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Abstract: Workplace ostracism—the deliberate withholding of information, resources, access, and social support 

from targeted employees—represents one of the most insidious forms of managerial misconduct in contemporary 

organizations. Often described colloquially as "freezing out," this behavior circumvents legitimate performance 

management processes by engineering conditions under which employees cannot succeed, then attributing the 

resulting failures to the employees themselves. This article examines the phenomenon through the lens of 

organizational behavior research, drawing on meta-analytic evidence, needs-threat theory, and conservation of 

resources theory to illuminate both its psychological mechanisms and its organizational costs. Evidence from multiple 

industries demonstrates that freezing out erodes trust, suppresses knowledge sharing, increases turnover, and 

degrades team performance. The article presents five evidence-based organizational responses—transparent feedback 

systems, procedural justice structures, psychological safety infrastructure, leadership courage development, and 

dignity-centered exit processes—and concludes with three forward-looking pillars for building long-term 

organizational integrity. Practitioners will find actionable frameworks for diagnosing and dismantling exclusionary 

management practices before they metastasize. 
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Introduction 

There is a particular kind of cruelty in the workplace that does not announce itself. It does not shout. 

It does not slam doors or issue threats. It simply withholds. It withholds information a person needs to do their 

job. It withholds invitations to meetings where decisions are made. It withholds feedback, mentorship, 

sponsorship, and the ordinary social currency of collaboration. Then—and this is the part that should trouble 

every leader—it holds the person accountable for the predictable consequences of that deprivation. 
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This is what practitioners and employees commonly call "freezing out." It is the organizational 

equivalent of cutting someone's supply lines and then blaming them for losing the battle. 

The phenomenon is neither new nor rare. What is new is the growing body of research that allows us 

to name it precisely, measure its effects rigorously, and—most importantly—build organizational systems that 

prevent it. Workplace ostracism, as the academic literature terms it, has attracted significant research attention 

over the past two decades, with meta-analyses now spanning tens of thousands of participants across dozens 

of countries (Howard et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2021). The evidence is unambiguous: deliberate exclusion 

damages people, teams, and organizations in measurable, lasting ways. 

The practical stakes are enormous. In an era where organizations compete fiercely for talent, where 

knowledge work depends on information flow and collaborative trust, and where employee expectations 

around dignity and transparency have risen dramatically, the managerial habit of freezing people out is not 

merely unethical—it is strategically ruinous. It signals to every observer in the organization that power matters 

more than fairness, that conflict avoidance matters more than candor, and that the organization's stated values 

are decorative rather than operational. 

This article is written for leaders, human resource professionals, and organizational consultants who 

want to understand the freezing-out phenomenon deeply enough to dismantle it. It draws on peer-reviewed 

research, theoretical models, and organizational examples to move from diagnosis to intervention. The central 

argument is straightforward: if a leader cannot address a performance or fit concern directly, transparently, and 

with basic human decency, the problem is not the employee. The problem is the leadership. 

The Workplace Exclusion Landscape 

Defining "Freezing Out" in Organizational Context 

The academic literature situates freezing out within the broader construct of workplace ostracism, which 

Ferris et al. (2008) defined as "the extent to which an individual perceives that he or she is ignored, rejected or 

excluded by others at work" (p. 220). Williams (2007), whose foundational work on ostracism has shaped two 

decades of research, describes it more starkly: ostracism is "social death"—the removal of a person from the 

social fabric of a group without the explicit declaration that accompanies formal rejection. 

What distinguishes freezing out from other forms of workplace mistreatment—incivility, bullying, 

harassment—is its subtlety and deniability. The manager who freezes someone out rarely leaves fingerprints. There 

is no hostile email to forward to HR. There is no raised voice captured by a witness. Instead, there is a pattern 

of omission: 

• Information withholding: The employee learns about decisions, changes, or expectations after the 

fact—or not at all. 

• Access restriction: Meeting invitations stop arriving. Introductions to stakeholders cease. Project 

assignments quietly migrate to others. 

• Support withdrawal: Requests for resources, guidance, or advocacy go unanswered or are met with 

passive resistance. 

