world. 

 

As defined in the eight propositions, the discovery and outcomes begin and end with 

my journey of personal and professional development. To be an effective change 

agent, particularly in an organization as large, complex, and tumultuous as Company 

X, the process of attaining self-actualization is vitally important. The touchstone of 

the journey is the “why.” My “why” was the motivation to help Company X go from 

silence to voice to help employees experience the joy of voicing and enacting their 

values in the work environment. As I continuously scanned the environment for 

political and organizational changes, staying connected with my motivation served as 

my true north and prevented me from letting myself get pulled off course by a 

personal slight or an unexpected change. I also have come to appreciate that action 

research is an extraordinary tool for the change agency. Although it is not easy or 

straightforward, it is very effective in stakeholder engagement, root cause 

identification, and remediation. The action research result is also scalable, which is 

essential for an enterprise-wide culture change deployment. Finally, the interviews 

confirmed the efficacy of the Giving Voice to Values intervention and the inductive 



167 
 

model of the VUCA voice antecedents of ethical leadership, psychological safety, and 

trust. 
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Chapter 7: VUCA Voice—An Inductive Model 
In conducting this action research study, an inductive model emerged in the form of 

VUCA voice. I defined VUCA voice as “the action of confidently voicing innovative 

ideas and values-based dissent and challenge without fear of being silenced or hurt,” 

and induct that the antecedents to VUCA voice in a volatile, uncertain, ambiguous, 

and complex (VUCA) world (Elkington, 2017; Ko & Reason, 2016; Sarkar, 2016) are 

ethical leadership (Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005), psychological safety 

(Edmondson & Lei, 2014), trust (Engelbrecht, Heine, & Mahembe, 2015; Grobler & 

Holtzhausen, 2018). The model builds upon the existing “voice” and “upward voice” 

(Morrison, 2014; Subhakaran & Dyaram, 2018). The rationale for including VUCA 

aligns with Giving Voice to Values (GVV) (Gentile, 2010), a pedagogy that enables 

employees to enact and voice their values as a normalized course of business. GVV 

empowers employee voice as a “way of being” rather than “speaking up.” The 

negative consequences of speaking up have a chilling effect on the voice. This silence 

yields catastrophic consequences. Planes fall out of the sky, and rockets blow up 

(Boisjoly et al., 1989; Herkert et al., 2020; Presidential Commission on the Space 

Shuttle Challenger Accident, 1986). Thus, GVV minimizes the fear and perceived 

futility of speaking up and empowers the employee to enact their moral agency 

(Kwak, 2012; Wåhlin-Jacobsen, 2019). 
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This study requires deep reflection about what lies beneath to understand and address 

issues that are manifest above the surface. I began to build out the connection points 

needed to tie ethical leadership to the VUCA voice. The leadership experiences that I 

had at Company X included both the absence and presence of ethical leadership and 

surmised that while ethical leadership negates VUCA voice, VUCA voice does not 

directly follow from ethical leadership. I dissected those teams that demonstrated 

VUCA voice and conclude that the antecedents followed from ethical leadership were 

psychological safety at the team level, followed by trust and a personal decision to 

exercise VUCA voice.  

 

This literature cited presents research related to the action research and the VUCA 

voice inductive model. The process I used began with an analysis of citation counts 

(Clarivate, n.d.). I captured the most influential articles of the antecedents of VUCA 

voice. Each antecedent is a sphere, nested in hierarchical interconnectedness. The 

inductive model is that ethical leadership begets psychological safety, which begets 

trust, and primes an organization for VUCA.  

 

The antecedents’ hierarchical positioning helps leaders understand the linkages that 

create an optimal environment for VUCA voice. My observation of the change 

management initiatives is that they are a “once-and-done dump.” The CEO assumes 

that his executives will understand, internalize, buy-in, and evangelize the new 

culture change. The assumption is that, with help from HR, executives will, in turn, 
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ensure that their leadership team will do the same. Ultimately, culture change 

permeates the cultural psyche of tens of thousands of people worldwide. Voila! The 

fundamental flaw is that the initiative’s mere announcement of a culture change, with 

slick marketing collateral, makes the change successful. The belief that a CEO 

directive is adopted and sustained by announcement is a myth.  

 

Myth-based deployment is one reason why the failure rate is estimated at 70% 

(Bradbury-Huang, 2010; Ewenstein et al., 2015; Graamans, Aij, Vonk, & ten Have, 

2020). Leaders and managers, down to the front lines, need time to absorb, challenge, 

dissent, question, and internalize the what/why culture change. Allowing employees 

space and time to own and hone, the initiative provides mutual benefit to 

stakeholders. Through the VUCA voice model, there is a higher chance that most 

employees will ultimately become ambassadors for the change. They become co-

creators rather than the victim of “some new flavor of the day” done to them. The 

VUCA voice cultural change management enables executives to have an idealized 

influence on their employees (Bass & Paul, 1999; Bass & Riggio, 2006). 

 

The process of action research takes time, energy, and patience. It also takes humility, 

as the researcher is going to be critiqued. It also requires cooperation, collaboration, 

and compromise, as all voices must be heard. The tightly-knit VUCA voice hierarchy 

enables the integration of the culture change to clarity. Inevitably, gaps between the 

antecedents will appear, like cracks in a stone foundation. The cracks must be fixed to 
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ensure durability and sustainability in the face of tornadoes and hurricanes. VUCA 

voice deployment is methodical and intentional, designed and destined to uncover 

areas of weakness in the antecedents through various assessments and surveys. The 

result is a profound understanding of “openness” in the culture that enables precision 

intervention to cleave the hierarchy. The VUCA voice antecedents take root and 

flourish. Like the annual rings on a tree, the VUCA voice model matures and grows 

over time.  

 

VUCA voice goes well beyond reporting misconduct and impacts an ethical culture, 

proactively providing employees with a psychologically safe environment to voice 

concerns about engineering design flaws or safety in production. Sometimes a voice 

will be heard and supported, other times either silenced or punished. The “speak-up” 

model promotes instability and depends on the local climate (Fainshmidt & Frazier, 

2017). The antidote to VUCA 2.0 instability is cultural stability, grounded in the 

VUCA voice antecedents. Figure 4 depicts the VUCA voice model and was used for 

the four sessions outlined in Proposition VII. 
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Figure 4. VUCA Voice with Antecedents 
 

Sphere I: Ethical Leadership 
Sphere I reviews the ethical leadership scholarship and introduces broader 

perspectives of ethical leadership related to this study. It also includes the literature 

that interconnects ethical leadership to psychological safety, trust, and voice. Spheres 

II, III, and IV explore each sphere’s inflection points to ethical leadership and voice. 

This literature review explores how each of these spheres bumps up against one 

another. The way the spheres knit together supports the VUCA voice inductive 

model. 
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Shortly after the ethical leadership failures, circa 2000, of Enron, World Com, and 

Siemens, the moral leadership literature began to form a discrete area of research 

separate and apart from transformational leadership. Brown, Treviño, and Harrison’s 

(2005) foundational article distinguished between ethical leadership and 

transformational leadership (Brown et al., 2005; Schein, 2010). Previously, the 

literature positioned “ethics” and “morals” as elements related to transformational and 

charismatic leadership (Bass & Paul, 1999; Brown et al., 2005).  

 

Ethical leadership has a social learning component to learn and adapt a skill through 

observation and experience (Grusec, 1992). Through social learning, employees 

experience an ethical leader who is knowledgeable, legitimate, and caring. The ethical 

leader is worthy of emulation. The ethical leader, as fair and transparent, takes 

pronounced actions in rewarding ethical behavior and disciplining ethical misconduct 

(Brown et al., 2005).  

 

In addition to social learning theory (Bandura, 2012) as the basis for the ethical 

leadership model, Brown and Treviño (2006) further differentiated ethical leadership 

from other “positive” leadership models—spiritual, authentic, and transformational. 

All four leadership models have integrity, role modeling, and concern for others in 

common. However, there are vital differences between ethical leadership and the 

other three. Ethical leadership is more transactional than authentic leadership (i.e., 

manage by exception through reward or punishment of ethical and unethical 
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behavior). Authentic leadership emphasizes the leaders’ authenticity and self-

awareness. Ethical leadership is grounded in moral management, spiritual leadership 

emphasizes vision and hope, and transformational leadership is values-based and has 

an intellectual component (Bedi et al., 2015; Brown & Treviño, 2006). 

 

These moral-dimension leadership models enable a positive climate and culture, yet 

ethical leadership is the most appropriate as an antecedent for voice. Explicit ethical 

behavior standards are core to ethical leadership, whereas ancillary in the other 

models. Beyond establishing ethical norms by role modeling as per social learning 

theory, there is an active component of ethical leadership that demonstrates 

acceptable and unacceptable behavior (Brown et al., 2005). Employees must observe 

their immediate manager as an ethical leader, as an employee’s immediate supervisor 

has the most influence on an employee’s ethical behavior (Mayer, Kuenzi, 

Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009; Mayer, Priesemuth, Brown, & Kuenzi, 2009; 

Mayer & Gavin, 2005). 

 

To that end, organizations that understand the role of ethical leadership in creating a 

productive, collaborative environment will hire and develop ethical leaders (Mayer, 

Aquino, Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012). Identifying the personality traits of 

individuals who demonstrate ethical leadership attributes could be essential in hiring, 

developing, and cultivating ethical leaders. Ethical leadership attributes should be 

considered upon selecting a candidate for a leadership role, as personality is not 



175 
 

fungible. Agreeableness, conscientiousness, and lack of neuroticism are personality 

traits that elicit employee voice behavior, with ethical leadership and psychological 

safety as mediators (Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). 

 

Ethical leadership is an antecedent to employee voice, especially in identifying ethical 

misconduct(Brown et al., 2005). Beyond surfacing misconduct, constructive voice 

behavior is essential for organizational innovation, problem identification, and an 

expansion of the literature includes psychological safety as a mediator between 

ethical leadership and voice—the first study involving 894 employees and their 222 

immediate managers in a U.S.-based financial institution. The study’s purpose was to 

contribute to the literature and ameliorate corporate scandals by understanding the 

antecedents and consequences of ethical leadership. Ethical leadership was positively 

correlated with voice, as previously in its relation to bringing ethical transgressions to 

light. This study determined that ethical leadership “unlocks” employee voice, 

through a psychologically safe environment, to raise business process issues and 

suggest innovations (Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). 

 

Another study involved 308 Chinese telecommunications employees, examining 

ethical leadership and voice through the leader-member exchange (LMX), 

psychological safety, and psychological empowerment. Of specific relevance to this 

dissertation is the finding that ethical leadership positively correlates with employee 

voice behavior (Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). Further, the study established a 
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positive relationship between LMX-enhanced psychological safety and psychological 

empowerment and voice (Hu et al., 2018). 

 

A third study involved 575 employees in Indian technology firms and determined that 

psychological safety was a mediating factor in upward employee voice. The non-

Western environment is particularly important because Indian culture discourages 

upward communication. The study determined that psychological safety mediated the 

relationship between co-worker and employee voice and manager pro-voice 

(Subhakaran & Dyaram, 2018). 

Sphere 2: Psychological Safety 
The second antecedent to VUCA voice is psychological safety. Thirty years ago, 

Edmonson (1999) wrote the seminal article, “Psychological Safety and Learning 

Behavior in Work Teams.” The VUCA world, cited earlier, created a need for teams 

as an organizational construct for producing work products. Managers needed to 

figure a way to morph individual learning into team learning to create high 

performing teams. Edmondson’s (1999) research established that psychological 

safety, “the shared belief about the consequences of interpersonal risk-taking” 

(Edmondson, 1999. p. 354), was crucial in team learning behavior.  

 

Further research confirmed that psychological safety occurs most evidently at the 

group level (Edmondson & Lei, 2014) concerning the other group’s perceptions of 

psychological safety within the same organization. This research integrated the 
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psychological safety research, which began in the 1960s, and the renaissance of the 

concept that occurred is continuing today. The increasingly VUCA world contributes 

to the attention that psychological safety has garnered (Edmondson, 2019). This 

research also identified that individuals with higher levels of psychological safety are 

more likely to speak up. Given the extensive literature addressing risk and voice, 

psychological safety is an important risk mitigator, especially for companies like 

Company X that have a higher standard of social responsibility for safety (Burris, 

2012). 

 

In an interesting article, Roussin and Webber (2011) assessed new employees’ 

perception of their teammate’s trustworthiness with the new employees feeling of 

psychological safety. The group-level identification mentioned in the previous 

paragraph was also verified this research. The research validates prior research that 

employees follow the leader in being (un)trusting. The literature also provides insight 

into the role that leaders play in creating an environment of psychological safety to 

trust (Roderick & Tom, 1996). 

 

Psychological safety has also been determined to serve as a mediator between ethical 

leadership and employee creativity. In 230 members of 44 knowledge work teams in 

Chinese organizations, researchers also discovered that supervisor support for 

creativity moderated ethical leadership’s effect on a psychologically safe climate (Tu, 

Lu, Choi, & Guo, 2018). Creative endeavors are inherently risky because a new way 
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forward has unforeseen obstacles, failures, and successes. The reliability of ethical 

leadership, with the dependability of shared group norms and interpersonal behaviors, 

enables “the sense of being able to show and employ oneself without fear of negative 

consequences to self-image, status, or career” (Kahn, 2010, p. 708). Voice was also 

identified as a collateral benefit of psychological safety, as the default communication 

mode is one of concern and respect, as opposed to exploitation and criticism. The 

latter stifles creativity, which is an essential ingredient in a VUCA world. Tu et al. 

(2018) recommended that leaders remain steadfast in monitoring interpersonal 

relationships to ensure that a climate of psychological safety remains and any 

variances are addressed and remediated. Finally, supervisors need diligently cultivate 

psychological safety through ethical leadership by supporting creativity at the team 

and individual level. 

