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Changing organisations from 
silos to networks 

As organisations grow and change, employees 
can become confined to silos and the 
organisation loses out on the internal flow of 
knowledge. Executives may be aware of the 
negative effects of people operating in silos. 
Symptoms are: employees from different units 
do not interact effectively in meetings, and 
they hoard knowledge rather than sharing it. 
What can be done about it? 

What are the features of silos? 
A silo is a container where materials are 
stored. In organisations, a silo is a group of 
people that operate together but in isolation 
from other people and groups. Many 
organisations are not much more than a 
collection of silos that are merely located side 
by side – there is very little interaction 
between people in different silos. 

The image of a collection of silos is essentially 
static and inert. What is the alternative? A 
more dynamic model is the network, made up 
of multiple connections between nodes, with 
activity occurring frequently between the 
nodes. The network is the appropriate model 
for our knowledge economy. Information 
needs to be shared across the organisation if 
the organisation is going to be innovative, 
efficient and responsive.  

But how can we arrest the natural tendency 
for people to form silos? Silos are even more 
likely to form when the work environment is 
fast-paced and competitive. Silos are a form of 
protection when people see the environment 
as threatening. 

What are the effects of silos? 
The problem is, when people work in silos, 
they see themselves as more important than 
others. They have a fixed stance on things and 
their goal at meetings is to defend that 
position. They have a low commitment to 
solutions that require exchange and 
collaboration with other groups.  

An indicator of silo mentality is when people 
leave themselves open to distractions at 
meetings, for example, by keeping their 
mobile phones on. 

Instead of listening and being open to ideas 
and new information, their heads are full of 
self-talk (mostly their low opinions of others). 
They focus little attention on the topic or the 
purpose of the meeting. It is not surprising 
that meetings are unproductive and leave the 
participants themselves feeling dissatisfied. 

Bringing people into the 
present 
Changing the way meetings are conducted is 
one initiative that can start to dissolve the 
barriers between silos. Try this exercise. Begin 
the meeting by asking people to turn off their 
mobile phones, so that they are “in the room” 
for the meeting. Introduce the practice of 
spending one minute just coming into the 
present quietly. Ask people to become aware 
of their body and their breath, and to let go of 
tensions and anxieties. 

Focus on each part of the body, from the toes 
up the crown of the head, breathing slowly 
and freely, eyes closed. Yes, time is always 
short – at least, that is the perception that 
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prevails in organisations – but taking a 
moment to bring people into the present this 
way is worth it.  

What it delivers is an atmosphere where 
people are calmer and more open to ideas, 
and meetings are both quicker and more 
productive. People who operate from a state 
of calm awareness reach understanding faster 
and generate new insights and possibilities. 
They are less likely to fall into pointless 
arguments, and they hear what other people 
are saying.  

The deeper message is that silos start within 
the self. We put up blocks in our own minds 
about difficult issues. Consequently those 
issues are not acknowledged or addressed. We 
hide them from ourselves so they never get 
resolved. Stopping, and allowing all the parts 
of ourselves to be present, opens the 
possibility of resolving internal conflicts as well 
as conflicts between people. 

Generating trust  
While the physical exercise has its value, 
efforts also need to be made to dissolve 
longstanding barriers between groups. The 
central issue between silos is trust. People in 
different silos need to establish a basis for 
trust in each other’s intentions and actions. 
They need to unlearn the fixed, defensive 
attitudes they have developed over time.  

Silos are a manifestation of lack of trust in an 
organisation. How do you turn this around and 
develop the organisation into a healthy, active 
network?  

Trust is based on two things: the expression of 
positive intentions towards the other person 
or group, and the gradual accumulation of 
positive experiences of trustworthiness in 
others. 

The positive intention is the expression of a 
commitment to the bigger picture. Silos are 
not self-standing; they only perform one kind 
of task, and the ongoing viability of any one 
silo depends on the actions of all the other 
silos. For example, there is no point in 
production without marketing, and there is no 
point in marketing without production. But if 
marketing does not understand production 

there will be trouble, and likewise if 
production does not understand marketing. 

The executive who wants to break down the 
silo mentality has to refresh employees’ 
awareness of the organisation’s overall 
purpose, and the necessary contribution that 
all parts make to this purpose. It is only this 
higher purpose that will create the possibility 
of commitment to communication and 
collaboration across units and departments 
that have become silos. The defining feature 
of a network is that there is a common 
interest and purpose. 

Building the basis of trust 
Silos dissolve and networks arise when people 
trust one another. However, progress towards 
trust takes time and a steady resolve. It 
develops through repeated positive 
experiences of other people’s trustworthiness. 

Here is a set of questions you can use to 
monitor your progress in building your own 
trustworthiness: 

1. Do I share personal information about 
myself, both positive and negative? 

2. Do I always follow through on what I say I 
will do? 

3. Am I open and accepting of others 
without judgement? Do I listen to others’ 
ideas and views without trying to make 
them right or wrong? 

4. Am I honest with others, able to give 
constructive feedback to them about 
negative behaviour? 

5. Do I keep people informed as soon as I 
realise I cannot deliver on a 
commitment? Do I check in with others to 
ensure that any decision that affects 
them is discussed with them? 

6. Do I encourage others to give me 
feedback if they perceive that I am not 
living up to the organisation’s values, if I 
am not behaving with integrity? 

In parallel, groups can use the same questions 
to assess their performance as a group on 
these measures of trustworthiness. The 
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guiding concept is that your group (silo) and all 
other groups (silos) in the organisation are 
interdependent, and only together are the 
purposes of the organisation served. 

This prescription is not easy. It takes constant 
awareness, self-monitoring and regular effort 
to make sure, for example, that you keep 
other people informed about what you are 
doing. Often it is easier just to “get on with the 
job”, but if you upset others because you 
don’t include them in the loop, over time you 

reduce the level of functioning of the whole 
group. Trust goes down, and willingness to 
cooperate goes down. The walls go up again, 
and people just look out for themselves. 

The regular investment in communication 
across functional groups pays high dividends. 
In high-functioning networks there is strength 
and resilience that you will never find in an 
organisation that consists of a constellation of 
defensive silos.
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