• Social exclusion: Informal conversations happen in spaces the person is not invited to occupy. Team 

lunches, hallway check-ins, and after-meeting debriefs proceed without them. 
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Recent scholarship has begun distinguishing this managerial pattern from peer-to-peer ostracism by 

introducing the concept of quiet firing—"an employer-driven practice in which organizations systematically 

create hostile or untenable working conditions that effectively pressure employees to resign, thereby 

circumventing legal protections against improper dismissal" (Anand et al., 2024, as cited in Frontiers in 

Psychology). Unlike general workplace ostracism, which may arise from peer dynamics, quiet firing involves a 

deliberate and strategic withdrawal of the functional resources, feedback, and professional opportunities essential for career 

survival. 

This distinction matters. When a coworker excludes someone, it is painful but often navigable. When 

a manager does it—the person who controls assignments, evaluations, and organizational access—the effect is 

qualitatively different. Howard et al. (2020) found that leadership characteristics are the strongest antecedents 

of workplace ostracism, and that leadership ostracism carries more severe consequences than coworker ostracism 

because of the power asymmetry involved. 

Prevalence, Drivers, and the Anatomy of Deliberate Exclusion 

Workplace ostracism is disturbingly common. Research from multiple countries suggests that a 

substantial majority of employees have experienced some form of exclusion in professional settings. In 

knowledge-intensive sectors, estimates indicate that over 70% of workers report experiencing ostracism-related 

behaviors (Zhao et al., 2021). Gallup's longitudinal engagement data has shown that the ratio of engaged to 

actively disengaged employees dropped to 1.8 to 1 in 2022, with only 32% of employees reporting full 

engagement—the lowest level in a decade—suggesting widespread relational dysfunction in organizations. 

Why do managers freeze people out rather than addressing concerns directly? The drivers typically 

cluster into several categories: 

• Conflict avoidance: Many managers simply lack the skill or willingness to have difficult conversations. 

Freezing someone out feels less confrontational than saying, "Your work is not meeting 

expectations, and here is what needs to change." 

• Political self-protection: When the employee in question is well-liked, well-connected, or technically 

strong, a direct performance challenge risks making the manager look petty or wrong. Starving the 

person of resources creates a paper trail of "underperformance" that appears organic. 

• Retaliatory impulse: Sometimes the freezing begins after an employee disagrees with the manager, 

raises concerns, or outperforms expectations in ways that feel threatening. It is punishment 

disguised as administrative indifference. 

• Organizational complicity: In some cultures, freezing out is an unspoken norm—the way senior leaders 

signal that someone is no longer favored. Others in the system read the signal and mirror the 

exclusion, creating a cascade effect that appears systemic rather than personal. 

• Inadequate management training: Many organizations promote technical contributors into leadership 

roles without equipping them with the interpersonal and procedural skills required to manage 

people with honesty and care. 

The anatomy of a freeze-out typically follows a discernible pattern. It begins with subtle distancing—fewer one-

on-one meetings, shorter responses, less eye contact in group settings. It progresses to informational exclusion—

the employee is no longer looped into communications that affect their work. It escalates to resource restriction—

projects are reassigned, budgets are redirected, support staff are redeployed. Finally, it culminates in accountability 
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inversion—the employee, now operating with one hand tied behind their back, is evaluated against standards 

they were never given the tools to meet. 

Table 1: Drivers of Exclusionary Management Behavior 

 

The legal system recognizes the extreme form of this pattern as constructive dismissal—a doctrine in 

employment law that treats a resignation extracted through intolerable conditions as equivalent to a termination. 

Courts have consistently held that when employers materially change the terms of employment—stripping 

responsibilities, restricting access, or creating conditions no reasonable person would accept—the resulting 

departure is not truly voluntary. 

Organizational and Individual Consequences of Deliberate Exclusion 

Organizational Performance Impacts 

The organizational costs of freezing out extend far beyond the departure of the targeted individual. 

Meta-analytic evidence reveals a cascading pattern of dysfunction that touches every corner of team and 

organizational performance. 

