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Abstract. Silence is an important part of communication. Depending on the cultural context, silence
can be perceived as positive/desirable or as negative/unwelcome. This ambiguity often leads to mis-
understandings with other participants in the communication process. The current study discusses
the phenomenon of silence and presents the spiral of communication, as a part of nonverbal com-
munication, and refer to the synthesis of silence and creativity. We approach important questions in
our study: is silence in communication linked with creativity. If so, through what mechanism? Does
the tension in communication affect silence being used as a mode of escaping from a communica-
tion process to avoid conflict, tension and uncomfortable situations? Based on the analysis of the
theoretical approaches to these phenomena, we empirically test ordinary least squares mediation
models based on responses collected from 416 individuals of Serbian nationality. Our study reveals
that silence is used to avoid conflict in communication by reducing the feeling of tension. We note
that silence does not affect creativity directly. Rather, it has a marginal effect through reducing ten-
sion and avoiding conflict and while having opposite opinions.

Keywords: communication, creativity, cultural context, isolation, nonverbal communication,

silence, spiral of silence.

Introduction

Conversational silence - an act of saying nothing when words are expected - is used by
people when they communicate with each other on a daily basis. When silence is used, a con-
versation partner tries to decipher the meaning based on the culture, context and situation
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of its use. Understanding of differences in communication patterns among people and cul-
tures can help in avoiding unwanted communication obstacles. The meaning of silence is
different in various situations. One of the main needs for communicators is to be aware
of the degree of tolerance of silence. How to understand someone during a conversation
more correctly and to escape from the unpleasant feeling of misunderstanding? It is doa-
ble by enhancing interpersonal and intercultural communication by studying of the silence
meanings and communication functions in different cultures. What are the bright and dark
sides of silence in communication, and what are the advantages and disadvantages of using
silence in everyday conversations, are questions needed to be decoded? Since Noelle-Neu-
mann introduced a spiral of silence theory (1974) based on the claim that people are silent
when faced with the fear of social isolation, the other researchers have mostly accepted her
opinion without testing it (Taylor, 1982, p. 314). Silence is not only used in a situation where
communicators face the fear of social isolation, as communicators can keep silent because
of willingness to create interpersonal distance (Richmond & McCroskey, 1999, pp. 323-324)
when they are faced with the different modus of dialectical tension. People used silence in the
occasion when they are faced with an uncertain flow of communication such as “uncertainty,
unpredictability, or ambiguity” (Braithwaite, 2009), or when they fill the discomfort among
unfamiliar persons (Tannen & Saville-Troike, 1985) which leads to tension. Silence may be
understood as an incubator for creativity. According to LeClaire,

“like the solitary spider who busily weaves her web in perfect silence, we need to be

alone and quiet for our subconscious to spin its creations. Picasso said solitude is nec-

essary for creative work, ‘In silence’s calm surrounds, we discover the power of imag-

ination and throw open the gates to creativity’. In the opulent luxury of solitude, time

becomes elastic and creative impulses surface and are allowed room to breathe” (2010,
pp. 136-137).

The goals set in this paper are related to the analysis of the research questions:

1. Are people whose opinion is different from the majority of the mind keeping silent
because they feared social isolation?;

2. Does the tension in communication affect silence being used as modus for escaping
from a communication process to avoid conflict, tension and uncomfortable situations?

The paper is structured as follows. First, relevant theories about the use of silence in
daily communication and the assumptions for its understanding are considered. The second
part presents the results of the research on attitudes. In specific, spiral of silence is evaluated
along with various emotional motives, which authors defined as tension in communication.

1. Silence as nonverbal communication

“Do we talk only when we are speaking?” (Jaworski, 1993, p. 25).

Montgomery and Baxter (2008) first pointed out to dialectic tensions as a prominent commu-
nicative phenomenon. Tension often occurs during human interaction. Silence is influenced
by “interpersonal or group tension” (Prentice & Kramer, 2006, p. 358) and can be seen as
“elimination of interpersonal psychic tensions” (Baker, 1955, p. 161). The tension that occurs
during communication, according to Montgomery (1993) can never be eliminated. Silent
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mode is also used in a possible conflict situation as a conflict management tactic (Saunders,
1985, p. 165; Tannen, 1990), when silence “is a substitute for direct expression of negative
emotion to manage conflict” (Tannen, 1990, p. 276), while conflict is described as “behavior
that negatively impacts another individual or group” (Starks, 2006).
“Silence is a medium of communication whose processing requires more cognitive effort
than speech” (Jaworski, 1993, p. 141) as
“man is involved in language even when he is silent. Silence is more than unspoken

language. Words are present in the silence; they are an organic part of the human face
and form” (Picard, 1963, p. 46).

