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SUMMARY  

SUMMARY 
 

This dissertation explores the black box of decision-making in the boardroom by putting the 

unsaid front and center. Given boards of directors’ institutional importance, there is extensive 

corporate governance literature on boards of directors. However, this literature faces two 

important issues. First, corporate governance literature relies on surveys and archival 

approaches as it lacks direct observation of what goes on in the boardroom. Second, how 

boards manage the tension between two classic criteria of board effectiveness: maintaining 

high levels of cognitive conflict while simultaneously achieving high levels of cohesiveness, 

has not received much attention.  

Research questions 

Therefore, this PhD dissertation focuses on answering the following main research question: 

How does the unsaid shape decision-making in boards? 

When people say what they think and feel in the moment, their communication is congruent 

and little remains unsaid. However, when what they say does not resonate with what they 

think or feel, or when what they say is not attuned with what receivers perceive to be 

congruent, they are or are perceived incongruent. Putting the unsaid, instead of the said, front 

and center, means exploring how incongruities and perceived incongruities (difference 

between what is said and thought and felt), blind spots and their effects shape board decision-

making. Consequently, from this dissertation the construct ‘governance paradigm’ emerged. 

A paradigm consists of a) a set of connected implicit theories (how individuals think in the 

moment) which b) elicits automated, often taken for granted voice behaviors in a specific 

context. Voice behaviors in this dissertation are considered to include both what is said and 

what is unsaid (but felt and thought). This dissertation also explored implicit silence theories. 

Implicit silence theories are a critical sub-set of a governance paradigm and are theories or 



taken for granted assumptions that drive individuals in deciding whether or not to silence 

thoughts and feelings in specific instances. 

Methodology  

Since the decision-making process in the boardroom is considered a black box, this 

dissertation’s overall purpose is to build theory through abductive reasoning and inquiry. The 

purpose of connecting unsaid to decision-making involves the discovery of a theory, also 

referred to as ‘a mystery’. This abductive research involves three methodological phases: 

‘theory generation’, ‘theory development’, and ‘theory appraisal’. During the theory 

generation phase, a conceptual model emerged through exploring different theories from 

different fields, with different paradigms. This conceptual model helped determine how to 

gather and analyze empirical material and how to minimize the researcher’s role in the 

process. During the theory development phase, theories and three sub-questions emerged 

while simultaneously analyzing theories and empirical material. This paper draws upon 

combined tape-recorded empirical material from 35 meetings of 17 boards from the Dutch 

housing corporation sector, and 119 interviews with board members present during the 

observed meetings.  

Results 

First, this dissertation offers an emerging theory that explains how preconscious, taken for 

granted and automatic, socio-cognitive processes and communicative events between board 

members and their stakeholders shape boards’ decision-making. As it conceptualizes how 

micro-processes between board members shape macro-processes, an institutional perspective 

is warranted. Second, this dissertation found that that board members who consider their 

governance paradigm objective and are considered paradigm-attached enact a spiral of unsaid 

when they try to manage silent conflicts through informal decision-making. The data showed 

that the three different roles of CEO, chair and non-executive risk eliciting seven types of 
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paradigm attachment conflicts. When a hot situation is enacted due to the spiral of unsaid, it 

is managed through scapegoating and ostracizing the board members with the least dominant 

minority paradigm. Third, this dissertation conceptualizes how four silence climates shape 

four different levels of cohesiveness and cognitive conflict towards board effectiveness. A 

board silence climate is characterized by how a board – through different silence strategies – 

maintains a dynamic equilibrium between cohesiveness and cognitive conflict. The data 

suggests that since a cognitive conflict always risks eliciting a relationship conflict, boards 

constantly adjust through voice and silence when encountering conflicts. Four different board 

climates are distinguished, each with different silence strategies that shape four different 

levels of board effectiveness and show how silence strategies shift in response to tension 

reconciliation. Fourth, through reflecting on this dissertation and research approach, the study 

suggests that being aware of different levels of consciousness is required for researching 

taken for granted assumptions. Moreover, it also highlighted that perspective-taking is key 

when conducting such intersubjective research.  

Theoretical contribution 

This dissertation made six contributions to corporate governance theories. First, the study 

introduced concepts such as paradigms and paradigm consciousness and different types of 

unsaid, different types of situation and different types of silence climates and silence that 

explain how boards continuously managing the dynamic equilibrium between cohesiveness 

and cognitive conflict which shapes decision-making. Second, this study identified key 

strategies that board members deploy in trying to maintain a dynamic equilibrium between 

cohesiveness and cognitive conflict over time. Third, this dissertation found that traditional 

conceptualization of principal and agent to be regularly flipped or mixed. This suggests the 

need for a more nuanced theory regarding governance structures. Fourth, this dissertation 

suggests a need to shifts the emphasis from isolated behaviors to a process view that 



interlinks socio-cognitive, actual and multilevel (individual and subgroup and group) 

behaviors and which automatically describes how board performance unfolds over time. 

Fifth, the findings also call into question a fundamental assumption in corporate governance 

literature, which suggests that board members are independent and rational since they have 

the power to act and do not have reasons to silence their concerns. This traditional 

assumption of board members’ behaviors is incomplete because cognitive conflict 

immediately risks eliciting relationship conflicts.  Last, as little is known of how governance 

codes can stimulate cognitive conflict while maintaining the cohesiveness of the board, more 

specific suggestions have been developed for future research.  

This dissertation made also four contributions to voice and silence literature. First, as 

with corporate governance theories, the findings also call into question key assumptions 

regarding voice and silence theories. Silence and voice theories mostly focus on employees 

not speaking up due to hierarchical differences between individuals in organizations and the 

related perceived risks of speaking up. This study, however, shows that people in power also 

do not always speak-up. Moreover, as these theories mostly focus on conscious reasons for 

not speaking up, this study highlights that taken for granted, preconscious reasons also shape 

decision-making processes. As individuals are not always aware of the effects of their 

behavior, their behavior might be perceived differently from what they intended. Second, this 

study also suggests that if and how individuals assess and respond to their situation is very 

contextual and depends more on the socio-cognitive dynamics between individuals than 

general factors or antecedents regarding team performance. Third, as individuals face many 

dilemmas silently, thus unsaid, how they overcome these dilemmas is essential to 

understanding how individuals and teams perform. Focusing on dilemma reconciliation 

therefore is suggested for future research. Fourth, as researching the unsaid and thus silence 

and voice enacts many ontological and epistemological research challenges, suggestions were 
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made regarding research methodology.  These learnings can offer new insight into how to 

study taken for granted cognitions and behaviors.  

Practical implications  

This dissertation offers three practical implications for board members, inspectors, board 

consultants and other stakeholders that work with or for boards. First, ambiguity regarding 

how to govern and decide, when and about what requires conscious deliberation instead of an 

automated response. Silent, taken for granted, but different assumptions about governance 

can negatively impact decision-making in the boardroom and this suggests that these 

differences and the effects of these assumptions on decision-making warrant exploration and 

reflection. Second, informal decision-making in informal conversations between a sub-group 

should be limited as they influence decision-making and cannot be monitored. Thus, although 

committees are often perceived as efficient ways to govern, and decisions made in these sub-

groups are not considered informal, how these decisions are made and by whom should be 

consciously and deliberately monitored. Third, role-expectations should consciously be 

reflected upon to limit false attribution bias and silent speculations emerging between board 

members. In particular, different expectations between the chair, CEO and new inexperienced 

directors should be avoided. 
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