Zhao et al. (2021), in a meta-analysis of 95 independent samples encompassing 26,767 participants, 

found that workplace ostracism is significantly and negatively related to organizational commitment, job 

satisfaction, and job performance, with organization-based self-esteem (OBSE) mediating these relationships. 

When employees perceive that they are being excluded, their psychological investment in the organization 

collapses—and with it, their willingness to contribute discretionary effort. 

Howard et al. (2020) reported complementary findings: workplace ostracism very strongly relates to 

organizational deviance and strongly relates to decrements in core performance, helping behavior, and voice 

behavior. In practical terms, this means that ostracized employees stop going above and beyond, stop helping 
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colleagues, and stop raising concerns or sharing ideas—behaviors that constitute the invisible infrastructure of 

organizational effectiveness. 

Perhaps most damaging from a strategic perspective is the effect on knowledge sharing. Research 

consistently demonstrates that workplace ostracism is a significant positive predictor of knowledge hiding—

the intentional concealment or withholding of information requested by others (Zhao et al., 2019). When 

employees are frozen out, they respond in kind by withholding their expertise. In knowledge-intensive 

industries—technology, healthcare, financial services, consulting—this represents a direct erosion of 

competitive capability. 

The effects radiate outward. Other employees observe the freeze-out and draw rational conclusions 

about the organization's values. If voicing concerns leads to exclusion, the rational response is silence. If strong 

performance provides no protection, the rational response is disengagement. Gallup's finding that quiet quitting 

characterizes at least 50% of the workforce is, in part, a downstream consequence of organizations that 

tolerate—or practice—exclusionary management. 

The financial implications are substantial. Replacing an employee typically costs between 50% and 

200% of annual salary when accounting for recruitment, onboarding, lost productivity, and institutional 

knowledge drain. But this figure captures only the direct costs. The indirect costs—team demoralization, 

suppressed innovation, reputational damage in talent markets where Glassdoor reviews and word-of-mouth 

shape employer brand—are harder to quantify but no less real. 

Figure 1: The Consequence Cascade of Workplace Ostracism 
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Figure 2: The True Cost of Freezing Out – Replacement Cost Breakdown 

 

Individual Wellbeing and Career Impacts 

Williams's (2007) Temporal Need-Threat Model provides the most comprehensive framework for 

understanding what happens to a person who is frozen out. The model identifies four fundamental 

psychological needs that ostracism threatens simultaneously: belonging, self-esteem, control, and meaningful existence. 

The threat to these needs unfolds across three temporal stages. 

In the reflexive stage, the person experiences immediate pain. Neuroscience research has shown that 

social exclusion activates the same neural pathways as physical pain. Williams and Nida (2011) documented that 

this initial response is remarkably robust—it occurs regardless of the source, context, or even the target's 

personality. High self-esteem, extraversion, and emotional resilience provide virtually no protection against the 

initial sting of being excluded. The pain is, as Williams describes it, "hardwired." 

In the reflective stage, the person attempts to make sense of the exclusion and cope with it. Some respond 

prosocially—working harder, seeking re-inclusion, trying to prove their worth. Others respond with withdrawal 

or even antisocial behavior, depending on which needs feel most threatened. When belonging and self-esteem 

are most thwarted, people tend toward prosocial responses. When control and meaningful existence are most 

thwarted, responses can become defensive, disengaged, or hostile (Williams, 2007). 
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In the resignation stage—which occurs when the ostracism is chronic and inescapable—the person's 

coping resources are depleted. Williams and Nida (2011) describe this as a state of alienation, helplessness, and 

worthlessness. The individual accepts the implicit message of their exclusion: you are insignificant. Depression, 

anxiety, and emotional exhaustion are common outcomes. The person may eventually leave the organization, 

but they carry the psychological injury with them, often experiencing diminished confidence and trust in 

subsequent roles. 

Figure 3: Williams’ Temporal Needs-Thread Model Applied to Workplace Freezing Out 

 

The conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) adds an additional explanatory layer. 