Silence can have diverse meaning in the communication process. It can be understood as a
time to think, consider a response or to express emotions. Basil of Caesarea (330-379) argued:
“The good of silence is dependent on the time and the person, as we are taught by the God-in-
spired Scripture” (Silvas, 2005, p. 387). For a long time, it was believed that silence only had a
function of creating boundaries (prosodic function) and was defined as an absence of speech
or as “periods of non-speech or non-vocalization in conversation” (Zuo, 2002, p. 4; Tannen &
Saville-Troike, 1985). However, silence is also used as a communicative response (Tatar, 2005).

Undoubtedly, the use of silence in communication is culture-bounded (Carbaugh, 2010).
In the United States (US), for example, people are not very comfortable with silence, it is
often used to represent disapproval, or it is just a time to rearrange thoughts in order to pre-
vent saying something they might later regret. Since US is considered a low-context country,
people have a tendency to fill the silence gaps in communication with comments on the
weather or some other general topics to avoid unpleasant feelings caused by silence. Silence
has suffered a negative image. It is often viewed badly as the lack of language, while speech
is understood as the “characterizing signature of humanity” (Kane, 1984, p. 13).

In some other cultures, silence is considered an integral part of communication, a good
example are countries in Asia and Scandinavia. In Scandinavia, the silence is not understood
as mere quietness, but a way of life and being close to nature. For the Japanese, silence pre-
sents nothingness, or a metaphysical way of inner connection, as explored through Buddhism
(Broner-Bauer, 1998). In Japan, a high-context culture, the person who doesn't use periods
of silence during conversation is considered as someone who is not thinking a lot about what
he/she is saying, and that person is out of focus. For the Japanese the use of silence can be
a way of showing respect for what has been said, after the speech for example, as “the most
profound statements are often said in silence” (Shafik, 2011, p. 451). This effectively corrects
the notion that multitude of words must precede making sense. Nowadays society is in close
connection and it is important to recognize and be aware of different cultures when trying to
understand and define the qualities of silence. In not-so-distant China, silence is praised and
encouraged. Publilius Syrus stated “I have often regretted my speech, but never my silence”
(Umeh, 2010, p. 4).

Silence, as we see, is used in many different forms in different cultures that are why we
need to think about what is being communicated to us via the silence. We need to remember
that silence can be also positive. The person we communicate with is maybe just confused or
is trying to show respect. In many cases, they are only thinking about what has been said in
earlier conversation and want to truly understand the other person’s comments.
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Courtenay (1916) proposed the term silence as ignorance, or ignorant silence, that appears
in situations when people simply were not aware of something. He said that ignorance does
not have to be bad, because people may simply lack the ability or tools to perceive certain
situations or things, and sometimes are just consequently incapable of communicating. How-
ever, as he said, for him was very negative were people who keep themselves intentionally
ignorant of a thing:

“It is generally agreed among communication scholars that whether a man talks or

refuses to talk, he is communicating some message to those expectant communicants
who are in some form of interaction with him” (Wilson, 2005, p. 42).

We can say that even not saying anything is saying a lot.

During our lives, we are often in situations where people from our environment are not
saying anything, but it does not mean that they have not communicated. Actually, they have,
but their silence is, in that case, intentional and strategic. Wilson defined strategic silence as
“the deliberate use of silence to communicate certain feelings, like anger, distancing, rejec-
tion, efc., in order to achieve a set of personal objectives” (2005, p. 43).

We can conclude that silence is strategic when a person decides to maintain quietness in
order to gain some results or to prove a point to the other person.

