
 

 

CORPORATE TABOOS 

Leadership Failures We All See But No One Fixes 

Issue #10  •  The Final Issue 

Don't Shoot 

the Messenger 

— How 'Don't Bring Me Problems' Culture 

Silences Your Best People — and How to Build 

an Organization Where the Truth Can Travel 

 

The newsletter for leaders who prefer honest diagnosis over comfortable denial. 
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The War Story 

 

Lena had been tracking the product data for six weeks when she became certain that the launch 
was going to fail. 

Not might fail. Was going to fail. The beta cohort's retention numbers at day fourteen were 
seventeen points below the threshold the team had agreed was the minimum viable signal for a 
full launch. The support ticket volume from the beta group was triple the projected baseline. Two 
of the five enterprise prospects who had been briefed on the launch timeline had gone quiet in 
ways Lena had learned to recognize as polite withdrawal. The data was not ambiguous. Lena 
had checked it three times. 

She brought it to her director, Ramon, in their one-on-one. She had prepared a one-page 
summary — the numbers, the benchmarks, a comparison to the previous product launch that 
had also shown these warning signs and had, indeed, failed. She set it on the table and walked 
him through it in eight minutes. 

Ramon listened. He nodded at several points. When she finished, he said: 'I hear you, Lena. 
But I want you to think about whether this is the hill you want to die on. This launch has a lot of 
visibility right now. Leadership is very committed to the timeline. Your job is to help us get there, 
not to find reasons we can't.' 

She left the meeting with her one-page summary and a feeling she would later describe as 'the 
specific loneliness of being right in an organization that doesn't want to know.' 

The launch happened on schedule. Eleven weeks later it was quietly wound down. The post-
mortem attributed the failure to 'market timing and an underestimated competitive environment.' 
Lena's one-page summary, which had identified the actual causes with specificity seven weeks 
before anyone else was willing to name them, was not referenced in the post-mortem. It had 
never made it further than Ramon's one-on-one. 

Lena had already accepted another offer by the time the post-mortem was published. She didn't 
read it. 

 

The most dangerous thing that can happen in an organization is not bad 
news. It is bad news that has been trained not to travel. 

 

Name the Failure: The Organization That Can't Hear Itself 

 

Shooting the messenger is the oldest organizational failure in this series — literally ancient, as a 
concept — and the most consequential. Every other failure we've examined in these ten issues 
causes damage to specific people or specific teams. This one damages the organization's 
capacity to know itself, which is the prerequisite for fixing anything else. 
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An organization that punishes honest feedback does not receive less feedback. It receives the 
same amount of information, filtered through an increasingly sophisticated system of self-
censorship, political hedging, and selective optimism. The information that travels upward 
through that filter is not false, exactly — it is curated. It contains what the organization has 
demonstrated it wants to hear. What it wants to hear and what it needs to hear are rarely the 
same thing, and the gap between them is where disasters incubate. 

The failure has two distinct mechanisms, and understanding both is important because they call 
for different responses. 

 

Mechanism How It Works The Organizational 
Consequence 

Active Punishment The messenger is visibly penalized: 
labeled negative, passed over for 
opportunities, excluded from 
discussions, publicly undermined, or 
managed out. The punishment is seen 
by everyone. Its message is received by 
everyone. 

The organization achieves near-
total suppression of 
uncomfortable information within 
months. Employees become 
fluent in organizational amnesia 
— they learn to unsee problems 
they cannot afford to name. 

Passive 
Discouragement 

The messenger is not punished, exactly 
— their concern is received with visible 
fatigue, dismissed with 'that's not the 
right frame,' or acknowledged and then 
quietly set aside without follow-through. 
The experience of raising a flag and 
watching it disappear is enough. 

The organization loses its most 
observant contributors 
incrementally. They don't leave 
immediately — they simply stop 
raising flags. The intelligence the 
organization needs most 
migrates from conversation to 
private documentation to exit 
interviews. 

 

Active punishment is more dramatic but easier to diagnose. Passive discouragement is more 
common and far more insidious — because the leader can maintain, in good conscience, that 
they never punished anyone for speaking up. They simply didn't act on it. Repeatedly. Until no 
one spoke up anymore. 

