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What Message Are You 
Sending Your Team? 

Three ways to communicate your values

n my writing and talks I frequently 

mention a psychological concept 

called cognitive dissonance. 

Cognitive dissonance is the mental 

stress or discomfort experienced by 

an individual who holds two or more 

contradictory beliefs, ideas, or values 

at the same time, or is confronted by 

new information that conflicts with 

existing beliefs, ideas, or values. It is 

usually caused by a disconnection 

between what we are told to do and 

what we are rewarded for doing. 

 Let me give you an example of what I 

mean.  As a military officer, I was 

expected to lead by example and 

adhere to the highest moral 

standards. One of the most important 

of these standards was honesty. I 

made the mistake of asking our 

instructor in ethics why it was that if I 

was assumed to be honest did I have 

to pay a deposit on my towels and 

room key at the Bachelor Officers 

Quarters. Didn’t this seem to assume 

that I was not honest? I never did get 

a satisfactory answer. 

Killing the Messenger 
Sometimes cognitive dissonance is 

not so benign.  Some years ago I 

blogged about the Pacific Gas and 

Electric Company’s incentive program 

for gas surveys. These surveys were 

intended to determine the overall 

safety of the gas pipeline system and to 

direct repair crews to potential 

problem areas. However, the incentive 

program rewarded supervisors and 

crews who found fewer leaks and kept 

repair costs down. Employees were 

actually rewarded for defeating the 

purpose of the program. 

Unfortunately, organizations tend to 

engage in this type of behavior all the 

time. We discourage people from 

reporting problems to avoid the 

additional work they can generate or 

we tend to normalize and ignore the 

early signs of impending problems. 

Research has demonstrated that unless 

people feel safe to report mistakes and 

errors, they will tend to cover them up. 

In Managing the Unexpected, 

researchers Karl Weick and Kathleen 

Sutcliffe noted that successful high-

reliability organizations, those like 

nuclear power plants where failure has 

catastrophic consequences, increase 

their knowledge base by encouraging 

and rewarding error reports. This even 

extends to rewarding those who 

caused the error and then reported it.

  

I 

http://freeresources.luciencanton.com/2011/12/gas-pipeline-safety-rewarding-the-wrong-thing.html
http://astore.amazon.com/cantoonemergm-20/detail/B0047TE0WO
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The difference between PG&E and the high-

reliability organizations studied by Weick and 

Sutcliffe is obvious. Rewards based on expected 

outcomes produce the desired results by 

encouraging behaviors that lead to the desired 

end state. Rewarding behavior that is in 

opposition to the desired result leads ultimately 

to failure. In the case of high-reliability 

organizations, rewarding problem reporting 

produced safer organizations. At PG&E, 

rewarding cost savings rather than problem 

reporting led to a failure of the gas survey 

program to meet its goal of a safer system. 

Sending the Wrong Message 
Cognitive dissonance can substantially affect 

the performance of your team, particularly in 

the way you communicate your values. We 

have research that shows that leaders who are 

clear on their values and communicate them to 

their teams are more effective and produce 

higher employee engagement. 

Some of behaviors that generate cognitive 

dissonance are obvious, such as stressing 

commitment to high moral values while 

condoning unethical behavior, such as we’ve 

seen recently with the scandal at Volkswagen. 

Others are more subtle and reflect a basic lack 

of trust in the values of the team. 

For example, an employee coming back late 

from lunch results in a rule requiring all 

employees to sign in and out for lunch and have 

their tardiness reflected on employee 

evaluations. Those employees who have not 

abused their lunch privileges feel unfairly 

burdened while you have still not really solved 

the problem. A better way would have been to 

discipline the problem employee directly. This 

sends a very clear message to the team that you 

trust them while still affirming your values. 

Improving Your Team 
So how do you avoid cognitive dissonance in 

your team? Here are three tools that can help: 

1. Be clear on your own values. Research 

shows that clarity about your own values is 

more significant in producing employee 

engagement than clarity around 

organizational values. This clarity then 

allows you to identify shared values within 

the team. By affirming and aligning these 

common values, you can increase the 

cohesion and effectiveness of your team. 

2. Avoid mass punishment. Teams consist of 

individuals, with distinct beliefs and value 

systems. Unfortunately, when these beliefs 

or values lead to conflict, we tend to treat 

the group as a single entity by imposing a 

rule or process that sends the signal, “I 

don’t trust you not to make the same 

mistake.” Deal with the specific problem. 

This provides an example that reaffirms 

both values and your trust in the team. 

3. Be tolerant of failure. Teams improve 

through a process of small wins. But that 

sometimes means small failures from which 

the team learns. It is hard to allow team 

members to fail but this is essential to their 

growth and, in the long run, builds a 

stronger team. Rewarding risk aversion 

rather than risk taking results in a team that 

is afraid of trying new ideas and will always 

be looking to you for permission before 

acting. 

Cognitive dissonance can be a subtle destroyer 

of teams. It does this by producing 

dissatisfaction among team members and 

confusion over what is really expected of them. 

This is the reason we must be aware of the 

messages we unconsciously send our teams and 

make sure they align with our values.  