Being frozen out constitutes a sustained drain on personal resources—cognitive energy, emotional reserves, 

social capital—without replenishment. Over time, this depletion manifests as burnout, reduced self-regulation, 

and impaired decision-making. Zhao et al. (2021) found that emotional exhaustion was among the strongest 

outcomes of workplace ostracism, particularly in individualist cultural contexts where people derive more of 

their identity from workplace relationships. 
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Evidence-Based Organizational Responses 

Table 2: Evidence-Based Intervention Framework 

 

Transparent Feedback and Direct Communication Systems 

The single most effective antidote to freezing out is a culture where direct, honest feedback is the norm rather 

than the exception. When organizations build systems that expect and support candor, the conditions that enable 

freezing out—ambiguity, unspoken expectations, plausible deniability—become structurally difficult to 

maintain. 

Research on procedural justice and organizational communication consistently demonstrates that 

employees can accept difficult messages—including critical feedback and even termination—when those 

messages are delivered with transparency, consistency, and respect (Colquitt et al., 2001). What destroys trust 

is not the content of the message but the absence of one. 

Effective approaches: 

• Structured feedback cadences: Require regular one-on-one meetings between managers and direct 

reports with documented discussion of expectations, progress, and concerns. Monthly or biweekly 

rhythms create accountability for ongoing dialogue. 
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• Explicit performance expectations: Every employee should have written, mutually understood 

expectations that are reviewed and updated regularly. When concerns arise, they should be 

documented and discussed, not left to simmer. 

• Feedback training for managers: Invest in developing managers' capacity to deliver constructive 

feedback clearly, kindly, and specifically. This is a skill, not a personality trait, and it can be taught. 

• Skip-level conversations: Create regular opportunities for employees to speak with their manager's 

manager. This provides a check on managerial behavior and a safety valve for concerns that are 

not being addressed. 

• Two-way feedback mechanisms: Ensure that feedback flows upward as well as downward, so employees 

have a structured way to communicate concerns about their manager's behavior without fear of 

retaliation. 

Netflix built its organizational culture around what it calls "radical candor"—the expectation that 

employees at every level will provide direct, honest feedback to one another. Their now-famous culture 

document explicitly states that the organization values courage over politeness and that withholding feedback 

is considered a failure of responsibility, not an exercise of discretion. This cultural norm makes freezing out 

nearly impossible because the expected behavior is to say the hard thing directly. While Netflix's approach is 

not without criticism—some argue it can become harsh—the underlying principle is sound: when the 

organizational expectation is transparency, passive exclusion becomes visible and culturally unacceptable. 

Procedural Justice and Accountability Structures 

Freezing out thrives in organizations where managerial discretion is unchecked and where the 

processes governing performance management, resource allocation, and career development are opaque. 

Building procedural justice—the perception that organizational processes are fair, consistent, and transparent 

(Colquitt et al., 2001)—creates structural barriers to exclusionary behavior. 

Howard et al. (2020) found that perceptions of organizational justice are among the outcomes most strongly 

affected by workplace ostracism, suggesting a reciprocal relationship: low justice perceptions enable ostracism, 

and ostracism further erodes justice perceptions, creating a downward spiral. 

Effective approaches: 

• Documented performance management processes: Establish clear, organization-wide processes for 

addressing performance concerns, including required steps (verbal feedback, written 

documentation, improvement plans) before any adverse action. This prevents managers from 

bypassing the process by simply freezing someone out until they leave. 

• Resource allocation transparency: Make decisions about project assignments, meeting participation, and 

development opportunities visible and governed by criteria, not personal discretion alone. 

• Multiple points of accountability: Ensure that no single manager has unchecked control over an 

employee's information access, career trajectory, and performance evaluation. Cross-functional 

project teams, matrix structures, and HR business partners all create additional lines of sight. 

• Exit interview analysis: Systematically analyze departure patterns by manager, team, and department. 

When the same manager consistently loses strong performers who cite vague dissatisfaction, that 

pattern requires investigation. 
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• Whistleblower and concern-reporting mechanisms: Provide confidential channels through which employees 

can report exclusionary behavior without fear of retaliation, and ensure these reports are 

investigated with the same seriousness as other misconduct claims. 