 

The Phrase That Does the Most Damage 

 

'Don't bring me problems, bring me solutions.' 

This phrase appears in management training decks. It is delivered at all-hands meetings as 
evidence of a results-oriented culture. It is repeated by well-intentioned leaders who genuinely 
believe they are encouraging ownership and initiative. It is one of the most reliably damaging 
instructions a leader can give, and it is worth examining exactly why. 

 

What It Actually Communicates 
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The stated intent is to encourage solution-oriented thinking. What the phrase actually 
communicates, particularly to the people most likely to surface genuinely difficult information, is 
this: the threshold for raising a concern here includes having already solved it. If you can't solve 
it, the problem isn't speakable. 

This filters for the wrong things. Complex organizational problems — the ones most likely to 
compound into serious failures — are rarely solvable by the individual who spots them. They 
require resources, authority, and cross-functional coordination that the spotter typically does not 
have. The person who sees the launch retention data seven weeks early and does not yet have 
a fix for it is exactly the person the organization most needs to hear from. 'Don't bring me 
problems, bring me solutions' tells them to stay quiet until they have an answer — which, for the 
class of problems that most need early visibility, is often too late. 

 

What Gets Lost 

The employees who comply most thoroughly with 'don't bring me problems' are typically the 
most conflict-avoidant, the most politically calibrated, and the most focused on their own safety 
within the organization. They are not, as a group, the employees with the best judgment about 
what the organization needs to know. The employees who chafe against it — who raise 
uncomfortable flags anyway, who push back on decisions they believe are flawed, who put the 
one-page summary on the table even after reading the room — are the ones whose intelligence 
the organization most needs and most reliably loses. 

 

The Better Instruction 

Replace 'don't bring me problems, bring me solutions' with: 'Bring me problems as early as you 
can see them — before they're crises. Bring whatever thinking you have about solutions, even if 
it's incomplete. Your job is to make sure I know what's real. My job is to make sure we can do 
something about it.' This instruction produces different behavior, different information flow, and 
a fundamentally different organizational intelligence. 

 

The Silencing Taxonomy: Eight Ways Organizations Train People to 
Stay Quiet 

 

Most leaders who shoot messengers don't think of themselves as doing so. They think of 
themselves as maintaining standards, protecting momentum, or keeping focus. The following 
taxonomy names the specific mechanisms through which silencing operates — many of which 
are invisible to the people deploying them. 

 

The Mechanism What It Looks Like What the Messenger Hears 

Reframe the 
messenger 

"I think you might be looking at this 
with too much pessimism." / "You tend 
to focus on the negatives." 

My credibility is the issue, not the 
data. Raising this again will cost me 
more than staying quiet. 



 

5 | P a g e  
 

The Mechanism What It Looks Like What the Messenger Hears 

Isolate the concern The concern is acknowledged in a 
one-on-one and never mentioned 
again. No follow-up, no action, no 
reference in any subsequent 
discussion. 

My flag disappeared. It didn't 
register as real. Raising the next 
one is even less worth the effort. 

Question the timing "This really isn't the right moment to 
be raising this — we're too close to 
launch." / "Let's revisit after Q3." 

There is no right moment for bad 
news here. The timing will always 
be wrong. 

Redirect to loyalty "I need you to be a team player on 
this." / "Leadership is counting on us 
— I need everyone pulling in the 
same direction." 

Disagreement is disloyalty. Concern 
is an absence of commitment. My 
job is compliance, not intelligence. 

Demand a complete 
solution 

"What's your recommendation?" 
(asked of someone who only has the 
problem, not the answer) 

I'm not allowed to raise this until I've 
solved it. Since I can't solve it 
alone, I'm not allowed to raise it at 
all. 

Attribute motive "I think this is about your frustration 
with the project, not the actual data." 

My concerns will be psychologized 
rather than engaged. Raising the 
next one makes me look more 
unstable, not more credible. 