2. Positive and negative aspects of silence

Silence and its symbolic nature can be understood differently. The best example may be a
womanss silence after a marriage proposal. The same silent reaction may be interpreted as
acceptance or rejection in some other occasions and cultural settings (Nakane, 2007). As
one of the positive aspects of silence, Nakane (2007) found that silence benefit both speaker
and listener: Without silence, listeners have great difficulty in keeping up with ongoing talk
and interpreting it correctly. Silence belongs to language and it is positive (Picard, 1963,
p- 32) and very often it can be used as a sign of politeness and prevent disagreement (Padilla
Cruz, 2008) and conflict as “it is easier to undo silence than it is to undo words” (Jaworski,
1993, p. 25). We should mention the negative side of silence as well. Silence enhanced with
meaning is known as “attributable silence” (Cutting, 2008, p. 29), and in cultures with a low
tolerance for silence, long silences during conversation may cause discomfort. In Western
countries, silence is usually disturbed after a very short period of time, the reason for that
is a feeling of tension, created by the long pauses that people want to escape (Gould, 2008).
Duff (2002) reported that non - native speaking students are often afraid of being criti-
cized and to feel discomfort because of their bad English skills, so they use silence in order
to protect themselves. Similarly, Nakane (2007) point out that silence is often wrongly seen as
a lack of adherence or a negative attitude towards studies. Because of that, the Non — Native
speaking students are often in the middle of two unfriendly options: mockery or hostility.

2.1. Spiral of silence

Noelle-Neumann developed the theory of spiral of silence in 1974, arguing that if members
of a group assume most of the group shares the same thoughts and views, then whether or
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not each person actually believes it, the perception and beliefs of the majority are enough to
silence dissenting views over time (Glynn et al., 1997, p. 452). People have a tendency to use
a “quasi-statistical sense” to define and measure if their opinions are popular or unpopular
(Hayes, 2007, p. 785). If they figure out that they share their opinions with the majority of the
group, they may be willing to speak out. But, if they realize their opinions are the opposite,
they will keep silent or comply with the view of the majority. The reason one view was able
to silence other views was that people feared isolation more than being wrong (Liu & Fahmy,
2011, p. 46). In short, social sanctions play a key role, and Noelle-Neumann theory (1974)
suggests that silence is a state in which members who hold minority viewpoints believe they
cannot express themselves because of the fear of isolation from their larger community (Moy
et al., 2001), as “man is a social being with a potent desire to belong, both at the individual
and larger social group levels” (V. Baltezarevic & R. Baltezarevic, 2016b, p. 194).

However, fear of isolation may not be the only cause for such reactions, but the root
of that fear may be linked to survival and uncontrollable instinct, as biologists discovered,
people have evolved to recognize that personal survival is tightly connected to group sur-
vival (Sloan Wilson & Wilson, 2007). We can conclude, also, that the local culture perceives
dissenting viewpoints as threatening and would use social isolation as a controlling tool,
whereas a culture that desired dissenting views would not choose that option. Unfortunately,
many types of research that have studied the spiral of silence continue to provide proof that
most cultures still do perceive dissent as anti-social (Simpson, 1996).

On the other hand,

“when people believe that they share the same opinions or if their options are becom-
ing more popular, they express themselves openly, outside their circle of family and
friends” (Jeffres et al., 1999, p. 115).

The spiral of silence theory has usually been used by scholars of political communication
and has been studied to test the willingness of individuals to speak out about controversial
topics of society (Liu & Fahmy, 2011, p. 45).

Noelle-Neumann theory (1974) also has been criticized and discussed whether fear of
isolation has enough power to discourage speaking out or to express disagreement with the
majority (Scheufle & Moy, 2000).

2.2. Silence and creativity: a synthesis

Creativity is defined as “the production of novel, appropriate ideas in any realm of human
activity, from science, to the arts, to education, to business, to everyday life” (Amabile, 1997,
p. 40). It is considered one of the most complex human behaviors. Creativity can be influ-
enced by a wide range of social, educational and developmental experiences that lead to
creativity in different ways in different areas (Runco & Okuda Sakamoto, 2002). Guilford de-
fined creativity as “the abilities that are most characteristic of creative people” (1950, p. 444).
According to Cook (2002) creativity can be define as the following: a divine quality, planned
luck, serendipitous activity, endurance and method. Dewett (2004) defines creativity as “the
production of novel and useful ideas, processes, or products by a person or group”. Crea-
tivity is usually considered as the production of new and useful ideas or solutions to prob-
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lems (Woerkum et al., 2007). It can be said that originality, flexibility, breaking boundaries,
independence and unconventionality are universal criteria that represent creativity (Ulger,
2020). Many authors in this field have stated that challenging, innovation, and broadening
are important features to predict creativity (Runco, 2017):

“Jung wrote that creativity is an instinct, not an optional gift granted to a lucky few. If

you don’t find a way to be creative in life, that instinct goes repressed and frustrated.