Costco has long been recognized for its approach to employee relations, which is grounded in procedural 

consistency and transparent communication. The company's promotion-from-within philosophy, standardized 

compensation structures, and emphasis on managerial accountability create an environment where exclusionary 

tactics are difficult to sustain undetected. Costco's employee turnover rate has historically been a fraction of 

industry norms—roughly 6% for employees who have been with the company more than a year, compared to 

industry averages exceeding 60% in retail. This is not coincidental. When employees trust the system—when 

they believe that effort will be recognized and that processes are fair—the organizational conditions that enable 

freezing out are significantly weakened. 

Psychological Safety as Infrastructure 

Psychological safety—the shared belief that a team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking (Edmondson, 

1999)—is perhaps the most important environmental condition for preventing and surfacing exclusionary 

behavior. In psychologically safe environments, people speak up about problems, ask questions without fear of 

appearing incompetent, and raise concerns about interpersonal dynamics. In psychologically unsafe 

environments, silence reigns, and behaviors like freezing out go unreported and unchallenged. 

Google's Project Aristotle, an extensive internal study of team effectiveness, identified psychological safety as the 

single most important factor distinguishing high-performing teams from others. Teams where members felt 

safe to take risks, admit mistakes, and raise concerns outperformed teams with superior technical talent but 

lower safety. 

Effective approaches: 

• Leader vulnerability modeling: Leaders who openly acknowledge their own mistakes, uncertainties, and 

learning edges create permission for others to do the same. This behavioral modeling is among the 

most powerful drivers of psychological safety. 

• Inclusive meeting practices: Actively solicit input from all team members, particularly those who are 

quieter or newer. Use structured formats (round-robins, pre-meeting written input, anonymous 

polling) to ensure that participation is not limited to the loudest voices. 

• Response to concerns as cultural signal: How an organization responds when someone reports being 

frozen out sends the most powerful signal about whether psychological safety is real or 

aspirational. If the reporter is taken seriously and the situation is investigated, safety is reinforced. 

If the reporter is dismissed or subtly penalized, safety is revealed as theater. 

• Team climate assessments: Use validated instruments to regularly measure psychological safety at the 

team level. Aggregate patterns across teams to identify managers who may be creating exclusionary 

environments. 

• Bystander empowerment: Train team members to recognize and intervene when they observe 

exclusionary patterns. Bystander behavior is one of the strongest moderators of whether ostracism 

persists or is interrupted. 

Cleveland Clinic undertook a significant cultural transformation initiative focused on empathy and 

psychological safety, recognizing that in healthcare settings, the consequences of exclusionary dynamics extend 
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beyond the affected employee to patient care and safety. The organization invested in training programs for 

leaders at every level, emphasizing the connection between interpersonal respect and clinical outcomes. The 

initiative included mechanisms for surfacing concerns about team dynamics without retribution, and it explicitly 

named behaviors like information withholding and social exclusion as violations of the organization's care 

culture. The results included measurable improvements in both employee engagement and patient satisfaction 

scores, demonstrating the interconnectedness of internal culture and external performance. 

Leadership Development and Courage-Building 

At its core, freezing someone out is an act of moral cowardice. It is what happens when a person in a 

position of authority lacks the courage to say what needs to be said, the skill to say it constructively, or the 

integrity to accept that the issue may lie with them rather than with the employee. Addressing this requires 

sustained investment in developing leaders who are capable of honest, respectful, and courageous management. 

Effective approaches: 

• Difficult conversation training: Go beyond generic communication skills to develop specific 

competence in delivering critical feedback, facilitating conflict resolution, and initiating separation 

conversations with dignity and clarity. 

• Coaching and mentorship for managers: Pair new and struggling managers with experienced leaders who 

model direct communication and accountability. Coaching relationships create space for managers 

to process their anxiety about difficult conversations without acting it out through exclusion. 

• 360-degree feedback with behavioral specificity: Use multi-rater feedback instruments that include specific 

items related to information sharing, inclusion, and communication transparency. When a manager 

receives consistent feedback that team members feel excluded or uninformed, the data creates an 

obligation to respond. 