Visible non-
consequence 

Someone raises a significant concern. 
Nothing happens. No follow-up, no 
action, no acknowledgment. The 
concern simply doesn't land. 

This organization isn't actually 
listening. Speaking up is noise, not 
signal. 

The deferred 
reckoning 

Concerns are received warmly and 
promised follow-up that never arrives. 
The leader says 'great catch' and 
does nothing. 

The warmth is worse than the 
dismissal — it's more disorienting. 
Either way, nothing changes. 

 

What Psychological Safety Actually Is — and Is Not 

 

'Psychological safety' has become one of the most widely cited and most widely misunderstood 
concepts in organizational leadership. Amy Edmondson's original research defined it as the 
belief that one will not be punished or humiliated for speaking up with ideas, questions, 
concerns, or mistakes. That definition is precise, and the precision matters. 

 

What It Is Not 

• It is not comfort. Psychologically safe teams still have hard conversations, still deliver 
critical feedback, still make decisions that disappoint people. Safety means the discomfort 
is survivable and productive — not that it doesn't exist. 
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• It is not harmony. Teams with high psychological safety disagree more, not less — 
because people feel safe enough to say what they actually think. The absence of visible 
conflict is often a sign of its absence, not its presence. 

• It is not permissiveness. Safety does not mean every concern is validated or every 
decision reversed when someone pushes back. It means the pushback is heard, engaged 
with seriously, and responded to honestly — even when the answer is 'we heard you and 
we're proceeding anyway.' 

• It is not a training program outcome. Psychological safety is not produced by a workshop 
on speaking up. It is produced by what happens after people speak up — specifically, 
whether they are treated as having contributed something valuable or as having created a 
problem. 

 

What It Actually Requires 

Psychological safety is a leader behavior, not a culture aspiration. It is built through the specific, 
repeated responses a leader gives when someone brings them something difficult. Each 
response is a data point. The team aggregates those data points into a model of what is safe to 
say — and acts accordingly. 

 

When Someone Brings 
You... 

The Response That Builds Safety The Response That Destroys It 

A problem they can't 
solve 

"Thank you for surfacing this early. 
Let's figure out together who needs 
to be in the room to address it." 

"What's your recommendation?" 
(asked as a prerequisite to 
engagement) 

A concern about a 
leadership decision 

"Walk me through your thinking. I 
want to understand the concern 
fully before I respond." 

"I appreciate the input, but we've 
made this decision and I need 
everyone aligned." 

Bad news about a project "I'd rather know this now than later. 
What do we know, and what do we 
need to find out?" 

"Is this really as bad as you're 
making it sound? Let's not 
catastrophize." 

A disagreement with the 
group consensus 

"That's a different read — help me 
understand what you're seeing that 
others might be missing." 

"I think we're all aligned here" 
(said while looking at everyone 
but the dissenter) 

A mistake they made "Thanks for telling me directly. What 
happened, and what do we learn 
from it?" 

Any response that treats 
disclosure as an opportunity for 
blame rather than information. 

 

Building the Organization Where Truth Can Travel 

 

Psychological safety at scale — across a team, a department, an organization — requires more 
than individual leader behavior. It requires structural mechanisms that make honest information 
easier to surface, travel, and land without being filtered out at each layer of the hierarchy. Here 
are the practices that actually move the needle. 
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1. Make Dissent a Structured Part of Decision-Making 

The most reliable way to ensure that the room hears the uncomfortable perspective is to make 
hearing it a formal part of the process — not something that happens if someone is brave 
enough, but something that happens because the process requires it. 

 

• Pre-mortem: before a significant decision or launch, ask the team to assume it has failed 
and identify the most likely reasons why. This makes pessimism temporarily legitimate and 
surfaces concerns that would not otherwise be raised. 

• Devil's advocate role: assign someone explicitly to argue against the prevailing position in 
high-stakes discussions. Rotating the role prevents the function from becoming associated 
with a single person who gets labeled negative. 

• Anonymous input before consensus: for significant decisions, collect written input from all 
stakeholders before any discussion begins. People say different things in writing, before 
they know which way the room is leaning. 