 

Another recent research out of China identified the mediating role of employee voice 

in psychological safety-work engagement (Ge, 2020). The study surveyed 153 

employees of a large Chinese manufacturing company using measures from 

psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999), employee voice (LePine & Van Dyne, 

1998), and work engagement (Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2016). Employees 

were more engaged in their work when a psychologically safe climate enabled them 

to voice their suggestions for improvement. Interestingly, this study did not find that 

psychological safety did not enhance employee engagement. This research did 
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confirm other findings that voice is the antecedent, cultivated by psychological safety, 

to employee engagement.  

Sphere 3: Trust 
The ethical leadership and trust literature have identified how the two elements 

combine with other organizational aspects such as employee well-being (Chughtai, 

Byrne, & Flood, 2014), organizational citizenship (Newman et al., 2019), employee 

justice perceptions (Xu, Loi, & Ngo, 2014), employee burnout, workplace 

deviance/performance and surface acting (Mo & Shi, 2016), and person-

organizational fit (Grobler & Holtzhausen, 2018). Three of the articles align most 

closely with this research, the first of which established a connection between ethical 

leadership and employee well-being, mediated by trust in the supervisor (Chughtai et 

al., 2014; Chughtai, 2015). The purpose of the research was to contribute to the 

scholarship addressing the corporate scandals of the new millennium and the 

scholarship that was heightening the awareness of ethical leadership and its positive 

effect on follower outcomes.  

 

The 216 participants in the Chughtai et al. (2014) study were accountants in training, 

representing multiple organizations through the Chartered Accountants Ireland, the 

oldest and largest accountancy body in Ireland. The data collection occurred at two 

different points. It established a positive relationship between trust in the trainee’s 

supervisor and employee well-being measured through employee engagement and 

employee exhaustion. The research found a positive relationship between ethical 
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leadership mediated by trust in supervisor and employee engagement and a negative 

relationship between ethical leadership mediated by trust and emotional exhaustion. 

This research implies that ethical leadership benefits employees and contributes to a 

healthy workforce, and neutralizes emotional exhaustion and burnout, which have 

negative organizational consequences (Chughtai et al., 2014; Chughtai, 2015). 

 

Research consisting of 184 dyads of supervisor/employee (350 subordinates; 60 

supervisors) representing three of the top companies in the Zhejiang Province of 

China ( Newman, Kiazad, Miao, & Cooper, 2014) found the mediating effect of trust 

on ethical leadership and organizational citizenship. The purpose of the research is to 

contribute to the ethical leadership scholarship by revealing the underlying 

mechanisms that connect ethical leadership to follower behaviors. The nuance of this 

research is that it studied both cognitive trust (i.e., a person intellectually assesses 

another person’s credibility) and affective trust as mediators to the relationship 

between ethical leadership and organizational citizenship behavior. Newman 

determined that cognitive trust is antecedent to affective trust. An ethical leader must 

demonstrate credibility and reliably modelling and enforce ethical standards to 

establish a cognitive trust to develop higher-level emotional trust. In combination, 

cognitive and affective trust increase organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) for 

both organizations (OCB-O) and individuals (OCB-I). This research adds an exciting 

dimension of trust as an underlying mechanism of ethical leadership. It is also an 
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essential link between ethical leadership, trust, and voice, as voice and OCB are 

correlated (Podsakoff, Whiting, Podaskoff, & Blume, 2009).  

 

Finally, a multisource time-lagged study of 247 employees and 45 team leaders at a 

pharmaceutical retail chain company was conducted in response to the growing 

literature which has identified “destructive employee attitudes” such as burnout and 

workplace deviance in employees who do “people work” (Mo & Shi, 2015, p. 293). 

The findings determined that trust mediates the negative relationship between ethical 

leadership, surface acting, employee burnout, and the positive relationship between 

ethical leadership and task performance.  

 

The research provides insights into how ethical leadership and interpersonal trust can 

enable open communication, which is made possible by sharing experiences of the 

past that were emotionally, physically, or spiritually painful with others. A leader 

who demonstrates vulnerability, not to be confused with weakness, shows humility 

and courage. From the social learning perspective, upon which ethical leadership 

builds, followers will model the leader’s behavior due to their influence (Brown et al., 

2005; Margulies & Yukl, 1982; Yukl, 2010). 

 

A piece of research was conducted at a Spanish nuclear power plant, endeavoring to 

provide clean energy in a sustainable manner (Silla, Gracia, & Peiró, 2020). This 

research is very relevant for high-reliability organizations such and Company X in the 
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aerospace industry, in which silence in the face of potential problems can be 

catastrophic. The research of Silla et al. (2020) builds upon the previous literature, 

which had focused on person-centered antecedents of voice, by studying participative 

decision making, upward voice, and the mediating role of trust. The survey was 

issued to 495 workers at two nuclear plants from the same organization. It was based 

on a combination of participative decision making (PDM) subscale of empowering 

leadership questionnaire (ELQ), trust (Arnold, Arad, Rhoades, & Drasgow, 2000), 

upward voice (Mowbray, Wilkinson, & Tse, 2015), and the safety climate, measured 

by the group nuclear safety questionnaire. The findings were that the PDM had an 

indirect effect on upward voice through trust in leadership, dependent upon the safety 

climate. The practical implications are significant, as the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear 

power plant meltdown was in part because arrogance did not provide space for an 

upward voice, which was sending an unheeded clarion call that a catastrophe could 

happen. Trust mediates the relationship between PDM and employee upward voice.   

Sphere 4: Voice 
The “ethical leadership” and “voice” literature appears to have been launched in 2009 

by Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, and Peterson (2007), which is the most 

cited article in the search result. This research is particularly relevant for this 

dissertation. Its findings confirm that psychological safety and ethical leadership are 

mediators for employee voice and assessed the antecedents and consequences of 

ethical leadership. This article is further explored in Sphere 2 (psychological safety).  
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The second most cited article—”Exploring the Process of Ethical Leadership: The 

Mediating Role of Employee Voice and Psychological Ownership”—explored the 

relationship of ethical leadership and the mediating roles of voice and “psychological 

ownership” (Avey, Wernsing, & Palanski, 2012). What is fascinating about this 

research is that it establishes a connection between ethical leadership and 

psychological ownership, defined as “self-efficacy, accountability, belongingness, 

and identity” and further identifies VUCA voice behavior, cultivated by ethical 

leadership, as enabling psychological well-being (Avey, Avolio, Crossley, & Luthans, 

2009; Avey, Wernsing, & Palanski, 2012). This model provides the framework for 

the VUCA voice model as depicted in Figure 5.  

 

 
 

Source: Adapted from Avey, Wernsing, & Palanski (2012)  

Figure 5. Ethical Leadership, Employee Voice, and Psychological Ownership 
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The voice and leadership literature is robust, and just a few of the influential articles 

were chosen for inclusion in this proposal. An essential article threads the connection 

of ethical leadership and voice through Giving Voice to Values (GVV), which is the 

pedagogy being piloted in my organization (Gentile, 2015). Gentile (2015) has 

acknowledged the need for an appropriate response to ethical failures, absence of 

values and moral neutrality brought into our psyche and homes by way of media, 

internet, and entertainment. She also noted the increased presence of ethics-related 

courses on campuses across the country. While ethics classes may be a social good, 

without providing context and building competence in acting on one’s values, the 

classroom education may prove insufficient to stop the significant ethical 

transgressions that consume our society.  

 

Traditional teaching in ethics provides education in awareness of an ethical dilemma 

and analysis if something is right or wrong, and in what context is it right or wrong: 

Utilitarian? Deontological? And that is where the education stops. What is needed is 

education and training about how to act on one’s values after the analysis is complete. 

Multiple examples exist in which GVV was utilized to enable individuals to work on 

their values so that they would not have been able to without the training. While 

Gentile’s (2015) article title implies that the link between ethical leadership and GVV 

is a scholarly connection, it is actually about persons demonstrating personal ethical 

leadership. This ties us back, full circle to Brown and Treviño’s (2006) seminal 
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ethical leadership research article, based on social exchange and modeling. Leaders 

are everywhere, and organization charts do not tell the whole story.   

VUCA Leadership 
As of July 11, 2020, using the general search term “VUCA Leadership” (all 

Benedictine University resources), 567 articles, books, book chapters, reviews, and 

newspapers were published between 1992 and 2020, and 442 were published between 

2015 and 2020. However, the volume of articles and books that include “VUCA 

Leadership” in the title is small. The 22 articles and three books and articles were 

published between 2010 and 2020, with 22 published between 2015 and 2020. The 

takeaway is that it is a growing leadership discipline. Each of the articles addresses 

elements within this paper—values, change management, and a new “cloud” 

leadership paradigm (Rodriguez & Rodriguez, 2015). 

 

Future research will provide insights and guidance about how organizations can 

create climatic and cultural conditions to make the VUCA voice model manifest. 

However, available now is GVV, which is a mechanism that simultaneously nurtures 

self-awareness and organizational change. Change agents and action researchers, 

regardless of hierarchical position or tenure, can utilize GVV as a way to help leaders 

demonstrate the attributes of ethical leadership to catalyze followers to foster 

psychological safety, engender personal trust and enable VUCA voice. I have 

described a linear path, with assigned “leaders” and “followers” for illustrative 

purposes. In the likeness of action research, the reality is more likely to be a free-
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flowing dance with interchangeable and fluid roles of leader/follower and 

teacher/student. GVV provides the instruction and sets the individual, team, and 

organization on the road to voiced and enacted values through improvisation.  
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Figure 6. Research Alignment of VUCA Voice Antecedents & Enablers 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 
My inquiry into how an internal change agent maneuvers within a Fortune 500 

company to gain system-wide acceptance of an intervention formally began with this 

action research. I have served as a change agent and cultural provocateur for most of 

my career, but never with the intentionality and ultimate success that characterized 

this study. Company X’s organizational environment in which I undertook this study 

was historically different than a “typical” Fortune 500 environment. The stability that 

is usually associated with companies in the Fortune 500 environment was absent due 

to airline crashes and the COIVD-19 pandemic aerospace industry’s impact. The 

benefit of conducting this research during this period is that the environmental 

stressors provided combat-like conditions that test the mettle of both the action 

research process and me as the change agent.  

 

Following is a discussion of the study’s key learnings, as they relate to the 

organizational implications of endeavoring to maneuver as a culture change agent in a 

Fortune 500 company. The learnings of this study are characterized in three ways. 

The first was the importance of keeping focused on the motivation for doing this 

study. The second is codifying the way the change agency occurred to be scaled for 

future culture change initiatives. The penultimate learning is the most enduring, and 

this is what I learned about myself as a change agent and organizational provocateur 

of voice. The final learning is VUCA voice. Values-based employee voice is not a 
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phenomenon created by mandating a “speak-up” culture. It requires critical thinking 

and careful cultivation of antecedents. Next, the practical implications for this study 

relate to insider action researchers, which is followed by considerations for both 

Fortune 500 leaders and the academy.  

 

This year-long action research study to deploy a Giving Voice to Values intervention 

through two pilots involved multiple, concurrent plans, acting, observing, and 

reflecting spirals in play. Each one has a variety of stakeholder, organizational, and 

political dynamics. The environment in which the pilots were conducted was volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA), which is an important contextual 

consideration. The winds of change can blow one off course. In the beginning, I felt 

myself begin to drift towards self-preservation and away rather than figure a way to 

enable employee voice within Company X. I was able to neutralize whatever was 

bothering me personally and get refocused on the mission at hand. As the study went 

on, my piques were minimal, and the focus on positive motivation became second 

nature. Dr. Gentile (2010) has spoken about building “ethical muscle memory” 

through Giving Voice to Values, and that certainly occurred in my experience as a 

change agent and helped me maneuver more effectively. 

 

The second learning, which differentiated any previous change agent roles that I had 

previously led, was the extent to which the process and experience were constructed 

for scalability. I had my eye on what was next. Everything we did during the year-
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long process of getting buy-in, crafting the plan, deploying, observing, and 

continually improving the intervention contributed to building a scaffolding upon 

which future projects could be designed and evolved. It was relatively easy for me to 

scale this study’s pilots for utility in a new Giving Voice to Values intervention for 

executives to engage with employees on race and social justice issues. To 

successfully scale further, the rigorous and meticulous documentation of the 

processes and people is essential.  

 

The last learning is the most enduring, and this is what I learned about myself in this 

journey of being a change agent, intentionally maneuvering through the VUCA-

infused Company X. The personal growth that I experienced was the most rewarding. 

It was manifest by considering how I historically tried to maneuver change within the 

company. I always got in my way because I could not see past myself. The guidance 

and intentionality of action research provoke self-reflection and the wisdom to 

appreciate that serving others, with others, is a much more gratifying experience and 

also more impactful for the organization. The study was transformational for me and 

those who participated in it, as described in the interviews.   

 

The final learning was that enabling values-based employee voice and action is not a 

one-dimensional project achieved by a “speak-up” initiative at the enterprise level. 

Cultivating VUCA voice, as I have described it, requires sustained cultivation of the 

antecedents. I have chosen ethical leadership, psychological safety, and trust as 
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antecedents to VUCA voice. The specific antecedents are arguable. The more critical 

point is acknowledging that a strong and solid ethical leadership foundation is the 

admission price to a VUCA voice culture.   

 

As mentioned earlier, a new GVV intervention pilot is underway, with anticipated 

completion by October 2020, to upskill executives to facilitate race and social justice 

conversations with their employees. This pilot is in conjunction with an enterprise-

wide deployment to upskill all employees to identify values-based tensions and 

address them by speaking up and listening. There is a beautiful alignment with Giving 

Voice to Values. Also, I have crafted a VUCA leadership series, which will be 

conducted as action research, in response to 25 executive interviews I conducted 

through April–September 2020. These leaders want to recast their leadership mindset 

to transform how they lead to enable their employees to speak and innovate. I am 

both encouraged and optimistic that GVV will scale and evolve to cultivate VUCA 

voice in Company X. The fog of war clears, and the company continues to transform 

into one better than before the tumult and unprecedented change we have been 

experiencing in the last 18-months. 