• Promotion criteria that include relational competence: Ensure that advancement into leadership roles 

requires demonstrated skill in communication, feedback, and team development—not just 

technical expertise or revenue generation. 

• Accountability for managerial misconduct: Establish clear consequences for managers who are found to 

have engaged in exclusionary practices. When the organization treats freezing out as a serious 

performance failure, the behavior becomes riskier than having a direct conversation. 

Microsoft under CEO Satya Nadella provides a compelling example of leadership transformation at 

scale. Nadella's cultural shift from what he described as a "know-it-all" to a "learn-it-all" culture explicitly 

challenged the competitive, information-hoarding dynamics that had characterized Microsoft's previous era. 

The transformation included a fundamental redesign of performance management—moving away from stack 

ranking, which had incentivized internal competition and exclusion, and toward a model emphasizing 

collaboration, learning, and growth mindset. Nadella publicly modeled vulnerability and curiosity, creating top-

down permission for leaders throughout the organization to prioritize inclusion over control. The results have 

been widely documented: improved employee engagement, accelerated innovation, and a dramatic increase in 

market capitalization. 

Dignity-Centered Exit Processes 

Sometimes the honest conclusion is that the fit between an employee and a role or organization is not working. 

That is a legitimate organizational reality. But the way that conclusion is reached and communicated defines the 
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character of the organization. Freezing someone out until they leave is not an exit process—it is an abdication 

of responsibility dressed up as inevitability. 

Effective approaches: 

• Structured improvement plans with genuine support: When performance concerns are identified, document 

them clearly, provide specific expectations for improvement, allocate resources and support, and 

establish a defined timeline. The purpose of an improvement plan should be improvement, not 

documentation for a predetermined termination. 

• Honest separation conversations: When the conclusion is that separation is necessary, deliver that 

message directly, clearly, and with respect. Explain the reasoning. Acknowledge the person's 

contributions. Provide transition support. 

• Generous transition support: Offer outplacement services, extended benefits, and references. The cost 

of these supports is trivial compared to the cost of organizational cynicism when employees 

observe a colleague being slowly starved out. 

• Post-separation analysis: After every involuntary or quasi-voluntary departure, conduct an honest 

assessment of whether the outcome was a genuine performance mismatch or a system failure—

including the possibility that the manager's behavior contributed to the problem. 

• Alumni relationship maintenance: Organizations that treat departing employees with dignity build 

networks of advocates. Organizations that freeze people out build networks of detractors. 

Southwest Airlines has long cultivated a reputation for treating employees—including departing 

employees—with respect and care. The airline's "servant leadership" philosophy, which positions leaders as 

supporters of frontline workers rather than controllers, creates cultural antibodies against exclusionary 

management. When performance issues arise, the expectation is direct engagement, coaching, and support. 

When separation becomes necessary, the process is handled with transparency and compassion. This approach 

has contributed to Southwest's consistently high rankings in employee satisfaction and its remarkably low 

involuntary turnover rates relative to the airline industry. 

Building Long-Term Organizational Integrity 

Psychological Contract Stewardship 

Every employment relationship involves a psychological contract—the unwritten set of mutual 

expectations between employer and employee that goes beyond the formal employment agreement (Rousseau, 

1995). When an organization freezes someone out, it violates this contract in a particularly corrosive way: it 

breaks the implicit promise that effort will be met with fairness, that communication will be honest, and that 

the organization will act in good faith. 

Building long-term organizational integrity requires treating the psychological contract as a strategic 

asset. This means regularly assessing whether organizational behavior aligns with stated values, whether leaders 

are fulfilling their implicit promises to employees, and whether the gap between espoused culture and 

experienced culture is narrowing or widening. Organizations that invest in psychological contract stewardship 

build trust reserves that sustain engagement through difficult periods—restructurings, market downturns, strategic 

pivots—when the temptation to cut relational corners is strongest. 

Practically, this involves leadership communication that acknowledges uncertainty honestly rather than 

retreating into corporate euphemism, HR practices that prioritize consistency and fairness over administrative 
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convenience, and a willingness to hold leaders accountable when their behavior undermines organizational 

commitments. Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) reminds us that people's intrinsic motivation 

depends on three basic needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—all of which are directly undermined 

by exclusionary management practices. Organizations that protect these needs at a structural level create the 

conditions for sustained engagement and high performance. 