You feel its loss as a deflation, the spirit leaking out of your sense of self. You feel emp-
ty, disengaged, and unfulfilled” (Moore, 2008, p. 2).

Creativity is considered as an important quality of successful leaders, a quality that rep-
resents the ability to introduce new and convincing ideas (Mayer & Maree, 2018). From the
moral point of view, creativity presupposes credibility due to the need to shape a person to
be educated and developed in and by the society, in which he/she lives, until that person
become a creative entity, able to use his or her creativity in cooperation with other entities
(Mazur & Duchlinski, 2020).

The literature review is suggesting two contrasting predictions, first one is that thinking
aloud may lead to more creative ideas than thinking in silence, and the second, thinking
aloud may lead to less creative ideas, than thinking in silence. Indirect evidence can be found
in the literature for both predictions. Regarding the first prediction, it is theoretically ground-
ed in language and cognitive psychology and relates with work on object design (Wetzstein
& Hacker, 2004). The second prediction is consistent with studies on group brainstorming
(Mullen et al,, 1991) and with work on insight problems (Kim, 2002). Levelt (1993) argues
there is a good reason to believe thinking aloud may actually hinder creative thought. He
adds that speech production, and actually articulating - requires cognitive processing. There-
fore, thinking aloud may decrease the processing capacity available for creative performance.
Ritchie Key argues, that “the comforting, companionable silence between people in equilib-
rium [...] must be distinguished from the negative, disturbing silence of anger, fear, or hate”
(1975, p. 128):

“Silence creates a rare opportunity to pause and drop into stillness, to become inti-
mate with your own mind. When we start the journey to attune to our own minds by
pausing into stillness, we enter a new realm of experience that can produce surprise
in each moment [...]. As the stillness permits the mind to ‘settle’, it becomes possible
to be aware of the subtleties in the fine structure of the mind’s functions. Stillness is

not the same as a void in activity, it’s more like a stabilizing strength” (Siegel, 2007,
pp. 61-73).

The natural silence or periods when creative life lies at a standstill, and unnatural silences,
imposed on people by the acquisition of circumstances such as class, educational disad-
vantage, race, sex, or the demands of nurturing. Cleveland Morris said, “I don’t think art is
possible without silence. The ultimate spiritual discovery is in silence, not in noise” (LeClaire,
2010, pp. 113-133). Sarton stated,

“Each time I come back here the same miracle happens. I bring the world with me,

but at a certain moment the world falls away and I am inside the life-restoring silence”
(1999).
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Based on the available literature analysed in this paper, we have set the following hy-
potheses:

H1. People with the opinions opposite of the group will keep quiet because they are afraid
of social isolation;

H2. When a communicator fills a tension, silence is a mode of escaping from a commu-
nication process to avoid conflict, tension and uncomfortable situations.

3. Methodology and results: data collection

The questionnaire for this research was composed of two parts. The first part of the question-
naire consisted of questions related to respondents’ attitudes on the reasons for using silence
in the communication process.

Questions in the second part pertained to the demographic profile of the respondents
(gender, age and level of education). A screening question was used to single out the re-
spondents who are consciously using silence in communication. Respondents’ attitudes were
measured using 5-point Likert-type scales, anchored from 5 = “strongly agree” to 1 = “strong-
ly disagree”.

According national statistics, Serbian population aged 18 to 65 years tops to 4 436 507
(Republika Srbija: Republi¢ki zavod za statistiku, 2020), thus the minimum sample size for
95% confidence level and 5% confidence interval is 384 respondents.