Future Considerations and Recommendations 
While I have described the next steps for continuing this research at Company X, 

there is a broader future perspective to be considered. The first is related to leadership 

literature. As discussed in Chapter 7, the antecedents’ inductive model identified a 

rich base of proximal ethical leadership, psychological safety, trust, and voice 
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literature. I recommend that an extensive literature review that weaves these 

antecedents together with the VUCA leadership literature to provide researchers with 

the guidepost of where quantitative and qualitative research could bear the most fruit 

in enabling VUCA voice. This research is critical as the world transitions into what I 

am calling VUCA 2.0. VUCA 1.0, at least in Company X, was marked by a long 

period of stability punctuated by periods of instability. VUCA 2.0 is a state of 

permanent instability, and this requires new leadership considerations.  

 

The second consecration is for the academy, and it is related to the action research 

methodology. Action research is not considered to be in the same league as 

quantitative and qualitative research, although it should be. My experience with 

action research and others like Pasmore and Friedlander (1982) suggests that action 

research be considered one of the first methodologies that a change-agent practitioner 

consider. Although it is a more difficult research methodology to conduct than a 

quantitative or case study due to the ambiguity and risk of “building the plane while 

flying it,” the organizational impact and personal growth are nonpareil. Action 

research may help reverse the 70% failure in change management initiatives and the 

associated loss of millions of dollars (Ewenstein et al., 2015). A new canon of 

leadership literature that requires a stream of successful change management 

initiatives in the new world order would help bolster the “leadership industry” and 

demonstrate that there is yet another connection between the academy and industry 

(Kellerman, 2012). 
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Also, I recommend that Fortune 500 companies incorporate a rigorous change 

management standard based on action research. The COVID-19 pandemic has left an 

extraordinary negative financial impact on the world’s economy, especially the 

aerospace, food, travel, and leisure industries. Transformation of how business is 

conducted in VUCA 2.0 is not an option. If they survive the draconian budget and 

staff cuts, the companies in these industries are required to reconstruct a new way to 

compete. An embedded action research mindset that includes employees’, customers’, 

and suppliers’ voices may help these companies emerge from the pandemic to enter 

the market in a new a better way.   

 

I will end as I began—as a farmer’s daughter. As I continue my work to enable voice 

for all and not just the privileged, I aspire to cultivate a body of work that is worthy of 

the Farmer’s Creed (Mann, 1915/2019):  

The Farmer’s Creed 

By Frank Mann 

I believe a man’s greatest possession is his dignity and that no calling 
bestows this more abundantly than farming. 
I believe hard work and honest sweat are the building blocks of a 
person’s character. 
I believe that farmers, despite its hardships and disappointments is the 
most honest and honorable way a man can spend his days on earth. 
I believe my children are learning values that will last a lifetime and 
can be earned no other way. 
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I believe farming provides education for life and that no other 
occupation teaches so much about birth, growth, and maturity in such 
a variety of ways. 
I believe many of the best things in life are indeed free: the splendor of 
a sunrise, the rapture of wide open spaces, and the exhilarating sight of 
your land greening each spring. 
I believe true happiness comes in watching your crops ripen in the 
field, your children grow tall in the sun, and your whole family feel the 
pride that springs from their shared experience.  
I believe that by my toil I am giving more to the world than I am 
taking from it, an honor that does not come to all men. 
I believe my life will be measured ultimately by what I have done for 
my fellow man, and by this standard I fear no judgment. 
I believe when a man grows old and sums up his days, he should be 
able to stand tall and feel pride in the life he’s lived. 
I believe in farming because it makes all this possible. 
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Appendix A: White Paper for Giving Voice to 
Values in the Enterprise 02/2019 

 
Rationale for GVV as an intervention   
Values and ethics in the corporate setting is often experienced and characterized as an 
event, ranging from the annual corporate Code of Conduct signing, to reporting an 
allegation of misconduct on the ethics hotline. The ethical corporate and financial 
market debacles which have been steadily occurring since Y2K (Enron, WorldCom, 
The Great Recession, Wells Fargo, and VW) are a strong indicator that more needs to 
be done, as no company is immune.  While compliance discussions are generally 
black and white (i.e. you may not falsify time and attendance records), meaningful 
ethical discussions are often highly nuanced. Mary Gentile (Gentile, 2010) recognized 
that employees have been unable to create a congruence of personal values with 
workplace demands, in part because discussions about values conflict needed to be 
treated as separate and apart from other conflicts (cost overruns and schedule hurdles, 
for example) rather than being normalized.   Most important, Company X was 
heading into a tumultuous, VUCA storm. The extent of the storm was beyond 
anyone’s imagination, and the casualties included disastrous public relations and 
hearings on the hill,  the CEO’s firing, and the implosion of the stock price due to 
COVID-19. GVV has the gravitas to help employee’s dig deep through self-refection, 
empathy, critical thinking, and problem solving- skills not historically associated with 
ethics training- to address values conflicts in a VUCA world.  
 
In her book, which defines and teaches an empowering pedagogy, Giving Voice to 
Values (GVV) (Gentile. 2010), Gentile provides a framework for enabling people to 
effectively speak up when there is a values conflict. GVV has had a significant 
influence in academia, non-profits, and corporations, with pilots established in more 
than 1,250 organizations on seven continents since around 2006. 
 
My role as a practitioner in corporate ethics and an emerging ethical leadership 
scholar is that the GVV pedagogy is an important instrument in helping public 
companies create a solid values framework to fortify ethically sound companies, as is 
the case with Company X.  
 
The value of using action research methodology as a way to deploy GVV provides 
several benefits. The first is that process refinement and improvement are part of the 
research process versus a static hypothesis in a quantitative research methodology. 
The second benefit is generalizability and scalability. The GVV pedagogy can be 
applied throughout  on an as needed basis, being sensitive to the cultural variances of 
a 160K+ employee organization, spread across the globe. Finally, one of the 



196 
 

hallmarks of the Culture Organization is external engagement and influence on 
ethical capitalism and ethical leadership through forums such as the Defense Industry 
Initiative (DII), Ethisphere and ECI. Our experience will help others, including our 
suppliers, create a more stable ethical environment in a highly competitive VUCA 
world. 
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Appendix B: Giving Voice to Values Practicum 
 

 

 

 Giving Voice To Values: An Educators’ 
Practicum – June 4-5, 2019 at UVA 
Darden Sands Family Grounds, near 
Washington D.C. 

This program is designed for educators who 
are seeking to master the use of the Giving 
Voice to Values (GVV) pedagogical 
approach as well as to learn to develop their 
own custom GVV materials. This day and a 
half seminar will be conducted on-site at the 
Darden School’s Sands Family Grounds, 
located in Rosslyn, Virginia, just outside of 
Washington, D.C. For more information, 
contact LeflarE@darden.virginia.edu  or Gen
tileM@darden.virginia.edu  
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Appendix C: Pilot I Research Time Table 
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Appendix D: Interview Excerpts 
 

SURVEY Feedback from GVV Participants 
 
To be honest, I was very skeptical going into this class on the first day (time 
limits ... etc.). Felicia was very good instructor and made the pilot class 
enjoyable and interesting. Learned a few new techniques for future scenarios 
and situations. 
 
The exercises were extremely helpful in teaching and guiding us for when the 
time comes and we need to use these tools in a tough situation. Thank you for 
providing this training and education.  
 
Thanks for exposing us to these tools and experiences, I think it will make us 
better leaders 
 
Thank you for taking the time to invest in the bus ops team, understand our 
business and giving us tools to address difficult situations.  
 
Most of the GVV concepts are not new to me and I have learned them over the 
years of dealing with people. I would say though that it is good to be reminded 
to use the proper tools in each situation. I would say that this would be 
especially useful for someone who in new to the workforce. 
 
It’s all good 
 
It was helpful to have dialogue about ethics, peer perspectives, and methods 
for having discussion. 
 
It was a pleasant experience and our Culture Advisor was great! A very useful 
tool to a better work environment and culture.  
 
I wouldn’t say GVV has allowed me to speak my opinion. I’ve always been 
encouraged by my managers/leads to speak up while approaching difficult 
situations carefully and respectfully to others. I liked the exercises. They were 
very thought provoking and represent real-world scenarios.  
 
I think we have a pretty open culture here where we can raise issues. But some 
of these scenarios remind me of things I’ve seen in the past and I could’ve 
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probably used this 
 
PARTICIPANT QUOTES 
I	think	that	was	a	good	segue	to	start	us	on	this	journey	with	Ethical	Fading,	so	we	could		
assess	our	values	and	ethics.	
	
I	would	say	GVV	is	a	workshop	that	helps	a	team	or	individual	approach	issues	with	the	best	
kind	of	foot	forward	and	to	think	through	instances	thoughtfully	and	with	the	most	
professional	kind	of	approach	that	you	could.	
	
there	was	a	lot	of	opportunity	to	talk	through	things,	get	people’s	feedback,	collaborate.	And	
in	my	day	to	day,	I	found	that	I’m,	I’m	trying	to	do	that	and	kind	of	seeking,	you	know,	
finding	my	allies,	my	manager	being	one	of	them	to	kind	of	go	bounce	things	off	of	before	I	
have	to	do	the	bigger	thing.	
 
And	I	think	that,	you	know,	even	though	it	was	a	fairly	short	training	process,	I	think	we	grew	
as	a	team	from	the	beginning.	And	if	you	would’ve	said,	okay,	first	week	we’re	doing	a	role	
play,	I	think	it	would	have	really	scared	people.	But	as	we	started	to	go	through	the	case	
studies,	especially	this	last	one,	or	we	had	to	do	maybe	like	a	little	bit	more	applicable	case	
study	and	script,	which	we	really	could	resonate	with	as	biz	ops	individuals.	
	
I	love	the	reasons	rationalizations.	I	am	a	big	proponent	of	the	strength’s	aspect	because,	
and	I’ll,	I’ll	just	give	you	an	example	of	this	last	one.	I	know	that	in	that	situation	with	the	
case	study	with	Hayes,	I	am	much	more	effective	if	I’m	talking	to	you	one	on	one.	
	
So,	for	me	that	was	unfortunate	that	I	couldn’t	come	to	the	meetings	because	I	think	there’s	
a	lot	of	value	from	hearing	the	discussion	and	understanding	more	of	what	my	peers	are	
thinking	and	feeling.	So	that	was	you	know,	kind	of	a	disappointment	for	me.	However,	when	
we	did	break	out	into	the	smaller	team	sessions,	it	was	just	really	fun	to	get	the	opportunity	
to	work	with	people	that	I	would	normally	not.		I	thought	that	was	really	fun.	
	
here’s	what	I	thought	was	fun-	the	scripting	and	then	kind	of	talking	through.		I	thought	that	
was	pretty	powerful.	I	think	the	takeaway	is	if	you	come	into	a	situation	where	are		
struggling,	it’s	okay	to	reach	out	to	your	peers,	and	script	your	response.	It’s	the	power	of	the	
group	versus	the	individual	think,	which	ends	with	a	better	outcome.	
	
I	realized	when	I	did	the	exercises	for		GVV,	working	through	a	values	conflict,,	I	thought,	
man,	I	wish	I	had	gotten	some	allies	in	different	situations	previously	cause	it	really	helps!	
	
I	would	say	that	giving	voice	to	value	is	a	tool	or	mindset	that	you	can	use	that	will	allow	you	
to	methodically	align	your	thoughts	utilizing	the,	I	don’t	know	if	you	want	to	call	them	the	
tips	and	tricks	but		the	enablers	that	were	contained	in	the	subject	matter	help	you	to	get	
your	point	across.	Not	necessarily	win	an	argument,	but	to	bring	your	best	self	to	the	
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conversation	with	a	very	well	thought	out	outlined	set	of	objectives	that	you’re	trying	to	get	
across.	
	
	
The	(most	valuable	of	the	material)	that	always	bubbles	up	to	the	top	is	that	we	always	have	
a	choice.	We	always	have	a	decision…The	other	piece	that	I	liked	were	all	of	the	levers	that	
you	shared	with	us.	
	
	
	
 
PARTICIPANT RECOMMENDATIONS 
Maybe	mixing	up	the	groups	putting,	cause	in	my	group	it	was	all	individual	contributors.	So	
maybe	mixing	some	managers	in	there,	kind	of	strategically	planning	the	groups	to	figure	
out.	That	would	be	interesting.	
	
