The Hidden Conditions That
Silence Participation and
Increase Risk

The Most Dangerous Risk Is the One That
Is Never Raised

In many workplaces, the most significant safety risks are not
the ones that are unidentified. They are the ones that are
known—-but never formally raised, documented, or acted upon.

Workers see them. They adapt to them. They work around them.
And over time, those risks become normalized.
This is the quiet failure of worker participation.

It is not visible in meeting minutes or inspection reports. It
does not appear in compliance audits. But it exists in the gap
between what workers experience and what the organization
understands. And in that gap, risk accumulates.

Why Workers Choose Not to Speak Up

It is easy to assume that if workers are not raising concerns,
it is because there are none to raise.

In reality, silence is often a calculated decision.

Workers continuously assess whether speaking up is worth the
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effort and the potential consequences. They consider how
previous concerns have been handled, how supervisors have
responded, and whether raising an issue will 1lead to
meaningful change or simply create friction.

If the perceived cost outweighs the perceived benefit, they
remain silent.

This decision is rarely explicit. It is shaped by experience.

1. A concern that was dismissed.
2. A suggestion that went nowhere.
3. A reaction that felt defensive or dismissive.

Each of these experiences contributes to a pattern that
influences future behaviour.

The Role of Organizational Signals

Organizations communicate their true priorities not through
policies, but through signals.

These signals are embedded in everyday actions—how quickly
issues are addressed, how supervisors respond to concerns, how
leaders react to bad news. Over time, they create a shared
understanding of what is safe to say and what is better left
unsaid.

When production pressures consistently override safety
concerns, workers learn that raising issues may not be
welcomed. When reporting leads to blame rather than problem-
solving, they learn that silence is safer. When feedback
disappears into the system without response, they learn that
participation has limited value.

These signals are powerful because they are cumulative.

They shape behaviour across the organization, often in ways
that are not immediately visible.



How Silence Distorts Risk Perception

When worker voice 1is suppressed, the organization’s
understanding of risk becomes distorted.

Formal systems may indicate that hazards are being managed
effectively. Reports may show Llow levels of concern.
Committees may discuss a limited set of issues. From a
distance, the system appears stable.

But this stability is an illusion.

Without input from workers, the system lacks access to real-
time information about how work is actually performed. It
cannot detect emerging risks, subtle changes in conditions, or
the unintended consequences of operational decisions.

As a result, the organization 1is making decisions based on
incomplete information.

And incomplete information leads to increased exposure.

The Impact on JHSC Effectiveness

Joint Health and Safety Committees rely on worker input to
function effectively.

When that input is limited, the committee’s ability to
identify and address risk 1s compromised. Discussions may
focus on visible or already documented issues, while more
complex or sensitive concerns remain unaddressed.

This can create a cycle.

Limited input leads to limited impact. Limited impact
reinforces the perception that participation is ineffective.
And that perception further reduces input.

Breaking this cycle requires addressing the conditions that
suppress participation, not just the structure of the



committee.

Psychological Safety as a Fragile Asset

Psychological safety is often described as something that can
be built through training or communication.

In reality, it is more fragile than that.

It is influenced by daily interactions, subtle cues, and the
consistency of organizational behaviour. It can be
strengthened over time, but it can also be undermined quickly
by a single negative experience.

This makes it both critical and challenging to manage.

Organizations need to recognize that psychological safety 1is
not a one-time initiative. It is an ongoing condition that
requires attention and reinforcement.

Identifying Early Indicators of Silence

Because silence is not directly observable, organizations need
to look for indirect indicators.

These may include a lack of reporting from certain teams,
repeated issues that are not formally raised, or discrepancies
between observed conditions and documented concerns. High
levels of informal communication about risks, combined with
low levels of formal reporting, can also indicate that workers
are choosing not to engage with the system.

These indicators require interpretation.

They are not definitive on their own, but together, they can
provide insight into whether worker voice is functioning
effectively.



Rebuilding Trust Through Response

When participation has been suppressed, rebuilding it requires
more than encouraging workers to speak up.

It requires changing the system’s response.

Workers need to see that concerns are taken seriously, that
action follows input, and that communication is transparent.
This does not mean that every 1issue can be resolved
immediately, but it does mean that the process is visible and
credible.

Trust is rebuilt through consistency.

Each interaction either reinforces or undermines it.

What This Means for OHS Leaders

For OHS leaders, addressing silence requires a shift in focus.

It is not enough to ensure that participation mechanisms
exist. The question is whether those mechanisms are being used
effectively, and if not, why.

This involves examining the conditions that influence
behaviour, including 1leadership actions, supervisory
practices, and organizational priorities.

It also requires collaboration.

Silence is not a safety issue alone. It is an organizational
issue.

Final Thoughts

Worker participation is often measured by what is said. But
its true effectiveness 1is revealed by what is not. The
concerns that are never raised, the risks that are never
documented, and the issues that are quietly managed at the



frontline represent a significant source of exposure.
Organizations that recognize and address this silence gain
access to a deeper level of insight.

Those that do not are left operating with an incomplete
picture. And in safety, an incomplete picture is a dangerous
one.