 

2. Close the Loop Visibly and Consistently 

The single most powerful signal a leader can send about whether speaking up is worth it is what 
happens after someone speaks up. Visible follow-through — even when the follow-through is 
'we heard this concern, considered it, and here is why we're proceeding anyway' — 
demonstrates that the information landed and was taken seriously. 

The absence of follow-through is the most common way organizations inadvertently teach their 
people that raising concerns is futile. No response is always interpreted as no receipt. Create a 
habit: within 48 hours of receiving a significant concern, acknowledge it explicitly and describe 
what happens next, even if 'what happens next' is a scheduled conversation rather than an 
immediate decision. 

 

3. Reward the Flag, Separate From the Outcome 

In most organizations, the people who raise concerns that turn out to be correct receive no 
recognition for having been correct — and the people who raise concerns that turn out to be 
wrong are quietly marked as unnecessarily negative. This asymmetry teaches people to be 
cautious about raising concerns unless they are very certain, which is precisely the wrong 
incentive structure for early warning signals. 

Reward the act of surfacing a concern early, independently of whether the concern was 
validated. Say explicitly: 'I want to recognize that Lena flagged this seven weeks ago. Even in 
the cases where an early flag doesn't change the outcome, the organizational reflex of surfacing 
concerns early is one we want to reinforce.' This reframes concern-raising from a risky act to a 
valued contribution. 

 

4. Distinguish 'Heard' from 'Agreed' — and Say So Out Loud 

One of the reasons people stop raising concerns is that they conflate two experiences: 'my 
concern was heard' and 'my concern changed the decision.' When a concern is heard but the 
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decision proceeds unchanged, leaders often provide no explicit acknowledgment — they simply 
move on. The messenger experiences this as the concern not having landed, and updates their 
model of what speaking up produces. 

A simple practice: when you hear a concern and are not going to act on it, say so directly. 'I've 
heard your concern. I understand the reasoning, and I disagree — here is why we're 
proceeding. I want you to know your flag was registered, even though we're not changing 
course.' This response is honest, respectful, and gives the messenger a clear signal that the 
information was received — which is what they most need to know. 

 

5. Model Vulnerability at the Leadership Level 

The most powerful signal about whether it is safe to admit uncertainty, surface problems, or 
acknowledge mistakes comes from the leader's own behavior. Leaders who name their own 
errors publicly, who say 'I had this wrong' in team meetings, who admit uncertainty about 
decisions rather than projecting false confidence — these leaders create the single most reliable 
predictor of team psychological safety. 

This is not weakness. It is the specific kind of courage that makes everyone around the leader 
braver. When the most senior person in the room is willing to be wrong out loud, the threshold 
for everyone else's honesty drops significantly. 

 

The Vulnerability That Works — and the Kind That Doesn't 

Useful vulnerability: 'I made the wrong call on the Q3 resourcing decision. Here's what I missed 
and what I'm doing differently.' Performative vulnerability: 'I just want you all to know I don't 
have all the answers!' The first gives the team real information and models honest self-
assessment. The second creates warmth without accountability. The distinction is whether the 
admission is specific, consequential, and followed by a behavioral change. 

 

Quick Reference: The Messenger-Safe Organization 

 

The Practice What It Produces How to Know It's Working 

Pre-mortems and structured 
dissent 

Uncomfortable information surfaces 
before it becomes a crisis 

People raise concerns 
before they are crises, not 
after 

Visible loop-closing on every 
flag 

Messengers know their information 
landed, regardless of what was 
done with it 

The team stops asking 'did 
anyone follow up on that?' 
because they already know 

Rewarding the flag, not just 
correct flags 

Early warning signals increase; 
people surface concerns before 
they're certain 

You hear about problems 
earlier in their development 
than you used to 
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The Practice What It Produces How to Know It's Working 

Distinguishing heard from 
agreed — out loud 

Messengers experience being 
heard as valuable, independent of 
changing the decision 

Dissent continues even after 
the decision is made; people 
don't go quiet once overruled 

Leader modeling of honest 
self-assessment 

The threshold for team honesty 
drops; vulnerability becomes safe to 
practice 

People admit uncertainty and 
mistakes in team settings 
without apparent anxiety 

 

Ten Issues. One Pattern. A Closing Thought. 