I	found	problematic	was	trying	to	find	time,	particularly	with	dispersed	teams.	We’re	all	
serving	different	leaders	and	different	operating	rhythms	all	over	the	place	and	trying	to	find	
time	to	do	the	homework;	once	we	did	the	homework	to	actually	get	together	(was	tough).	
On	the	one	hand	it	might	be	more	effective	in	the	classroom	setting	because	you’re	actually	
putting,	have	the	time	set	aside	to	do	it	and	to	go	through	it	and	write	something	and	then	
sit	down	and	do	the	practice.	On	the	other	hand,	if	you	rush	through	the	whole	thing	and	a	
one	day	class	rather	than	break	it	out	over	multiple	weeks,	is	it	gonna	sink	in	as	effectively	
at,	are	you	going	to	have	time	to	reflect	on	it?	I	mean,	most	of	the	time	that	I	reflected	on	it	
was	not	sitting	there	at	work	when	I,	when	things	were	busy.	But	you	know,	at	home	after,	
after	a	glass	of	wine…	
	
that	was	almost	unanimous	that	if	we	had	done	one	day	and,	and	I,	I’m	really	I	support	that	
because	I	think	at	the	end	of	the	day,	everybody	in	there	would	really	have	had	the	concepts	
down	and	the	big	thing	is	to	do,	go,	go	off	by	yourself,	write	a	script	or	so	and	then	get	it	
with	a	buddy	or	whomever	you’re	teamed	with	and	then	then	you	come	back.	You	do	that	a	
couple	of	times,	like	with	three	cases.	By	the	end	of	the	day	you’d	say,	okay,	I	got	it.	I,	and,	
and	you’ve	had	the	opportunity	to	push	back	to	ask	questions	and	then	do,	then	you	start	to	
integrate	it	into	how	you	run	your	business.	And	so,	and	when	you	originally	had	intended	to	
have	the	one	day	it	was	supposed	to	be	an	offsite	in	Seattle	and	then	something	called	travel	
budget	came	up	and	then	that,	you	know,	blew	everything	up.	
	
when	I	took	my	first	level	leader	training	at	the	Company	X	leadership	center,	the	immersion	
for	a	week,	you	know,	which	was	really	useful	because	…	you’re	not	doing	your	daily	work…	
you’re	working	on	being	a	leader.	You	are	doing	exercises	where	you	read	a	case	study,	write	
something	down.	You	did	do	it	with	another	person…So	you	get	the	practice.	What	if	you	do	
a	one	day	class	and…	tell	that	at	the	end	of	the	class	the	things	they	need	to	do	is	write	
down:	When	am	I	gonna	use	what,	what	is	it	that	I	learned	today	that	I’m	going	to	take	back	
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with	me	and	when	am	I	going	to	use	it?	And	then	the	accountability	piece	of	maybe	a	month	
later	or	something.	
	
One	of	the	things	that	was	really	hard	to	follow	was	the	insight	(communication	platform)..	I	
don’t	mess	around	in	insight	a	lot	in	some	of	the	others	probably	don’t	either.	So,	it	was	a	
little	bit	hard	trying	to	figure	out	where	everything	was.	You	know,	after	I	did	that	it	was	
okay,	but	
	
And	the	other	thing	I’ve	probably,	you	know,	I	run	into	this	all	the	time,	is	making	sure	that	
everything	is	operational	before	the	meeting.	I’ve	ran	into	that	before	one	of	the	meetings,	
you	know,	you	couldn’t	get	it	to	work.	I’ve	been	there.	
	
I	would	have	to	be	honest;	I	wish	I	would	have	focused	a	little	bit	harder	on	it	with	some	and	
distractions	going	on	during	a	lot	of	those	periods	as	far	as	the	work.	But	I	think	it	was	very	
valuable.	It’s	just	that	we	need	to,	the	WebEx	meetings	are	a	little	bit	harder	than	the	face	to	
face,	if	you	know	what	I	mean.	
	
proactively	approach	difficult	situations.	So	proactive	meaning	just,	I	mean,	before	you	even	
get	in	there,	it,	it	was	really	good.	I	liked	the	scenarios.	
we	would	approach	different	responses	is	always	a	little	bit	different.	But	we	were	kind	of	all	
on	the	same	page	but	definitely	learned	from	each	other	throughout	it.	It	was	a	good	
collaborative	activity,	I	would	say.	
	
it’s	almost	like	you	need	to	run	it	like	a	mini	workshop,	you	know,	and	you	need	to	say,	I	need	
two	hours	or	two	days,	you	know,	or	you	know,	and	do	a	concentrated	sorta	get	everybody	
in	one	place.	
	
you	could	easily	work	it	(GVV)	into	our	virtual	meeting,	I	think	and	still	get	a	really	positive	
result	with	the	same	sort	of	experiences	that	you	would	get	from	having	a	big	group	
together	
 
	
EXECUTIVE Interviews Excerpts- What Two Words Come to Mind When You Hear 
“Empowered Voice?” 
right now, we’re facing a conundrum of following the vocal minority, which isn’t 
always right and we are in a reactionary mode. So, my thought would be when you 
talk about this values based and leadership and you go forward, we need to move the 
needle to the right enough for those who are on the cusp of talking can say 
something. Not trying to make it a complete democracy of everybody and the fact that 
he has a vote, but there’s that silent sliver of people that I call and there are the gray 
area of doing it. Should I say something? And everybody’s been in that position, the 
meeting when the boss has gone around in a very perfunctory, yeah, but it’s, it’s, it’s 
been perfunctory, but it’s also been anyone have any questions knowing damn well 
you shouldn’t ask a question. 
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Right? And you do or do you want to have any issue with what I said? And you do. 
And I’ve always been the person that meeting, I said, yeah, I have an issue. I don’t 
understand this. And most of the time I’m right. Most of the time, no one else 
understood it. And most of the time the boss has to retract a statement which has 
caused me personal anguish in this company and other companies because it’s not 
seeing us being a team player, I think. I think what we have to do is find a way as you 
go to, to, to open up the aperture for that openness and competence. I talked about 
for those silent few who are right there, who could say something and change the way 
we think and we can see it every day. We do work, we can see it, different programs. 
 
we don’t have a culture in place that rewards people for telling the truth. We have a 
culture in place that rewards people for performance. And I say that as an employee 
at this company, we tell people every day we’re going to rate you for the performance 
or how you act to the behaviors overall, your overall performance. Okay. When I get 
my rating off the cabin and bring it to you and I guarantee you it won’t be high 
because of my overall performance and I’ve lived the behaviors, I lived the behaviors 
friend with the behaviors. So, I’ll be glad I took it. My behaviors are because one of 
the behaviors says be excellent. So that’s always counterintuitive to performance. 
 
Right? I remember I asked him and when you say the excellent that’s used against 
you, like well you did them all well, but you were an excellent look at your 
performance. So, the culture is not conducive to having people speak up and raise 
issues and accept responsibility. And if it was, we’d have more people doing it. But 
you can see in the meetings, people don’t like to have themselves look bad. And I 
think it’s financially motivated. I hate to say it. I think there are a lot of people who in 
their mind worried about the water cooler talk or what the stock market’s doing. I  
 
you’d have to trust the team and they have to trust you. So, it’s a two, two way 
directional thing that, that like all trust takes a long time to build and not much time 
to break. And I think that is really, really fundamental to this whole thing 
 
I mean, the, the words matter, but the behavior matters far more. And I think that in a 
small organization, a family, or a small business, you know, people watch what you 
do and that’s, that pretty much sets the culture, right? It’s good to have the words and 
the actions line up. But I’m a big believer that the actions are far more important. 
People are really good at detecting hypocrisy. And I think that is a big destroyer of 
trust, right? So that says that the words have to match the behavior, but, but between 
the two, the behaviors, the observable behaviors, so they are the really important 
thing. 
 
Putting in a, a formal quality control system does not mean you don’t trust people. 
And the, the communications lines have to remain built on trust. Even as you begin to 
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put in systems that are designed to check and backstop individual in, in the presence 
of very complicated systems and, and optic. It’s just incredibly easy for those systems 
to replace and, and actually erode trust even though they’re intended to, to build on 
it. And I, I’ve become convinced that that’s, that’s one of the real tricks of building a 
scalable organization. And, and I make no real claim that we’ve figured that out, how 
to do that. But I do think that is a fundamental you know, it’s a tension in the system, 
right, that you have to have formal systems, but you also have to make sure that those 
don’t are road trust in the communications in in, in all directions. 
 
leader themselves has to give something of himself to the group to ensure that that, 
you know, you can, yeah, everybody else feels empowered to be able to say 
something. And then that really leads you into the safety side of it. You know, I think 
that’s just crucial. I mean, if you don’t feel that you’re in a safe environment and by 
that I mean, I mean you can, we call it all sorts of stuff that we say space and 
psychologically saying. 
 
There’s lots of different ways to talk about it. But when we, all we’re really saying is 
that are you creating an environment where your team members can be completely 
candid, which clearly is one of Company X’s  behaviors. And personally, I think this 
is the biggest challenge that we face as a company. I think people are still operating 
in fear that if they say this, they say the wrong thing or rather what they perceive, 
what could be the wrong thing that it will affect them in terms of progression and in 
terms of jobs. And I think that we, we still in my opinion have a major issue because 
the other, what happens here is, is that, you know, we’re so large as a company and 
you know, if you look at  a good microcosm. 
 
nobody ever really sticks their hand up and says, we could have done better at that 
and this is how we could have done better. Or if they do the, the suspicion is that 
they’re doing that with such a smaller group of people.  
 
And I think that, you know, you’ve got to let that out of the box if you’re really going 
to truly be able to inspire and inspire people and to, to bring them along with you. 
Because, you know, not providing information is a lack of trust because it’s basically 
them saying that, well look, I can’t trust you with that. 
 
tell ya I have to be really careful between how I show up with Exec #1’s  meetings. 
And I always show up in the Exec #2’s  meetings with completely different styles, 
approaches, and cultures in (different leader’s meetings.) If you say anything bad, 
you’re an outcast. 
 
 
perception over time of what is important to air quote leadership. And it is often, I 
think micro comments or decisions oftentimes taken out of context about what’s really 
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important. As an example, as a vice president, if I call and ask you a question about 
schedule, like, Hey, when’s this going to be done? That leads you to conclude 
probably subliminally that I care about schedule and if I never call you to ask about 
anything other than that, if I never call you to ask you questions about things other 
than that, you would logically conclude that whatever words come out of my mouth 
publicly, the only phone calls you get are about schedule. So, schedule must be the 
most important thing to you. And when you’re talking about courageous decisions 
and putting a voice behind something hard, cost and schedule vise quality or safety, 
there’s natural conflict there. 
 
another part of becoming a senior leader is  figuring out a strategic loss… I get paid 
to make really hard decisions and I make decisions that cost people their jobs, 
hundreds of jobs. And if I think on the national scale, thousands of jobs, making those 
right, courageous decisions for the greater good, everybody who is on the downside 
of that decision doesn’t feel like that was a courageous decision, you know? And so, 
figuring that space out and where are you really doing the greater good is a level of 
courage.  
 
But you’ve got to make some compromises to go along and get along and then really 
hard decisions are what we’re paid for. So, you better be willing to make them. this is 
the hardest one, and this is, you know, the higher you go, there are times when you 
have to be willing to be fired, to stand up for what’s right. 
 
you can’t be politically insane because you do have to, I mean, if you’re believing in 
yourself and putting, you know, the, the general thesis about fi leaders and putting 
voice behind things, you have to be there to have a voice. And so, there is times when 
you have to swallow that down in the instant. And then my test for myself is if I can’t 
sleep that night, I’m going back at it the next day 
 
A core element of servant leadership is that greater good. the thing I like about my 
job, that the greater good is really threefold. I have the customer, who protects us. I 
have shareholders who allow us to do great things. they invested in me so I can do 
that and then then my direct employees and I have to have a good path for them so 
that it can be a little bifurcated. That greater good and the greater good can mean 
different things on different days and when to greater goods come and direct conflict. 
That’s why you get paid to make really hard decisions and making sure you make the 
right really hard decision between those three greater good causes can be really 
hard, which is why we get paid well. 
 
So that listening is really important. And then authenticity. So, I’ve talked about 
really leadership and engaging around leadership is being authentic in yourself, 
which is leveraging your and passions as a leader to play into in your values and 
communicating that openly in bringing that into how you lead your teams. And if you 
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do that, you are bringing your best self to work and you are you are authentic and 
who you are and what you say in your, your words align with your actions, which 
goes to integrity. To me in that authenticity is really important. But that’s, that’s only 
part of it. The second part of it is then recognizing the authenticity in others and to 
recognize the authenticity in others. We need to not put people in the boxes that are of 
our own perceptions and encourage them to be who they are, to demonstrate their 
values and be willing to listen to what may be differing thoughts or opinions or 
perspectives and appreciate them and try to learn from them is so that is the 
connection that I think is missing today. 
I first realized how important it (empowered voice) was maybe five or six years ago 
as when I was leading Company X at the time. And I was up talking about a lot of the 
organizational change and transformation that we needed to drive through. And as I 
was talking through it, I needed to connect with people and to connect with people. I 
realized that they need to know who I am and what I believe, which goes, which is 
derived from my values. And so, I started to talk about my values and why I believe 
what I believe and I in family is one of my values. And so, I started to talk about my 
kids and things that I’ve learned from my kids. And as I did that, I was able to 
connect with increased people and I was able to be increasingly of myself regardless 
of whether I’m at work or home or whatever, I, I started to migrate to, you don’t have 
to be a different person in all aspects of life. 
 
You can be the same person. If you understand what your values are and you live out 
those values in all aspects of life, you, it, you can derive more, you can get more 
energy at work doesn’t become draining because you’re not trying to be a different 
person, you’re just being yourself. So that became really important. And then I 
started to help other leaders find that. So, we did a, in some of the leadership sessions 
we do, we’ll do around the room with frontline leaders on, talk about your values as a 
leader. And then give me an example of a leader that you respect and admire and 
what, what values or traits do they have do around the room a couple times and 
people talk about why and start to explore their, their leadership style and their 
values based leadership approach. And then we talk about now how you apply that as 
a leader in your organization. 
 
when there’s an environment of a lot of stress that we’re in, a lot of change, the 
defensiveness increases. So, the framing of the question and coming at it with 
curiosity versus accusation. 
 
The voices are there but they’re not empowered. And the reason they’re not 
empowered is because there’s, there’s real concern about their future likely 
[inaudible] with how vocal they can be. 
 
let’s go back to the core issue amongst the employees, the ability to collaborate. I 
think I think one of the reasons why employees feel like there’s so much friction and, 
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and the highlight, this is their number one issue is because either leaders haven’t 
given them sanctuary or leaders haven’t set the guidelines for what they expect and 
how to do it. And I think the answer to part two of your question is that there were 
assumptions made at the leadership level about what was going to happen and they 
turn their attention elsewhere. So, the internal pieces to the engine are not lined up 
and synchronized. And as a result, it’s only a matter of time before it plays out in 
front of the customer. 
 