Data was collected from mid-December 2018 to beginning of February 2019. The invita-
tion to take part in the research was sent to 592 e-mail addresses available in the university
panel data in the territory of Serbia. Participants were offered a free research report for tak-
ing part in the survey. Within two weeks, 387 questionnaires were received (65.4%) and a
reminder was sent to all addresses. This resulted in an additional 36 questionnaires received
(423 in total). For further analysis, 416 properly filled questionnaires were used (70.3%). To
ensure that the dataset is not prone to non-response bias, early and late respondents were
compared (Anderson, 1979).

4. Basic descriptives

Table 1 shows a basic description of the sample. The participants of the survey were mainly
below 35 years of age (56%), with higher education (64.7%). Women represented more than
half of the sample (53.1%), a fair comparison with 2011 census data (51.3%) (Republika
Srbija: Republicki zavod za statistiku, 2020).

The constructs’ means, standard deviations and correlations are presented in Table 2.

The linearity and monotonicity assumptions were verified through the analysis of scat-
terplot for all variables in the study (Figure 1).

More in-depth correlation analysis provided insights into possible relationships between
constructs. People with the opinions opposite to the group keep silent because they feared
social isolation c? (16, 416) = 858.79, p < .01, rho = .914, p <.01. The association is positive
and significant (G = .957, p <.01). As gamma is a proportional reduction of error type of
measure, it can be concluded that knowing the level towards the claim that people with the
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Table 1. Demographic profile of respondents (N = 416) (source: created by authors)

Demographic ‘ n ‘ %
Gender
Male 195 46.9
Female 221 53.1
Age
Less than 25 113 27.2
26-35 120 28.8
36-45 124 29.8
46-55 39 9.4
56-65 20 4.8
Education
High school 111 26.7
College 119 28.6
University 150 36.1
MBA* /PhD** 36 8.7

Note: *MBA - Master of Business Administration; **PhD - Doctor of Philosophy.

Table 2. Mean, standard deviation, and correlations (source: created by authors)

p *
< z % )
25 = @) m = =
Construct N @) =) 17 ~ = %)
o Z, Z Z, = < o
X % m Q 25} o &
: A = s} = 2 2 =
= %) 73] < =4 23] 2 O
SILENCE 2.98 0.82 1.00
ACONFLICT* 2.72 1.04 .002 1.00
RTENSION** 2.58 0.87 1160 | 217 | 1.00
ESCAPE 3.19 0.99 031 2250 | 7390 | 1,00
ISOLATION 2.81 0.97 -.031 | -.185M | 849 | _ 741D | 1,00
OPPOSITE 2.46 0.88 013 | -.093® | 448M | — 613 | 5981 1.00
CREATIVITY 2.58 1.00 -.018 | -.098® | 421 | _ 559 | 559(1) | 7411

Note: *ACONFLICT - conflict avoidance; **RTENSION - reducing tension; ***M = mean; ****SD = standard
deviation; Msignificant at p < 0.01; @significant at p < 0.05.
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Note: *ACONFLICT - conflict avoidance; **RTENSION - reducing tension.

Figure 1. Scatterplot for constructs (source: created by authors)

opinions opposite of the group will keep silent improves the prediction of people being silent
because of fear of social isolation by 95.7%. When a communicator experiences tension, she
uses silence to avoid conflict c2 (16, 416) = 46.283, p < .01, rho = 259, p < .01. The strength
of the relationship between those variables was tested by gamma measure of association. The
association is positive and moderate (G = .320, p < .01) so it can be concluded that a feeling
of tension improves the prediction of using silence to avoid conflict by 32.0%.

Further, Somers’ D was evaluated to determine the association between the use of silence

and the use of silence to reduce tension. There was a weak, positive correlation between the
use of silence and treating silence as means to reduce tension, which was statistically signif-
icant (D = .12, p < .01). There is no association between the use of silence and avoiding the
conflict (D = .02, p > .05).
We find no correlation between creativity and the use of silence in order to avoid conflict
(%2 (16, 416) = 22.871, p > .01). However, creativity is associated with keeping silent because
of having opposite opinions (2 (16, 416) =1296.844, p < .01) and reducing the tension
(% (16, 416) = 541.649, p < .01). Both associations show strong relationship. Using silence
while having opposing views increases creativity by 87% (G = .87, p < .01) and using silence
to reduce the tension increases creativity by 59% (G = .59, p < .01).