Distributed Leadership and Diffused Power Structures 

Freezing out is fundamentally a power problem. It occurs when a single individual has sufficient control 

over another person's information, resources, and organizational access to engineer failure without detection. 

The structural antidote is to distribute power more broadly, creating multiple relationships, accountability lines, 

and sources of organizational support for every employee. 

This does not mean eliminating hierarchy—effective organizations need clear authority structures. It 

means ensuring that no single manager holds monopolistic control over an employee's organizational life. 

Matrix structures, cross-functional project teams, mentorship programs that cross organizational lines, and 

rotation programs all create redundant connections that make exclusionary behavior harder to sustain and easier to 

detect. 

Additionally, organizations should invest in leadership at every level—not just positional authority, but the 

capacity of all employees to exercise influence, raise concerns, and support one another. When leadership is 

distributed, the loss of a single manager's support is painful but not catastrophic. The employee has other 

relationships, other advocates, and other sources of information and feedback. This structural resilience is the 

organizational equivalent of biodiversity: it protects the system against the failure of any single component.  

Continuous Cultural Monitoring and Learning Systems 

Finally, organizations that are serious about preventing exclusionary behavior must build sensing 

mechanisms that detect it before it becomes entrenched. Annual engagement surveys are necessary but 

insufficient—they capture snapshots rather than patterns, and they often lack the specificity to identify 

managerial-level dysfunction. 

More effective approaches include pulse surveys with targeted questions about inclusion and 

information access, team-level climate assessments conducted quarterly, analysis of collaboration data (meeting 

patterns, communication networks, project participation) that can reveal exclusion patterns, and regular 

qualitative listening sessions where employees can describe their experience in their own words. 

The goal is not surveillance but learning. Organizations are complex adaptive systems, and exclusionary 

behavior is an emergent property of particular configurations of power, incentive, and culture. Building a 

learning system that continuously monitors, interprets, and responds to these dynamics is the only sustainable 

approach to organizational health. 

Hobfoll's (1989) conservation of resources theory suggests that organizations should focus not only 

on preventing resource loss (which exclusion causes) but on building resource gain spirals—creating conditions 

where employees accumulate psychological, social, and professional resources over time. When the 

organizational environment is one of abundance—where information flows freely, where support is readily 

available, where people feel seen and valued—the scarcity conditions that enable freezing out simply do not 

take hold. 
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Figure 4: Three Pillars of Long-Term Organizational Integrity 

Conclusion 

Freezing someone out is not a management strategy. It is a failure of leadership—a failure of courage, 

transparency, and basic human decency. The research is clear: deliberate exclusion damages individuals 
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psychologically, degrades team performance, suppresses knowledge sharing, erodes organizational trust, and 

creates legal liability. It says far more about the character of the leader and the culture of the organization than 

it does about the capabilities of the person being excluded. 

The remedy is equally clear, even if it requires sustained effort to implement. Organizations must build 

cultures where direct feedback is expected and supported, where procedural justice governs performance 

management, where psychological safety is treated as infrastructure rather than aspiration, where leaders are 

developed to have the courage that their roles demand, and where exit processes preserve the dignity of every 

person involved. 

None of this is easy. Having a difficult conversation with someone whose work is not meeting 

expectations is genuinely uncomfortable. Making the decision to separate from an employee is genuinely hard. 

But discomfort and difficulty are not justifications for cruelty. If a leader cannot tell someone the truth to their 

face, that leader has no business managing people. 

The organizations that will thrive in the coming decades are those that understand a simple but 

powerful principle: how you treat people when things are difficult is the truest expression of your values. Not the mission 

statement on the wall. Not the values printed in the annual report. The actual, lived, daily behavior of leaders 

when they face a situation that demands honesty, courage, and care. 

Freezing people out is the opposite of all three. It is time to name it, study it, and systematically 

dismantle the organizational conditions that allow it to persist. 
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