I wasn’t going to let them worry about it. I just told them don’t presume wisdom with 
appointment to this position. Okay. So, I’m going to disarm this issue and I’m going 
to help them feel comfortable. And, and so my measure is how actively they’re 
engaged in conversations and, and so my, my real measure of success is not listening 
to myself, but listening to what they have to say and then selectively using the topics 
that they are briefing or describing or being concerned about as a, as an instructive 
opportunity to sort of lay out my but to establish a way of communicating. This is 
hugely important.  
 
So, I was never in my career worried about the loud one. I was always worried about 
the quiet. Yeah. Because I never knew how that person was thinking. But the, the 
management role I think in the leader for me is to, is to make sure those people feel 
empowered and that their voice is openly asked for at the team. So, if someone’s not 
gonna come up and speak, then I’m going to go to them and I want to hear what’s on 
the front. I want to give them an opportunity to, to express whatever. 
 
 
TEAM GVV 
because it’s (GVV) a powerful tool in a lot of areas. So, we can use, you know, GVV 
is you know, a super powerful, multifunctional tool that can be used to address a lot 
of different issues. I am sure we could use it to address quality issues, safety issues, 
diversity, inclusion issues, ethics issues, leadership issues, culture issues shareholder 
issues, you know, all kinds of communications issues. 
 
maybe in your research we will get more done by investing more significant time in a 
smaller number of teams and using them as proof points. If we pick them strategically 
then we will broadly be hitting a large number of teams and I don’t know what, what 
the right number is versus the bigger number, right? broadly hitting a large number 
of teams and I don’t know what, what the right number is versus the bigger number, 
right? 
 
Having that dialogue with Mary  (Gentile) was really helpful to just start, cause I 
hadn’t read the book when I went to the training session. So, having a real live living 
and breathing person there with all of the insights that we were able to have was 
really helpful to be able to jump in the deep end and see how it was being applied in 
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other ways. I thought that was really helpful. It was like getting a cheat sheet and 
living version academia world was using it was different than the way our application 
was. So that was one thing that I noticed real, real early on was there the practicality 
of using it from a teaching perspective and ours wanting to take it more on a teach 
but that learn and do types of things so you can teach how to do and then teach 
people how to, how to train it or ours was learning it and having people go do it in 
the, in the workplace. So, ours was in that application aspect to it and which I kind of 
see as the challenge going forward because of our world being everything from 
factory floor up to board room, the application and usage of this does need a, a, I 
think its widely modification technique or method to it. You know, as an example, it 
was great to be able to have the sessions y’all had in the pilot over several weeks for 
a period of an hour plus each time. 
 
if the right way, at the right time, that type of thing. I definitely think it, it’s something 
we can add to our tool chest. Just the effort to share that out the right place, right 
time, right way. Some of the other things that I think having the, that the pilots with 
people that were very desirous in wanting to learn, it was very helpful to get it 
started. You know, getting momentum gained from a smaller sub site versus don’t bite 
off too much in the beginning. Yeah. But I think that most of us I know you and 
Felicia  because of leading the, the effort, you’re in the weeds, you know, kind of what 
worked, what didn’t. the lesson learned now is we go from our small group of was 
four, now three, cause Jane’s  pretty much out of the picture. 
 
, how do we take that to the next step to having that next layer of, of business partners 
knowledgeable about it and adding it to their tool chest to be able to be the, the that, 
you know, it takes one person to kind of ignite the flame in a group, you know, and 
then, and then share it out. Because some of this I don’t think will resonate with 
everybody. And it doesn’t work for all situations. You know, it will, it will resonate 
with them. It will, it won’t with others, you know, so I can already see some people 
say, I just want to have help figuring out what I want to do. I don’t want to script out 
what I’m going to say. I just want to know, you know, who w who helped me, who do 
to, who I need to talk to and what are some of my options. 
 
So, did that take GVV and become, okay, I understand you want to voice your 
opinion. Do we just want to talk through some of your possible options? So I know 
you’re, you’re taking the concept of the whole thing and just using parts of it, you 
know, let’s, let’s, let’s take a step back and you don’t want a script if I don’t want a 
script, well let’s just go through what are some of your examples of what were, could 
you go, what are some of your thoughts about going to your manager or going to 
ethics or I want to go to my manager. Okay, I want to go to mentor, but what do I 
say? Okay. You know, do I want to get this, you know, that type of thing. So, I kind of 
see it being, and in that capacity and some of those tools,  
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Let me think. From our small team, not with the pilots themselves, but from our small 
team. Yeah, I really didn’t see a whole lot of, of negatives with it. It had the unique 
ness of, of you personally knew Mary, which was very helpful. That got us a lot of 
extra face time. So that was very helpful. I would probably say the, I liked the way we 
kept it short. 
 
I, from, from watching you and Felicia  go through the detail because you each had 
a, a premise and kind of operated it on the same basis, but you know, ever so slightly 
different, you know, for your business that you were supporting. I thought y’all did 
very well together. Jane  and I were more kind of the cursory view outside watching 
in. I thought y’all work together well through the challenges. I noticed that there was 
a little tension here and there at times, but it makes sense because you’re trying to get 
things washed out as, as they were being created. They weren’t existing materials or 
what are we doing? And it’s kind of, we kind of bumbled I think over each other as 
we, as we get going, which every team will. And like, like even yesterday, you know, 
when we were trying to figure out, you know, what are next steps, what is the time 
element, what are we asking for? What is, what is the next step for this, this effort 
look like, you know, that type of thing. So, it’s just, it’s, we’re still kind of figuring it 
out as we go. And I think it’s just the, we were, we’d been kind to each other every 
once in a while when it’s got a little tense. I think we were, we realized it and 
acknowledged it and I, and I thought we worked well together. 
 
Well, the, the added, I think the challenge for you, Colleen, and this, and I thought a 
couple times is this one had a personal aspect to you as well. So, you had a personal 
interest as well to it. And every once in a while that would kind of come out and, and I 
think going forward once that resolved itself it, and I think that adds a little pressure 
to you too because you knew not just from a business of having this as a tool that we 
could use, you also knew that this was something very important to me personally, 
that I’m also working on. So, there was that added, I want this to be good. I want it to 
be right. I want this to be, you know, you have that and, and just, and it just, that 
perception every once in a while that kind of came out and, but I think you were good 
to catch it and, and then, you know, you, you’d recognize we would take a step back 
because your overall, your desire to work together and to be teaming and to be that 
collaborative person that you are one out that just every once in a lot, I think it was 
an added pressure that kind of bubbled to the surface. 
 
But you, you did a good job at getting it back at Bay and give yourself a break 
because that’s tough. You’re, you’re working these concurrently, so cut yourself some 
Slack. 
It was, it was, it was earlier on. And like I said, it just come up a couple times that I 
kind of noted it and then I just in my brain immediately went to, it’s just that added 
dimension to it, you know, type of thing. It was, we were, it was during the set-up of 
how we were going to execute it out and report out and it was just the town or the 
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how we were going to do it, but we’ve got to get it. It was just, and like I, it’s, it was 
at the beat when we were, how we were good in structuring the outline to it. And then 
there was a second time Oh, it’s been awhile now. Like I said, I, you rolled with it. 
 
well, I think overall I’ll tell you what I noticed. They think going forward, if I had 
really had an issue, I would have called you on it privately, but it wasn’t anything 
that really bubbled up, I will think harder, especially around what it was. But it was 
just something when they happen, I was just thinking, Oh yeah, I just, because this is 
so important to her and, and I just kind of rationalized and just kept right on going. 
between you and Felicia  as how you wanted to approach it. And I took it just as a 
trying to drive to get it, it, and it could’ve just been simply, you know, it was 
something new. 
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Appendix E: Projected Screen in Workshop 
Conference Room 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Speaker	Screen	Site	I	
	

	(Southwest	or	Midwest	or	
Northwest	

Screen	Site	
II	

Screen	Site	
III	



212 
 

Appendix F: Approximate Facsimile of 
Workshop Conference Room 

 
 

 
  

Author’s Seat 
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Appendix G: Cohort One Photo, Day One 
Workshop 

 
Foreground is in Southwest. Northwest is upper left; Midwest is upper right. 
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Appendix H: Author and Executive Sponsor 
Celebrating Success 
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Appendix I: Company X Overview 
Industry: Aerospace 
 
Presence: 150 countries with a wide range of subsidiaries 
 
Employee Population: 161,000 with a target of 130,000 by 2021 
 
Products and Services:  
Technology, products, and tailored services include: 
Commercial and military aircraft,  
Satellites,  
Defense systems,  
Launch systems,  
Advanced information and communication systems,  
Performance-based logistics and training. 
 
Customers:  
Major airlines,  
United States and International Governments,  
Business Jets, 
Non-commercial pilots 
 
Financial conditions:  
Negative cash flow 
Revenues down ~ 30% since 2019 
Commercial Orders down ~ 78% since 2018 
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Appendix J: Giving Voice to Values Facilitator 
Handbook 		

Excerpts from the facilitator guide which was created to enable an effective training 
and implementation tool for enterprise-wide deployment of GVV. Presentation 
materials and the on-line community posts are not included. A Facilitator Guide to 
hosting Giving Voice to Values (GVV) Engagements. 
EA Handbook  
Giving Voice to Values  
Table of Contents 
Part 1:  Facilitator Guide  
Introduction 
Giving Voice to Values Content 
Pre Workshop   
Workshop  
Supplemental Exercises  
1:1 Coaching Sessions  Program Conclusion  
Part II: SUBSIDIARY Pilot  
Part III. OPERATIONS Pilot  
Appendix  
Exhibit I:    A New Approach to Values Based Leadership  
Exhibit 2:   Personal Professional Profile  
Exhibit 3:   GVV Workshop Slides  
Exhibit 4:   A Tale of Two Stories  
Exhibit 5:   The Client Who Fell Through the Cracks  
Exhibit 6:   Strategy and Action Plan Worksheet (GVV One-Pager) 
Exhibit 7:   Guidelines for Peer Coaching  
Exhibit 8:   Reasons and Rationalizations: An Exercise  
Exhibit 9:   Sample GVV Case: Better Wrong than Right  
Exhibit 10: Sample Company X Case: Stand Your Full Height  
Exhibit 11: Sample Company X Quick Scenarios for Tier Meeting   
Exhibit 12: Sample Company X Case: Too Much Red Tape  
Exhibit 13: Self-Reflection Exercise 
Exhibit 14: Cohort Introduction Email  
Exhibit 15: Cohort- Peer to Peer Exercise InSite  
Exhibit 16: Cohort- 1:1 Coaching Session Notes  
Exhibit 17: Cohort- Revisiting a Tale of Two Stories InSite 
Exhibit 18: 1:1 Coaching Session Notes  
Exhibit 19: Cohort Weekly Tag Up Slides  
Exhibit 20: Cohort InSite Discussion Page  
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Exhibit 21: Cohort 1:1 Interview Example Transcript  
Exhibit 22: GVV Pilot Icon  
 
Part I: Facilitator Guide  
A. Introduction 
Welcome to Giving Voice to Values (GVV). This material was inspired by “Giving 
Voice to Values” (GVV), which is a training methodology for teaching Business 
Ethics, developed by Dr. Mary Gentile, a former Harvard Business School faculty 
member and current Professor of Practice at the University of Virginia-Darden 
School of Business. GVV is designed to enable employees to enact and voice their 
values in the same way that they would solve any business problem. This handbook 
contains a hybrid of the original GVV materials published by Darden Business 
Publishing at the University of Virginia and original materials created by Company X 
Culture Advisors to customize cases for Company X employees. GVV is a continual 
learning experience and the portfolio of scenarios will continue to grow as more 
Culture Advisors are trained and contribute to the material.   
This handbook serves as a guide to Culture Advisors as they seek to structure their 
engagements yet is not intended to be a “one size fits all” approach. These 
recommendations are based on lessons learned from the GVV pilot engagements 
which took place in both Company X Subsidiary and Company X Business Unit over 
the course of a six week period. Full details of these engagements can be found in 
Part II and Part III of this handbook. However, the engagement structures are 
completely customizable. Culture Advisors will succeed by taking great care to think 
strategically about how to best structure their engagements to meet the needs of their 
target audience.   
 
Certification  
Culture Advisors can obtain the Giving Voice to Values certification through 
Coursera’s “Ethical Leadership through Giving Voice to Values“ online course. The 
cost of the course is $70 and takes approximately 11 hours to complete over the 
course of four weeks.   
 
Access & Copyright  
Culture Advisors are required to create an account through Darden Business 
Publishing in order to have access to the full portfolio of GVV materials and case 
studies for reference. In the Giving Voice to Values Folder on the Culture 
Organization’s  SharePoint site you will find the “Giving Voice to Values: Annotated 
Table of Contents” document which serves as a table of contents for what resources 
are available on the Darden Publishing website.     
There are copyright notes on the sides of the pages of the GVV materials in this 
handbook which indicate that the material is only intended for the use of the Culture 
Advisor who downloaded the material. If you will be using an original GVV exercise 
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in your engagement (s), it is important to re-download the PDF from your own 
account prior to usage.   
In order to comply with Darden Business Publishing’s copyright protections, Culture 
Advisors may not alter the content of the original GVV materials without first 
obtaining permission from Darden. If there is a GVV resource that you would like to 
alter, please contact Culture Advisor Felicia or Culture Advisor Colleen.  
 