These findings are in line with suggestions derived from prior studies. While Byron et al.
(2010) note that stress decreases creativity, Guo et al. (2018) pose that in face of workplace
fear defensive silence inhibits creativity. It is however important to note that Guo et al. (2018)
explicitly discuss authoritarian leadership and workplace environment, while our study con-
centrates on casual communication.
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5. Hypotheses testing

To test the hypothesized relationships, we used PROCESS macro 3.0 (Hayes, 2007) in SPSS
Statistics 23.0. The parallel multiple mediator models for ordinary least squares was formu-
lated as follows:
V=i, +c'X+b M, +b,M, +e;
M, =iy ta, X +ey;
M, =iy, +a,X +ey, .

The dependent variable (Y) depicts the conflict avoidance (ACONFLICT). The use of
silence (X = SILENCE) affects ACONFLICT directly and through two mediators: reducing
tension (M1 = RTENSION) and having opposite opinions to the group (M2 = OPPOSITE).

The confidence intervals for coefficient estimates and the effects (both direct and indirect)

were bootstrapped using 5000 samples. The resulting model exhibits acceptable accuracy (F
(3, 412) = 8.2086, p < 0.01, R? = .24).

Table 3. Coefficient estimates for ordinary least squares model (source: created by authors)

Construct B+ t-value SEX* LLCT** ULCH***
SILENCE .0369 .5987 .0617 —.0843 1582
RTENSION* —.2851 4.1571 .0686 -.4199 —-.1503
OPPOSITE .0003 .0040 .0677 —.1328 1334

Note: *RTENSION - reducing tension; **LLCI = lower bound of 95% confidence interval; ***B = unstandardized
coeflicient; ***SE = standard error of coefficient; ***ULCI = upper bound of 95% confidence interval; constant
was omitted.

Results provided in Table 3 show that silence is used to avoid conflict in communication
only through reducing the feeling of tension. The total indirect effect is small (c = -.047).
ACONFLICT =3.35—-0.29* RTENSION +1.02;

RTENSION =2.09+0.17 * SILENCE +0.77.

The serial-parallel multiple mediator models for ordinary least squares is formulated as

follows:
V=i, +c'X+bM; +b,M, +b;Mze ;
M, =iy, ta, X +eys
M, =iy, +a, X +dy M +eppy
My =iy; +az X +eys.

The dependent variable (Y) depicts the creativity (CREATIVITY). The use of silence (X =
SILENCE) affects CREATIVITY directly, through two serial mediators: (M1 = RTENSION
and M2 = ACONFLICT) and one parallel mediator (M3 = OPPOSITE).

The confidence intervals for coefficient estimates and the effects (both direct and indirect)

were bootstrapped using 5000 samples. The resulting model exhibits acceptable accuracy (F
(3,412) = 272.31, p < 0.01, R? = .67).
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Table 4. Coeflicient estimates for ordinary least squares model (source: created by authors)

Construct B** t-value SE*** LLCTH** ULCIH**
SILENCE -.0400 1.1409 .1547 -.1089 .0289
ACONEFLICT* -.0950 3.4323 .0686 -.1495 -.0406
OPPOSITE 7675 28.1520 .0273 7139 8211

Note: *ACONFLICT - conflict avoidance; **B = unstandardized coefficient; ***SE = standard error of coefficient;
*#+LLCI = lower bound of 95% confidence interval; *****ULCI = upper bound of 95% confidence interval; constant
was omitted.

Table 5. The indirect effects (source: created by authors)

The path e SE#H+* LLCI | ULCIHe*
M1: SILENCE -> OPPOSITE -> CREATIVITY .0096 | .0512 .0924 1074
M2: SILENCE -> RTENSION** -> ACONFLICT* -> |.0044 | .0021 .0011 .0096
CREATIVITY

Note: *ACONFLICT - conflict avoidance; **RTENSION - reducing tension; ***f = effect size; ***SE = standard
error of estimation; ****LLCI = lower bound of 95% confidence interval; ******ULCI = upper bound of 95% con-
fidence interval; constant was omitted.

The results provided in Tables 4 and 5 indicate that silence does not affect creativity di-
rectly. Rather, it has a marginal effect through reducing tension and avoiding conflict (f; =
.004) and while having opposite opinions (f, = .01). It is important to note, that the use of
silence while having different opinion can have a stronger effect on creativity than through
the other path.