 

This is the final issue of Corporate Taboos, and it seems worth a moment to look at what the 
series has actually been about — because the ten failures it covered are not ten separate 
problems. They are ten expressions of the same underlying dynamic. 

 

# The Failure The Core Insight 

1 Not Holding People 
Accountable 

Every day a problem goes unaddressed, you're scheduling 
a bigger conversation for later — and charging interest. 

2 Playing Favorites Favoritism doesn't feel like favoritism to the person doing it. 
Structured transparency is the only reliable antidote. 

3 Promoting the Wrong People When management is the only path up, you guarantee that 
your best individual contributors become your most 
miserable managers. 

4 Incompetent Leaders in Critical 
Roles 

Teams compensate brilliantly until they can't. By then, the 
cost has been paid for years — just not visibly. 

5 Avoiding Difficult 
Conversations 

The conversation you avoid doesn't disappear. It 
accumulates interest and pays out at the worst possible 
moment. 

6 Retaining Toxic High-
Performers 

Every organization that keeps a brilliant jerk has done the 
math. They've just done it wrong. 

7 Micromanagement The goal of management is to make yourself unnecessary 
for the decisions your team should be making without you. 

8 Vague Direction Clarity is not what you intend to say. It's what your team can 
act on correctly, independently, when you're not in the room. 

9 Political Promotion Every promotion teaches everyone watching exactly what it 
takes to advance here. Choose carefully what you teach. 

10 Shooting the Messenger The organization that can't hear bad news can't fix bad 
outcomes. The truth can only travel as far as the culture 
allows it. 
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Read across the table, a pattern emerges. Every failure in this series is, at its core, a version of 
the same choice: the leader's comfort over the organization's clarity. The accountability 
conversation avoided to protect a relationship. The favorite chosen to reduce friction. The 
political promotion made to reduce threat. The messenger silenced to preserve consensus. In 
each case, the leader chose the path that felt safer in the moment — and paid a deferred cost 
that was always larger than the discomfort they avoided. 

The through-line of this series has been that the failures we all see but no one fixes are not fixed 
because fixing them requires a specific kind of courage: the willingness to name what is real, 
even when what is real is inconvenient. To have the conversation that might go badly. To 
promote the person who challenges you. To hear the news you would prefer not to receive. To 
build the organization that can hold the truth, even when the truth is uncomfortable. 

 

The organization that can hear difficult things, say difficult things, and act on 
difficult things has a permanent competitive advantage over the one that 
cannot. That advantage is psychological safety — and it is built one honest 
response at a time. 

 

The Last Word 

 

Ramon was eventually moved out of his director role — not because of the failed launch, which 
was attributed to market conditions, but because of the pattern of departures from his team over 
the eighteen months that followed. Five of his seven direct reports left within that window. The 
exit interviews were consistent in ways that HR eventually could not attribute to coincidence. 

Lena is now a VP at the company that hired her. In her first month in the new role, she sat down 
with each of her direct reports individually and asked them a question she had been waiting 
years to be in a position to ask: 'What's the thing you've been hesitant to tell me because you 
weren't sure how I'd receive it?' 

Several of them looked at her like she was testing them. She wasn't. She was building 
something. She knew what it took — she had spent years in organizations that couldn't hear 
themselves — and she knew what it cost when you didn't have it. 

What they told her, carefully at first and then with increasing directness, was exactly what she 
needed to know. All of it was actionable. Some of it was uncomfortable. None of it was a 
surprise to the people who had been sitting on it. 

It never is. 

 

The truth doesn't go away when it isn't said. It accumulates. It waits. And 
eventually it arrives — in a product failure, a wave of attrition, a post-mortem 
that names everything except the real cause. The only question is whether it 
arrives early enough to be useful. 
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Thank you for reading. Thank you for forwarding it to the people who needed it. 

The best thing you can do with a series about organizational honesty is use it to be more honest. 

Start with the conversation you've been avoiding. 
 