B. Giving Voice to Values Content 
Giving Voice to Values aims to teach people how to effectively voice their concerns 
and normalize tough discussions surrounding safety, quality, and integrity as well as 
all of our Enduring Values through hands-on exercises and case scenarios.  
GVV is not intended to replace or discourage the formal reporting of misconduct or 
potentially significant allegations. The intent of GVV training is to empower 
employees to take proactive action on concerns before the behavior escalates into a 
more serious policy/procedure violation. For example, techniques learned in GVV 
may be used when an employee witnesses a behavior that they do not feel is in line 
with the Company X Behaviors or Enduring Values but the action does not meet the 
threshold for investigation.  
Here are some key distinctions between this methodology and more traditional ways 
Business Ethics is taught at universities.  
Traditional Methods 	 Giving Voice to Values 	
“What is the right thing to do?” 
(awareness & analysis) 	

“Once I know the right thing to do, 
how do I get it done?” (action and 
empowerment) 	

Assumes ethics dilemmas are 
separate from our normal day jobs 
and rare occurrences 	

Assumes values-based conflicts are 
a normal part of business 	

Third person case scenario analysis 	 First person case scenario role play 	

It’s easy to effectively act on our 
values, you don’t need to practice it 	

Effectively acting on our values is a 
leadership skill which can be 
improved 	
through practice 	

 
Variations from Giving Voice to Values Framework  
As noted in the introduction section, GVV Action builds upon foundational elements 
of the GVV curriculum but reframes the 7 GVV pillars (values, purpose, choice, self-
knowledge, normalization, voice and reasons and rationalizations) into three key 
steps:  
 
Own the Enduring Values 
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Participant’s complete exercises that have them reflect on their personal values and 
career purpose and how they relate to the Company X Enduring Values. They will 
also reflect on their own strengths and styles and learn how to leverage these to be 
effective in taking action.   
Develop Your Strategy 
Participants are taught tactics and strategies for how to build an effective script for 
speaking or acting on their values. They learn how to identify their objective, choose 
what levers (tactics) they will use and anticipate any pushback they might receive 
when voicing their concern. Participants are given hypothetical case scenarios and are 
asked to place themselves in the shoes of the protagonist and write out a script for 
how they would respond in the first person.  
Take Action 
Participants practice reading their scripts out loud to a peer to receive feedback. The 
peers provide coaching to each other on how the scripts could be enhanced. This will 
demonstrate the variety of responses that can be generated from the same dilemma 
and open up a dialogue on which strategies may be most effective for accomplishing 
the objective. Rehearsal and practice will help to build an ethical muscle memory that 
will help participants feel more competent and empowered in moments where they 
experience values conflicts.   
Structuring Your Engagements  
Participants will to get the most out of GVV either through multiple short 
engagements over the course of three to six weeks or through a one-day workshop. 
However, the benefit of the GVV approach is that participants can still get value out 
of participating in select GVV exercises, even when there may not be time or 
availability to conduct a fully immersive program. Culture Advisors have the 
discretion to structure the length and number of engagements as they see fit, in 
collaboration with their business partner.   
Pre-Workshop  
There are two options for surveys to help set the stage prior to the GVV introductory 
workshop. It is recommended that prior to sending out these survey’s, EA has the 
opportunity to do an in person or video introduction to the participants giving them a 
general overview of the program and intent behind the exercises.   
A New Approach to Values Based Leadership (Exhibit 1) is a Giving Voice to Values 
Survey which can be used to surface participant’s assumptions about values conflicts 
in the workplace prior to the workshop. You can then reference  
 
some of these questions during your workshop or revisit them later in your program.   
Personal Professional Profile (Exhibit 2)- This questionnaire asks participants to 
reflect on a set of self-assessment questions related to their personal and professional 
values which will position them for thoughtful participation throughout the workshop.  
To ensure effective engagement, participants are required to bring their responses 
with them to the GVV workshop. An alternative option is to complete the Personal 
Professional Profile during the GVV Introductory Workshop  
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GVV Introductory Workshop  
The workshop is an essential core element to conducting an GVV program. It 
introduces the GVV framework and enables participants to engage in various 
exercises to illustrate the principles. The workshop is not a lecture. The facilitator 
should introduce the concepts and facilitate dialogue but leave as much time as 
possible for exercises and participant discussion. Printed copies of the exercises and 
worksheets are necessary for the workshop and the EA should bring hard copies or 
notify virtual participants to bring copies to the session.   
The slides for the GVV Workshop are included in the appendix section of this 
handbook (Exhibit 3). The notes associated with each slide describe the exercises 
which accompany the slide.   
A full workshop will take approximately 2 hours. However, the workshop is 
customizable and EA’s have the discretion to focus on exercises they believe will 
most resonate with their target audience. The material is divided into three parts and 
the workshop can be delivered in smaller segments.  
Workshop Exercises:  
A Tale of Two Stories (Exhibit 4)- This is a key foundational exercise for GVV which 
asks participants to write about a time where they did and a time where they did not 
act on their values and identify the disablers and enablers which affected them. At 
this stage, some participants may indicate that they have not experienced any values 
based conflicts. Encourage them to think broadly about these questions and remind 
them that they can also write about experiences in their personal life. Indicating that 
participants will not be asked to share their responses with the group may encourage 
them to be more transparent in their responses. This exercise should be revisited at 
the end of the GVV program so that participants are able to see how their 
perspectives may have changed.   
The Client Who Fell Through the Cracks (Exhibit 5) and The Diversity Consultant 
(part of GVV video series)- This is an example of a case scenario which can be used 
in the workshop format. Please see “Case Scenario Options” in the following section 
for alternative cases to choose from. There is a video which  accompanies this case 
scenario. This particular scenario may work best with managers or employees who 
work in a finance related field. After watching the video, participants should be put in 
groups of 2 or 3 and asked to complete the script worksheet. Remind participants to 
write their script in the first person. If time allows, have one person from each group 
read their script out loud. This exercise will demonstrate the various approaches 
people can take to accomplish the objective.   
Strategy and Action Plan Worksheet (Exhibit 6)- This one pager would be given out 
to participants at the conclusion of the workshop as a take away summarizing the key 
steps of GVV. Another option would be to create a standalone one-pager or business 
cards which covers this content in an easy to remember format.   
 
Supplemental Materials  
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Following the GVV workshop there are a variety of additional exercises that can be 
used to further enhance the participants learning.  
Peer-to-Peer Case Exercise: Assign a case for your participants to read and write a 
script for on their own. Then pair them up in groups of 2 and have them meet with 
their colleague on their own time, share their scripts with each other and provide each 
other feedback. When assigning the case, EA should also distribute Guidelines for 
Peer Coaching (Exhibit 7) which will help guide participants as they provide each 
other feedback. . Following the meeting, participants should revise their individual 
scripts or create a group script and post it to the group’s private Insite page (if one 
was created), SharePoint site or even reply all to a group email chain. Alternatively, 
facilitator could schedule a WebEx where participants can share their scripts with the 
group. This exercise will again demonstrate the variation of different strategies which 
can be used to be effective.   
How to Select a Case: Case selection is key to running a successful GVV program. 
There is a library of over 60 GVV cases from Darden Business Publishing to choose 
from. Facilitators can view a summary of all the GVV cases which are available to 
download in the “GVV Annotated Table of Contents” which is located in the GVV 
folder on the Culture Organization’s SharePoint site. Alternatively, facilitators can 
choose to write their own case based on the specific business environment for your 
target audience. Appropriate permissions should be obtained if the facilitator would 
like to write a case based off of an actual Company X case that Ethics has 
investigated. Below are some additional examples of cases.  
Reasons and Rationalizations (Exhibit 8)- This exercise includes two short cases, one 
related to sales management and the other related to quality management  
 
Giving Voice to Values  
Better Wrong Than Right? Delivering the “Bad” Market Research News (Exhibit 9)- 
In this case a high tech product marketing manager pressures research team to change 
results in order to appease the senior vice president.  
Stand Your Full Height (Company X case) (Exhibit 10)- Deals with pressure to show 
“green” rather than “red” on a chart and how to respond feeling belittled in front of 
peers.  
Quick Scenarios for Tier Meetings Series (Exhibit 11)- These four quick scenarios 
were developed for a factory floor setting with a manufacturing audience. “Escalating 
Tensions” deals with a team lead being disrespectful to an employee, “An Incomplete 
Welcome” deals with observing a new employee being directed to start work without 
appropriate training, “Flex-Time Favorite” deals with unfair treatment in regard to 
flex time and “Sidetracked” deals with observing a colleague streaming basketball 
games on their phone while working.  
Too Much Red Tape (Company X Case) (Exhibit 12)- This case deals with pressure to 
skip test steps to make schedule after a manager tells employees to “do whatever it 
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takes to get the job done.” Can be used in GVV workshop with Operations 
employees.  
1:1 Coaching Sessions- Meeting one on one with the participants allows the 
facilitator to provide coaching in a private setting. Thirty minutes is recommended 
but it is feasible to do a 15 minute check in. Some suggested questions are: How 
would you explain the concept of GVV? How does it resonate with your day to day? 
Facilitators can also ask for participant feedback on the GVV exercises they have 
completed.   
Self-Reflection Exercise (Exhibit 13)- This exercise is best when paired with 
revisiting a “Tale of Two Stories” from the GVV workshop and should be used at the 
end of your program. The intent is to have participants identify how they could use 
some of these techniques to address problems they are currently facing or have 
recently faced. To protect confidentiality, in discussions facilitators can ask 
participants to only share the enablers or disablers from the Tale of Two Stories 
exercise.  
 
Program Conclusion  
Facilitators should conclude their program in a way that best meets the needs of their 
business partner. Facilitators may choose to recap all the exercises, highlight key 
lessons from each and ask for participants to share their feedback and thoughts on the 
overall content. It is most important to focus on how the participants can use these 
skills in the future and to encourage participants to reach back out to the facilitator to 
share any experiences (good or bad) in using these techniques.   
 
Part II: SUBSIDIARY Pilot  
Target Audience Selection  
The SUBSIDIARY pilot consisted of two cohort groups from a subsidiary located in 
the mid-Atlantic region. One cohort was comprised of 11 first and second  level 
managers from various functions (Quality, Engineering, IT, Program Management) 
and the second cohort was comprised of 13 non-management operations employees. 
These cohorts were selected because they are representative of two key focus areas 
(first level managers and operations employees) and as such the material used is 
scalable for the division. This subsidiary was chosen to include a subsidiary in the 
pilot and because leadership has been encouraging of culture engagements.   
Both cohorts were facilitated at the same time over a period of six weeks from early 
August 2019 through the end of September 2019. The total time for the engagements 
over the course of six weeks was approximately three hours. The groups were 
separate from each other and different exercises were used.   
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SUBSIDIARY Manager Cohort – Engagement Schedule  
Below is the engagement schedule for the SUBSIDIARY Manager cohort:  

Week 	 Activity 	 Materials 	 Time 	
Pre-
Pilot 	

3 Question Survey 
(Multiple 	
Choice) 	

Significant Engagement Pre 
Survey 	

5 min- 
Sent via 
email 	

Week 
1 	

Welcome to GVV! 	 Workshop Presentation Slides 	
Exercise:  A Tale of Two 
Stories* 	
Exercise: Personal Professional 
Profile* (#’s 7-18) 	
Exercise: The Diversity 
Consultant 	
Video Series* 	
Exercise: (GVV) The Client Who 
Fell 	
Through the Cracks Video 
Series* 	

1 Hr. (in 
person) 	

Week 
2 & 3 	

Pair peer to peer case 
exercise 	
Posted to Insite Group 	
Discussion Page  	

Exercise: Better Wrong then 
Right* 	

 ~45 min, 
on your 
own time 	

Week 
4 	

1:1 Interview/Check In 
with 	
Culture Advisor 	
Discuss peer case 
exercise 	
& individual feedback 	

N/A 	 30 Min (in 
person or 
via 
phone) 	

Week 
5 	

Self-Reflection Exercise 	
Posted to Insite Group 	
Discussion Page 	

Exercise: Revisiting a Tale of 
Two 	
Stories* 	
Exercise: Anticipating Values 
Based Conflicts 	

~15-20 
min on 
your own 
time 	

Week 
6 	

Pilot Conclusion Group 	
Feedback Session 	
In person wrap up 
session with full group 	

Pilot Wrap Up Presentation 
Slides 	

30 min (in 
person) 	

Post 	
Pilot 	

5 Question (multiple 
choice 	
& free form) 	

Significant Engagement Survey 
plus GVV specific question 	

5 min- 
sent via 
email 	

	 	 Total Time 	 ~3.5 Hrs. 	
Copies of the responses for the following exercises can be found in the Appendix:  
Exhibit 14: Introductory email to participants 
Exhibit 15: Copies of participant’s scripts posted to the group Insite page.  
Exhibit 16: Transcripts from the 30 minute 1:1 coaching sessions  
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Exhibit 17: Copies of participant’s responses to revisiting a Tale of Two  
Stories posted to internal electronic community. 
 
Significant Engagement Survey Results  
On the post survey for the GVV pilot, a question was added to assess if participants 
found that the GVV training helped them to voice their values.  

	

Q1: I Trust 
My 
Manager  	

Q2: I can 
report 
unethical 
practices 
without 
fear of 
retaliation 	

Q3: Where 
I work we 
deal with 
and 
discuss 
risks 
openly 	

Q4: GVV 
is a 
useful 
tool in 
helping 
me voice 
my 
values 	

Pre-
Survey 	

Proprietary	 Proprietary	 Proprietary	 N/A 	

Post- 
Survey 	

Proprietary	 Proprietary	 Proprietary	 3.9 
(agree) 	

Net 
Change 	

Proprietary	 Proprietary	 Proprietary	 N/A 	

 
Open Comments  
“It was helpful to have dialogue about ethics, peer perspectives, and methods for 
having discussion.”   
“As a manager, I found the class very helpful. I believe it has equipped me with a 
basic language and framework to discuss ethics with my team members that I did not 
have before.”   
“To be honest, I was very skeptical going into this class on the first day (time limits ... 
etc.). Culture Advisor was very good instructor and made the pilot class enjoyable 
and interesting. Learned a few new techniques for future scenarios and situations.”   
“Most of the GVV concepts are not new to me and I have learned them over the years 
of dealing with people. I would say though that it is good to be reminded to use the 
proper tools in each situation. I would say that this would be especially useful for 
someone who in new to the workforce.” No value added for an experienced Manager.  
Lessons Learned  
During the workshop, be sure to be very clear about the take always are for 
participants 
Having one on one sessions is essential to the process, I feel that was where people 
really started making a connection with how the material relates to their day to day. 
Participants really enjoyed the peer to peer exercise and said they could directly relate 
to the scenario described in the case. 
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SUBSIDIARY Operations Cohort- Engagement Schedule  
Below is the engagement schedule for the SUBSIDIARY Operations cohort: 
Transcripts for the 1:1 coaching sessions can be viewed in Exhibit 18.  