Conflicts most often occur due to different ideas and opinions that team members must
express, combine and share with each other as part of their creative process, in order to
choose the best solutions (Nijstad et al., 2006). Exploring the link between task conflicts
and performance in teams is still fraught with different results. A large amount of literature
shows a negative relationship between the two terms (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). However,
one study has shown a positive relationship when the following factors are in place, such as
a positive atmosphere between team members (Jehn & Mannix, 2001), conflict resolution
strategies (Behfar et al., 2008) and trust (Simons & Peterson, 2000). Recent empirical research
supports the claim that conflict of tasks will aid some types of creative performance. Also,
this research found that conflict of tasks has a positive effect, relationship conflict has a neg-
ative effect, and relationship asymmetry has a positive effect on creative performance. The
results showed that relationship conflict and relationship conflict asymmetry affect creativity
by encouraging divergent thinking to generate novelty, while task conflict, functional diver-
sity and team size, affect creativity by stimulating convergent thinking to generate usefulness
(Yong et al., 2014).

However, the effect sizes in the current study are small and further studies are needed to
explore this finding.
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Conclusions

“Who speaks enters into a system of relationships that presuppose his presence and at
the same time make him open and vulnerable” (Merleau-Ponty, 1973, p. 17).

The purpose of this research was to examine the use of silence in communication within
the theory of spiral of silence. In particular, we investigated the tension, which relates to
a discomfort in communication (Stohl & Cheney, 2001, p. 353), misunderstandings (Fos-
ter-Fishman et al., 2001), or “tension when they face something that is frightening, astonish-
ing, and perhaps even truly awesome” (Zimmermann & Morgan, 2016, p. 403). “The need
for members of social groups to feel satisfied and to freely engage in a deeper interaction, are
met when they are feeling safe” (V. Baltezarevic & R. Baltezarevic, 2016a, p. 251).

Silence as a nonverbal communication tool is often applied not only as shown in a spiral
of silence theory that people are silent when confronted with the fear of social isolation, but
also in other circumstances when communicators face with “others voice and its potential
danger” (Gurevitch, 2001, p. 93), or with the dilemma “to be open and expressive, on one
hand, and to be closed and private on the other” (Wood, 1997, p. 208).

The first hypothesis is confirmed as the results of the research have shown that there is a
connection between the attitudes of the respondents that people with the opinions opposite
of the group will keep quiet because they are afraid of social isolation, which leads to the
conclusion that silence or “self-censoring” (Matthes et al., 2010) is used when people fear of
being ostracized (Noelle-Neumann, 1974).

The second hypothesis is also confirmed because the results of the study showed that
there is a connection between the respondents’ attitudes with the claim that when a com-
municator fills a tension (Kramer, 2004, p. 330), silence is a modus for escaping from a
communication process to avoid conflict, tension and uncomfortable situations.

The results showed, creativity is associated with keeping silent because of having opposite
opinions and reducing the tension. Both associations show strong relationship. Using silence
while having opposing views increases creativity by 87% and using silence to reduce the
tension increases creativity by 59%.

Finally, it is necessary to look at the crisis situation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic,
which faced humanity with tension and conflicts, primarily as a result of dehumanization,
due to recommended measures of social distance, but also subjective uneasiness of people,
caused by economic insecurity and caring for the health of family members and themselves.
In times of crisis, in which the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the functioning of humanity,
creativity and the ability to adapt to the new situation, in order to find a solution as quickly
as possible (to continue doing business or education), are considered key roles of survival.

Limitations and future research

The limitation of this study is primarily in relation to the number of respondents. The au-
thors’ recommendation for future research also relates to the need to conduct further re-
search in which the concept of tension in communication and research would be dealt with
for the individual variables covered by this term. It will be particularly interesting to look
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at all the concepts explored in this research paper in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Restricted, turbulent and mainly digital reality represent an interesting avenue for studying
the meaning of silence in communication with reference to creativity and innovation. The
digital environment can help discover the creative potential of individuals, but also to give
meaning to remote teamwork (Buisine & Guegan, 2019). We would expect that results pro-
vided in the current study may differ in digital context.
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