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Many employees can recall attending 
meetings where managers saluted the 
month’s top performers. Very few, if any, 
have attended meetings where an exec-
utive praised a daring effort that failed. 
	 Yet for industries that pride them-
selves on innovation and risk taking, such 
gestures should not be so rare, according 
to a recent survey of 690 employed Amer-
icans. BlessingWhite, a Princeton-based 
consultancy, asked employees whether 
they are encouraged to take risks. To little 
surprise, only 26 percent of employees 
said they are often encouraged to take 
risks. A startling 41 percent said they are 
never asked to do so.
	 Without determined encouragement 
from above, employees are unlikely to 
take risks if the consequences of failure 
are severe. 
	 “Most organizations are not nuclear 
power plants, so the consequences of 
risk taking are not catastrophic,” says 
Christopher Rice, CEO of BlessingWhite.
	 Reversing the culture to allow inno-
vation or encouraging candor is a huge 
barrier for many organizations. Many 
risk takers and outspoken staff members 
are sanctioned or even fired 
for breaching the corporate 
norms. And many leaders 
would be hard pressed to 
cite an occasion where they 
praised an employee’s will-
ingness to take a chance. 
	 A number of subtle 
strategies could be 
employed to signal 
that an uncertain 
outcome may prove 
beneficial in the long 
term. An executive 
could encourage 
an employee to 
discuss her point of 
view in advance of 

a meeting even if the executive holds an 
opposing view. When teams meet to dis-
cuss adverse results, managers should 
speak in positive terms, Rice suggests, 
and acknowledge that a product or 
initiative did not meet expected goals 
while encouraging staff to keep trying.
	 With the high aversion to risk, it is 
a wonder there is any innovation in 
business at all. 
	 “Thomas Edison once said, ‘I did not 
fail; I just found 10,000 ways that did not 
work,’” Rice says. “Unfortunately, orga-
nizations view it as 10,000 failures.”
	 The acceptance of risk taking is 
closely tied to speaking freely about of-
fice policies, another area where most 
organizations fare poorly. BlessingWhite 
recently asked employees whether it is 
safe to speak up about issues in the of-
fice. Even among organizations consid-
ered high performing, only 40 percent 
of respondents said it’s safe to speak 
openly at their workplaces. 
	 While coaching a senior executive at 
a large advertising company, Rice noted 
that one manager who frequently spoke 
up in team meetings was being targeted 
for dismissal by the chief executive 
because her tone of questioning was 
considered abrasive. Rice advised his 
client to offer coaching to the manager 
instead of terminating her. After six 
months of coaching, the manager was 
promoted to lead a division. 
     Women reported being asked 
to take risks less often than men. 
Similarly, 35- to 45-year-old staff 
members reported that they were 
encouraged to gamble more often 
than younger employees or older 
colleagues.
	 Rice views that gap between 
men and women as well as the 
gap among various age groups as 
a matter of perception rather than 
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The Big Number

>>�Does your manager 
encourage you to look for 
new solutions or take risks?

Never . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 41%

Sometimes . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 33%

Often . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 26%

Source: BlessingWhite 2007

Fascinating Facts
>>Risk taking tends to be encour-
aged most often among employees 
in the Northeastern United States 
and in metropolitan areas as well 
as those with higher household 
incomes and more education.

>>For those employees whose 
managers encourage risk taking, 50 
percent receive praise when things 
work out well, 35 percent receive 
neither praise nor criticism, and 9 
percent receive outright criticism for 
their efforts.

Source: BlessingWhite 2007 

41%
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percent of employees report 
never being asked to take 
risks by their managers.

reality. He believes that as corpora-
tions have not succeeded in advancing 
women up the ranks, many women 
have turned conservative. 
	 Technology companies were the only 
field that rated high among organiza-
tions that encouraged staff to take risks.

Michael Laff is senior associate editor of 
T+D; mlaff@astd.org.
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