Week 	 Activity 	 Materials 	 Time 	
Pre-
Pilot 	

3 Question Survey 
(multiple choice) 	

-Significant Engagement 
Survey;	
- Introductory Slides	

5 min – 
sent via 
email 	

Week 1 	 Welcome to GVV!  	
In person introductory 
training session 	

Workshop Presentations 
Slides 	
Exercise: The Diversity 
Consultant 	
Video Series* 	
Exercise:  A Tale of Two 
Stories* 	
Exercise: Personal 
Professional 	
Profile* (#’s 7-18) 	

30 min 	

Week 2 	 Case Exercise 	 Exercise: “Too Much Red 
Tape” 	

30 min 	

Week 3 	 Quick Scenario 1 	 “An Incomplete Welcome” 	 Thursday 	
Tier 	
Meeting 
(5-	
10 min) 	

Week 4 	 Quick Scenario 2 	 “Sidetracked” 	 Thursday 	
Tier 	
Meeting 
(5-	
10 min) 	

Week 6 	 Group Feedback 
Session & Quick 
Scenario 4 	

“Escalating Tensions” 	 30 min 	

Post 	
Pilot 	

3 Question Post Pilot 
Survey 	
(multiple choice) 	

	 5 min- sent 
via email 	

	 	 Total Time 	 ~3 Hrs. 	
 
Significant Engagement Survey Results  
On the post survey for the GVV pilot, a fourth question was added to assess if 
participants found that the GVV training helped them to voice their values.  
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	 Q1: I Trust 
My Manager  	

Q2: I can 
report 
unethical 
practices 
without fear 
of retaliation 	

Q3: Where I 
work we 
deal with 
and discuss 
risks 
openly 	

Q4: GVV 
is a useful 
tool in 
helping 
me voice 
my values 	

 
Pre-
Survey 	

Proprietary	 Proprietary	 Proprietary	 N/A 	

Post- 
Survey 	

Proprietary	 Proprietary	 Proprietary	 4.14 
(agree) 	

Net 
Change 	

Proprietary	 Proprietary	 Proprietary	 N/A 	

Open Comments  
It was a pleasant experience and our Culture Advisor was great! A very useful tool to 
a better work environment and culture. 
It’s all good 
I disagree with my managers policy on repairs. Our products are often mission critical 
devices. As such they require through checks before a return to service. Manager 
wants us to “Fix what customer squawks.” Prob is some fails are masked by others. 
Some are subtle and degrade performance. Also, manager shouldn’t approve changes 
in procedures. He’ll listen to me, but won’t change. I have more repair business 
experience. I guess it’s his mistake to make. 
Lessons Learned  
Try to avoid too much lecture. This group resonated the most with actually doing the 
case scenarios and enjoyed doing the exercises in their tier meetings. 
The Diversity Consultant case in the video series resonated well with this group. They 
brought the case back up in the final session as a highlight. 
Since most of the employees don’t check their computers or emails on a daily basis, 
leveraging the team leads and managers to help coordinate sessions and remind 
participants about the survey was very helpful. 
 
Part III: OPERATIONS Pilot  
Target Audience Selection  
The OPERATIONS pilot cohort was comprised of 25 employees (the numbers varied 
between 20-30 at any given time) from  Operations who were a mix of Executive, 
senior managers and individual contributors. This group was selected because they 
had just gone through a reorganization and leadership were working to rebrand the 
culture of the team. Additionally, this group had recently been through Ethical Fading 
training which provided a good foundation for some GVV concepts.   
Engagement Schedule  
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Week 	 Activity 	 Materials 	 Time 	
Pre-
Pilot 	

3 Question Survey 
(Likert) 	

Significant Engagement Survey; 	 5 min – 
sent via 
email 	

Week 1 	 Intro & Pre-Survey 	 Significant Engagement Survey 
and Introduction slides 	

~5 min 	

Week 2 	 Workshop 	 Workshop Presentations Slides 	
Exercise: The Diversity 
Consultant 	
Video Series* 	

90 min 	

Week 3 	 Recap of Workshop 
(what worked/what 
didn’t) 	
Process moving forward 
and 	
Peer to Peer Case 
Exercise 	

A Tale of Two Stories 	 Homework 	
30 min 
Group 
Meeting: 	
30 min 	

Week 4 	 Peer to Peer Case 
Exercise Posted to 
InSite 	

Reasons & Rationalizations 	 Homework 	
30 min 
Group 
Meeting: 	
60 min 	

Week 5 	 Peer to Peer Case 
Exercise Posted to 
InSite  	

Stand Your Own Full Height 	 Homework 	
30 min 
Group 
Meeting: 	
60 min 	

Week 6 	 Peer to Peer Case 
Exercise 	
(Make-up session)  	
Pilot Conclusion 	

Stand Your Own Full Height 	 Homework 	
30 min 
Group 
Meeting: 	
60 min 	

Week 
6+ 	

1:1 Participant 
Interviews 	

	 30 min per 
interview 	

Post 	
Pilot 	

3 Question Post Pilot 
Survey 	
(multiple choice) 	

	 5 min- 
sent via 
email 	

	 	 Total Time 	 ~7.5 Hrs. 	
Copies of the responses for the following exercises can be found in the 
Appendix:  
 
Exhibit 19: Slides from the group WebEx meetings from week 3-5  
Exhibit 20: Participants InSite responses to case exercises from weeks 3-6  
Exhibit 21: Example transcript from 1:1 interview  
Significant Survey Results  
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	 Q1: I Trust 
My 
Manager  	

Q2: I can 
report 
unethical 
practices 
without 
fear of 
retaliation 	

Q3: Where 
I work we 
deal with 
and 
discuss 
risks 
openly 	

Q4: GVV 
is a 
useful 
tool in 
helping 
me voice 
my 
values 	

Pre-
Survey 	

Proprietary 	 Proprietary	 Proprietary	 N/A 	

Post- 
Survey 	

Proprietary 	 Proprietary 	 Proprietary 	 4.1 
(agree) 	

Net 
Change 	

Proprietary 	 Proprietary 	 Proprietary 	 N/A 	

 
Lessons Learned  
Always start on time (within 2 minutes of the appointed hour) and end on time. Set 
the timer for each team’s outbrief. 
I knew that not all participants completed the pre-work assignment, so I reviewed the 
material (+/- 15 minutes) to kick off the workshop. I never did that again, and 
assumed full compliance. 
Have business partner help with coordination (i.e. WebEx management). 
The post workshop Week One session had WebEx issues. 
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Giving Voice to Values- Pilot  

Strategy & Action Plan 
SELF-CHECK 
☐	I have a clear, written objective. 
☐	My assumptions are based in fact. 
USE YOUR LEVERS1 
☐	Play to your own strengths and style 
Reflect on moments in your career where you have been effective in raising a 
concern. What strategies did you use to be effective? Is there anything you would 
have done differently?  
☐	Align your point of view with purpose and shared values 
How do you define your overall personal purpose for your career? How does it 
connect with the Company X Behaviors? How does your objective support the 
Enduring Values?  
☐	Consider long-term vs. short-term goals 
During times of high pressure or stress, it can be easy to only focus on short-term 
goals.  Explain how achieving your objective helps to accomplish both short and 
long-term goals or helps to avoid unnecessary risk.  
☐	Be strategic about your mentors and allies 
Who is in your network that knows your strengths and can help you build a strategy 
around them? Who knows the organization well and can advise you on what 
strategies might work in your specific environment? Who is someone you trust and is 
a good listener?  
☐	Pay attention to the form and substance of your conversation 
Where and how (phone, in person, etc.) would it be most impactful to have this 
conversation? Should you let the other party know what topic you would like to 
discuss ahead of time? Do you have any solutions you can recommend to help solve 
the problem?  
☐	Be aware of your emotions 
Be aware of how your emotions might affect your overall impact. How do you want to 
come across to the other party? What kind of communication style is preferred?   
☐	Anticipate pushback 
Place yourself in the other party’s shoes. Think through how they may react and what 
justifications or arguments they may raise. Prepare for how you will respond. 3. 
WRITE IT DOWN & PRACTICE� I have written out a script, practiced it out 
loud, and feel confident in my action plan. 
  

                                                
1	Giving	Voice	to	Values	(2010),	Mary	Gentile.		
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Exhibit 10 
(Return) 
GVV & Voicing Your Value  
Developed for  Business Operations  
Case 1: “Stand Your Full Height”  
Scenario:   
A business operations professional, Hayes, is part of a leadership team (LT), nick 
named “Rainmakers” for its consistent high performance.  This year the pressure is 
unprecedented. Customer commitments are not being met for a host of reasons, and 
the revenue and margin targets are at an unprecedented level. As the year progresses, 
the pressure is escalating and tensions are mounting.   
Every quarter, the Senior VP presents to the Sally, the CEO, to apprise her of the state 
of the business, with quarterly and year end forecasts. Sally is demanding, with little 
tolerance for commitments “moving to the right” and no tolerance for a missed 
commitment. Preparing for these sessions are full time and are dreaded.    
The LT, including finance and bus ops, was assembled for the final dress rehearsal. 
Hayes had been very concerned during the preparation period. Almost every “red” 
metric had been morphed into either yellow or green over the course of the 
preparation period. While there wasn’t outright wrong doing, the numbers that 
supported the positive story, were not the ones that told the whole story. In addition, 
Hayes had some recommendations for how to position some of the tougher situations 
that would satisfy the Company X Value of integrity and the Behaviors of candor, 
honesty and listening, but was uncertain about how to engage in the conversation.  
At one point, Hayes was convinced that speaking up would benefit the group, 
mustered up some courage and jumped in during a break in the heated conversation. 
“I’m very familiar with all of the numbers and the situation we are facing and have 
some suggestions which might be valuable.” The room silenced and all eyes turned to 
Hayes. In a highly sarcastic tone, one of the VP’s said, “Really, now. YOU have 
something to add. The only thing I’ve seen bus ops do is add up the bill at dinners.” 
The rest of the group laughed nervously. Hayes felt the acute sting of humiliation and 
stammered, “Yes, and I’m really good at it!” and everyone laughed, relieved that 
Hayes had broken the tension. The meeting moved on, without the benefit of Hayes 
wisdom.  
After being belittled, how does one stand their full height? What empowering steps 
can Hayes take in order to act upon and voice personal values?   
Pre-Planning   
Identify who or whom Hayes will discuss this issue with and write out a script for 
what would be said  to that individual (s). In developing the script & action, consider:  
What is the action/decision that Hayes believes is right? 
Can the situation be reframed? 
What is Hayes’ goal? 
What’s at stake or at risk for the Rainmakers?  Other parties? Sally? The customer?  
Hayes? 
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What are the time constraints? 
Who are Hayes’ allies? (be really creative here!) 
What are the predictable objections, reasons, or rationalizations that might be 
encountered when Hayes’ concern is voiced? 
What assumptions is Hayes bringing to the table? (Think of the diversity consultant!) 
What are our most powerful & persuasive responses to reasons/rationalizations? 
To whom should the argument be made? 
When? 
In what context? 
What data is needed?  
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Levers  
Recognize false dichotomies. 
Think long run + short run. 
Consider the group and firm’s wider purpose. 
Question assumed definition of “competitive advantage.” 
Be agents of “continuous improvement” & alternatives vs. sources of complaints or 
“thou shalt nots.” 
Identify costs to each affected party & how to mitigate/reduce. 
Target audience = pragmatists. Help them do the right thing. 
Be able to counter commonly held assumptions of “acceptable” unethical behavior. 
Ethical Fading comes into play- especially dehumanization  
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Channel Your Enablers to Hayes  
Recall a time in your work experience when you either witnessed or directly 
experienced something you felt conflicted with, or wasn’t consistent with the 
Company Xn Enduring Values and you spoke up and acted to resolve the conflict. 
Consider the following questions  and incorporate in Hayes’ pre-planning and script 
writing.   
What did you do and what was the impact? 
What motivated you to speak up and act? 
How satisfied are you? How would you like to have responded? 
What made it easier for you to speak/act (enablers) and what made it more difficult 
(disablers)? 
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Exhibit 11 
(Return) 
	Culture	Organization	

Quick	Scenario:	“Escalating	Tensions”	
§	During	the	last	few	weeks,	you’ve	noticed	rising	tensions	between	one	of	your	peers	and	
your	team	lead	over	schedule	delays.	Based	on	what	you’ve	observed,	you	feel	like	the	team	
lead	does	not	show	respect	to	your	peer	and	sometimes	makes	comments	which	you	view	
as	demeaning.	However,	you	have	a	good	relationship	with	your	team	lead	so	you	haven’t	
gotten	involved	up	to	this	point.	One	day	on	the	shop	floor,	you	witness	a	conversation	in	
which	your	colleague	is	explaining	to	the	lead	that	they	are	almost	finished	with	the	job	but	
had	to	do	some	rework	because	they	noticed	a	manual	error.	The	lead	says	sarcastically,	
“Oh,	wow!	YOU’RE	behind!?	Why	am	I	not	surprised!”	and	starts	to	walk	away.	You	feel	this	

behavior	is	not	ok	and	have	decided	to	act.	
Talk	it	out!	
What	would	you	say	to	be	effective?	
Who	would	you	say	it	to?	
What	pushback	do	you	think	you	will	receive	and	how	would	you	
respond?		 Copyright	©	2019	Company	X.	All	rights	reserved.	 1	

