

What is the PDI ranking of your organization?
PDI: The Power-Distance Index was developed by Dutch sociologist Geert Hofstede to measure the distribution of power and wealth between people in a business or culture. PDI seeks to demonstrate the extent to which subordinates submit to authority. The power-distance index is lower in organizations in which authority figures work closely with those not having authority, and is higher in organizations with a more authoritarian hierarchy. 

I recently came across this startling idea while reading Malcom Gladwell’s excellent book; Outliers; The Story of Success.  He does a wonderful job of describing how it is related to another of his key concepts: Cultural legacy.  I highly recommend this book as one thought provoking read. My point for this article is that some concepts presented by these academic elites, DO have practical application on our world as safety practitioners. How we present our ideas impacts their understanding and acceptance. I suggest that if we understand the PDI of our organizations we have a better chance of choosing a style of phrasing that can enhance the probability of our ideas being accepted.
If you belong to an organization displaying high power distance, you tend to view power as a reality of life and believe everyone has a specific place in the hierarchy of power. You will expect that power will be distributed unequally. However: if you belong to an organization with a low power distance, you will expect power relationships to be participatory, democratic and consultative. You view your leader as an equal regardless of his or her formal title. You feel you have the right to participate in decision-making and are not afraid to act on that belief.
A person acquires their attitudes toward power from their cultural upbringing. A child does not speak with authority and is taught obedience. Disagreement may be taken as a sign of disrespect. Mitigated speech is a linguistic term describing deferential or indirect speech inherent in communication between individuals of perceived High Power Distance.   Malcolm Gladwell defines mitigated speech as "any attempt to downplay the meaning of what is being said" and describes 6 degrees of mitigation with which we make suggestions to authority:

1. Command 


– “Strategy X is going to be implemented”

2. Team Obligation Statement 
– “We need to try strategy X”

3. Team Suggestion 

– “Why don’t we try strategy X?”

4. Query 


– “Do you think strategy X would help us in this situation?”

5. Preference 


– “Perhaps we should take a look at one of these Y alternatives”

6. Hint 


– “I wonder if we could run into any roadblocks on our current course”

Do you see how the various levels affect the clarity and urgency of an idea requiring action? In demanding; high stress communications the true meaning of communication can be lost in organizations where the subordinate was raised in a culture of high PDI. In military or police organizations the hierarchy is clearly defined and rightfully so, however can a deferential attitude suppress honesty and clarity, and hide urgency?   I offer this thought, that we as safety practitioners must understand the inherent PDI of our organizations; if we want to succeed, stay employed and impact the decisions that demonstrate our core SHE values. 
These talks are distributed with the hope that they spark some dialog. Feel free to use them as the basis for a tool box talk with your colleagues, clients, safety committee members or employees.
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