	Culture	Organization	

Quick	Scenario:	“An	Incomplete	Welcome”	
§	Earlier	this	week,	your	manager	assigned	an	employee	from	another	team	to	work	on	a	
project	which	requires	training	on	how	to	follow	a	torque	pattern	and	use	the	correct	
torque	setting	when	completing	the	job.	Just	this	morning	you	saw	this	employee	receive	a	
general	orientation	to	the	work	area	but	know	that	they	did	not	receive	the	appropriate	
training	for	the	job	because	the	person	who	usually	does	the	training	is	out	for	two	weeks.	
You	assume	the	team	lead	is	aware	that	the	employee	was	not	properly	trained	but	still	
directed	the	employee	to	start	the	job	today	because	of	schedule	pressure.	You	know	that	
setting	the	torque	specs	to	the	wrong	setting	or	not	properly	following	the	torque	pattern	
can	 result	in	long	term	damage	to	the	product	or	rework.	You	

have	decided	to	take	action.	
Talk	it	out!	
What	would	you	say	to	be	effective?	
Who	would	you	say	it	to?	
What	pushback	do	you	think	you	will	receive	and	how	would	you	
respond?		 Copyright	©	2019	Company	X.	All	rights	reserved.	 2	

1 
	Culture	Organization	
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Quick	Scenario	“Flex-Time	Favorite”	
§On	a	stormy	morning,	your	teammate	is	an	hour	late	to	work	due	to	heavy	
traffic.	Upon	arrival	your	teammate	approaches	your	manager	and	asks	if	they	
can	use	flex-time	to	cover	their	partial	absence.	You	overhear	the	manager	
deny	that	request	and	state	that	they	would	either	have	to	use	their	leave	or	
take	leave	without	pay.	Earlier	in	the	week,	the	same	manager	had	allowed	you	
to	use	flextime	due	to	heavy	traffic.	You	also	believe	that	the	manager	in	the	
next	department	over	is	granting	the	use	of	flex-time	to	cover	absences.	You	

worry	that	this	will	cause	tension	on	your	team	and	
you	decide	to	take	action.	
Talk	it	out!	
What	would	you	say	to	be	effective?	
Who	would	you	say	it	to?	
What	pushback	do	you	think	you	will	receive	and	how	would	you	
respond?	
2019	Company	X.	All	rights	reserved.	 3	Copyright	©	

	Culture	Organization	

Quick	Scenario:	“Sidetracked”	
§	You	have	been	with	the	company	for	about	a	year.	You	get	assigned	to	a	new	work	group	
which	means	the	location	of	your	work	station	has	changed.	You	now	sit	next	to	your	colleague	
Jen	who	you	have	always	had	a	good	working	relationship	with.	Jen	is	a	huge	basketball	fan	
and	during	the	first	week	at	your	new	location,	you	notice	that	Jen	is	often	performing	her	
work	while	streaming	basketball	games	on	her	personal	phone,	sometimes	up	to	three	hours	
per	day.	You	start	to	see	that	Jen	often	makes	mistakes	which	requires	her	to	start	over	on	the	
job	which	impacts	your	team’s	performance.	Since	you	are	the	only	one	who	can	view	Jen’s	
work	station,	if	you	reported	her,	she	would	certainly	know	it	came	from	you.	You	have	

decided	to	take	action.	
Talk	it	out!	
What	would	you	say	to	be	effective?	
Who	would	you	say	it	to?	
What	pushback	do	you	think	you	will	receive	and	how	would	you	
respond?	
2019	Company	X.	All	rights	reserved.	 4	Copyright	©	

2 
	Culture	Organization	
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Quick	Scenario:	“More	than	A	Passing	Grade”	
§	You	witness	your	colleague	drop	and	break	a	component.	You	then	see	your	colleague	
appear	to	put	the	broken	part	back	together,	cover	it	up	and	submit	it	to	the	next	stage	of	
production	for	testing.	You	know	that	this	particular	defect	may	not	cause	a	testing	failure	but	
could	damage	the	long	term	functionality	of	the	product.	Your	colleague	has	been	with	the	
company	much	longer	than	you,	has	a	lot	more	experience	with	the	equipment	than	you	do	
and	is	well	liked	among	the	work	group.	You	are	concerned	about	the	part	but	also	don’t	want	
to	 be	look	like	a	“rat”	to	your	coworkers.	You’ve	decided	to	take	

action.	
Talk	it	out!	
What	would	you	say	to	be	effective?	
Who	would	you	say	it	to?	
What	pushback	do	you	think	you	will	receive	and	how	would	you	
respond?	
2019	Company	X.	All	rights	reserved.	 5	Copyright	©	

3 
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Exhibit 12 
(Return) 

Too Much Red Tape  
Giving Voice to Values  
A program is behind schedule for a key customer and failure to deliver on 
commitments could mean significant financial losses for the program which is sure to 
have high visibility to leadership. You are an employee working on the shop floor and 
the delivery is scheduled to go out Friday afternoon. You observe what appears to be 
growing tension between a manager and two employees who work near you 
throughout the week because it is taking too long to complete the job. You are fairly 
new to the team and want to build good relationships with both your manager and 
your colleagues. The two colleagues and the manager have worked for Company X 
for over 10 years and your manager has recently been promoted into the management 
role.   
On Thursday morning, you overhear the manager say in a raised voice, “We’re all 
feeling the heat here but I’m done with the excuses.  Get this done, whatever it takes.” 
After the manager leaves, you overhear the employees talking amongst themselves. 
One says, “We could probably save some time if we avoid some of these test steps.”  
The other responds, “Yeah, there’s hardly ever any issues with this part.  What are the 
chances something would come up now? You heard what he (manager) said.  All he 
cares about it getting this thing out on time.”   
From your training, you know that the referenced “test steps” are very important to 
ensuring the safety and quality of the product.  Therefore, you have decided to take 
action and speak up in this situation.    
My script  
Think about:  
What is your objective? 
To whom should the argument be made? When? In what context? 
What’s at stake for the key parties? For us? 
Are you making any assumptions? Is there any data you might be missing? 
What are the reasons & rationalizations you will need to address? How will you 
respond? 
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Giving Voice to Values (GVV)
2020 Enterprise Deployment Proposal
01/16/2020

Copyright © 2019 Boeing. All rights reserved. 3

Giving Voice to Values

WHAT
Teaches employees how to effectively voice their values 

and normalize tough discussions surrounding:
Safety, Quality, Integrity…*

WHY
Values based conflicts are a normal part of business. 

Learning how to effectively voice concerns is a leadership 
skill that requires practice and strategy.

HOW
- Introductory workshop followed by hands-on peer to peer 

exercises and case scenario role play
-Duration and schedule of engagements are customizable 
as smaller modules can be spread out over weeks/months

- Full program participant time: 3-6 hours 

WHO
- Case scenarios can be tailored to any target audience 
-Material works best when participants work in a similar 

setting or experience similar challenges

GOAL
-Foster a speak-up culture

- Prevent misconduct
- Reduce fear of retaliation

- Empower employees to solve issues and 
address risks early and within the work group
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Company A GVV Enterprise Deployment 2020 

Determine Phase II 
& Deployment

Culture Advisors  
(CA)  Business 

Partners

Legend

GVV Engagements

Deployment Considerations

Content Development

On-going

2020 Employee Engagement 
Survey 

GVV Engagement Review, Analyze Survey Results, Determine and Deploy Next Steps

Nomadic /Degreed 
Software
Review

Present  Outcomes 
to BP Council

Q2 Q4Q3Q1

2020

Deploy  Phase II

Verify Q2 
Deployment

Deploy Q2 

Verify Q3 
Deployment

Deploy Q3

Verify Q4 
Deployment

Deploy Q4 

Verfiy Q1 ‘21

Content 
Development

Content 
Development

Content 
Development

Content 
Development

Present  Outcomes 
to BP Council

Present  Outcomes 
to BP Council

Present  Outcomes 
to BP Council

Cohort I- Culture 
Advisor Training

Cohort 1- CA’s 
Deployed

Copyright © 2019 Boeing. All rights reserved. 5

Phase II Roll Out
§ Ethics Advisor Training Proposal
§ Business Partner Culture Advisors Selected (2 per business unit)

– Coursera $70 (10 Hours, online, self-paced)
– Culture Advisor- led workshop (Felicia/Colleen) 

– East Coast January 21-22 (1.5 days)
– GVV Handbook 

§ Targeted Business Partner Selection Criteria 
§ Business Partner Plan
§ Culture Organizations Risk Assessments
§ Employee Engagement Scores

– Questions: Retaliation, Dealing with Risks Openly, Pressure to compromise standards
§ Culture Advisor Judgment
§ Participant Engagement Timeline 3-6 hours (dependent on Targeted Business Partner)

– ~10-25 participants per session
– On-site, virtual, hybrid
– Customizable

§ Timeline Pilot II
– Deploy Engagements February 15-April 15
– Continuous Learning Action Research (Plan, Act, Observe, Reflect) for next deployment

X 
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Collaboration Tools Assessment
§Nomadic
§ Outsource Known GVV collaboration tool
§ Working with Supplier Management 

– Demo
– Pricing
– Implementation requirements
– References

§Degreed @ Company A
§ Insource collaboration platform
§ Assessing as a collaboration tool

§ In-Site
§ Current tool (not optimal)

Copyright © 2019 Boeing. All rights reserved. 6

Enterprise Deployment- Additional Considerations
§ Measuring Results 
§ Align with 2020 KPI’s 
§ Significant Engagements (SE’s): pre-post survey of the 3 “speak up/voice” questions
§ Establish the number of Significant Engagements 

– Q1 = 8; Q2-4 TBD
– ~10-25 participants per engagement

§ Resource Decisions
§ Content development
§ Case Studies for Q2 deployment
§ Modularization and Scale (from factory floor to BOD) Q2-4

§ Prioritization of Enterprise Deployment Through 2020
§ Neutral EES Scores and EBC Risk Assessment Areas
§ Q2 - Mid-level managers (L5)
§ Q3-4 First Level Managers (L6-7)
§ Culture Organization employees participation? (Q2)
§ Small site / Large site 

§ Enterprise Ownership
§ Where is the right organizational fit?
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Office of Internal Governance and Administration | Ethics and Business Conduct

Copyright © 2019 Boeing. All rights reserved.

§SUGGESTED CRITERIA: Culture Advisor
– Established Trusted Advisor executive relationships Strong project 

management skills
– Collaborative team player 
– Demonstrated initiative, creativity, and  leadership

– Excellent communication skills (writing, listening, and presenting)

– Self-motivated

– Business Acumen

8

Enterprise Deployment- Culture Advisors Selection
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Appendix K: Letter of Informed Consent to 
Participate in Study 

 
3/9/2021 
 
To:  Potential Participant for Study 
From:  Colleen Lyons, Senior Culture Advisor, Ph.D. Candidate 
Subject:  Informed Consent to Participate in Study 
 
 
My name is Colleen Lyons.  I am an employee of  “Company X”, a Fortune 500 
aerospace company and also a PhD student at Benedictine University.  I am 
researching a training methodology, Giving Voice to Values (GVV), which provides 
employees with the skills to effectively act on their values once they have determined 
that there is a values conflict. The purpose of this study is to determine if GVV can 
help employees effectively act on their values, and is part of a dissertation that is 
researching ethical leadership, psychological safety, trust, vulnerability, and voice in 
a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous (VUCA) world. The working title is, 
“From Silence to Voice: Actively Empowered Voice through Ethical Leadership, 
Psychological Safety, & Trust”. The graphic of the theoretical leadership model is 
attached.  
 
The purpose of this study is to assess if Giving Voice to Values (GVV) training can 
help our employees effectively act on their values. 
Procedures:  Upon your agreement to take part in this study, you will complete two 
brief surveys that will take less than 5 minutes to complete each survey.  The first 
survey is three multiple-choice questions and will be deployed prior to your GVV 
engagement.  The second survey consists of three multiple-choice questions and one 
“I’d just like to say…” if you would like to share your thoughts.  
 
Risks and Benefits Associated with the Study:  This study does not have any known 
risks.  The  study benefits include: a) building the skill, competence and confidence to 
act on your values, b) enabling a corporate culture consistent with the values of 
integrity, trust & respect, diversity and inclusion, quality and safety, c) enabling 
collaboration with candor and honesty.  
 
Confidentiality:  These surveys are anonymous.  The electronic records of this survey 
will be in the secure corporate survey database and paper surveys will be kept in the 
locked office of a senior manager preventing any breach of confidentiality.  Should 
the study ever become published material, your name will in no way be linked to the 
study, nor will it mention your personal involvement. Confidentiality of the 
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information will be protected and not disclosed to the public unless specifically 
required by law 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study:  Your decision whether or not to participate will not 
affect your current or future relations with participation in the GVV training, this BU 
student/practitioner researcher,  or with Benedictine University faculty.  You are free 
to withdraw at any time without affecting your relationship with the researchers or 
Benedictine University. 
 
The study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board of Benedictine 
University.  The Chair of Benedictine University’s Institutional Review Board is Dr. 
Alandra Devall. She can be reached at (630) 829 – 6295 and her email address is 
adevall@ben.edu. The chairperson of this dissertation is Dr. Michael Manning. He can 
be reached at (575) 621-4052 or mmanning@ben.edu for further questions or 
concerns about the project/research.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Colleen P. Lyons, MBe, CCEP 
Benedictine University 
 
Statement of Consent: 
By signing below, you have agreed to the above information in its entirety.  Signing 
also indicates that you are 18 years of age or more. A “Yes” vote in response to the 
Outlook email is considered an electronic signature consent.  
 
Print Name _____________________________________  Date_____________ 
 
Signature _______________________________________ Date_____________ 
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