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Are you leading from reactivity or creativity?
four steps to see your blind spots
In this article you will learn
about a four-step practice for a
major leadership challenge—
seeing our own contribution to
problems.
I discovered this challenge in
my first leadership position
supervising a staff of doctors
and nurses at a hospital.
I was confident, having been
hired because of my skills developing teams. But, shortly after I started, the team began
struggling with what I call “reactivity”—behaviors counterproductive for goals and
collaboration.
Examples included people getting stuck in arguments or withdrawing from communication in
frustration. Also, conflict was provoked by people leaping to conclusions rather than checking
things out with each other. The image on this page shows behaviors that are likely to be
reactive along with behaviors more associated with creative and productive teamwork.

An unexpected cause of problems
What I failed to see was my contribution to the problems by my frequently asserting strong
views while quickly negating other opinions. Also, I would all too often leap to judgment and
criticize the staff. When I finally realized the doctors and nurses were mainly angry and
unhappy with me, I was shaken and worried about failing.
Luckily, I discovered the work of the psychologist Albert Ellis.(1) He observed that all of us will,
at times, become reactive and act in ways counter to our own goals and values. Neuroscience
offers a helpful explanation for this normal but illogical behavior. Early in our evolution, brain
centers developed which, for survival, make lightning fast assessments of the environment
leading to flight or fight reactions.
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A four-step practice
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In modern times, even minor stress can activate these same pathways causing leaps to biased,
faulty conclusions and emotions which drive reactive behaviors. This happens automatically
and out of awareness. Since we can be blind to our reactivity, countering these tendencies
requires conscious effort. We can’t rely on having previously mastered communication skills.
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Based on research and experience, I have developed a four-step practice to check for our own
reactivity before and after key interactions. Through this process, we get better at catching
ourselves in reactivity in-the-moment. At the end of this article you will find a set of questions
for guidance through the steps.
1. The first step is recognizing our personal signs of reactivity. While knowing common
indicators of reactivity helps, it takes time to connect them to our personal experience.
Remember, this is about learning to see our blind spots. In that first leadership position,
I gradually learned I am at high risk for reactive behaviors when I feel very certain about
an idea along with an urgency to convince others.
2. The second step helps counter such an urge to action by pausing to remind ourselves of
our goals and the type of teamwork we want to create. This invites our best skills and
creativity to emerge.
3. The third step is to move out of judgment by trying to understand others with empathy.
4. Finally, we prepare for conversations by suspending certainty about our views and being
curious about what others have to say even if we disagree.
Using such practices with my hospital team, I learned to pause when I felt my tell-tale certainty
and urgency. Then, I would remind myself of my desire for participatory teamwork. Usually my
first action, instead of asserting my ideas, would then be to invite discussion and listen. When I
eventually did express my views, I found I was less intense and provoked much less reactivity in
others. After three years, I was one of the highest rated leaders in the hospital and teamwork
was greatly improved.
This process may sound straightforward or even easy now. But it was hard work and I have not
yet cured myself of my reactivity. No one can. But we are in good company--the Nobel Prize
winner Daniel Kahneman said that after a lifetime studying psychology he is still prone to
reactive thinking with overconfidence and biases.(2) Even so, steady practice diminishes the
frequency, intensity, and duration of our reactive behaviors.

Tapping into our own and others’ best skills
Accepting reactivity as normal allows a reinterpretation of team problems. What looks like lack
of skills or personality issues is more likely a reaction to stress. Better skills are usually there to
tap into. The key is finding the courage to first look at our own contribution to problems with
compassion.
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1. Recognize reactivity.
 How am I/are others in reactivity? (Consider thoughts, feelings, behaviors.)
 What are the triggers?
 How have I and they leapt to assumptions, judgment, blame, or interpretations?

3

A Four-Step Practice—Guiding Questions
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Where am I holding on to certainty about my views?
How am I contributing to the problem(s)?

2. Clarify your intentions for results and relationships.
 What are my business/quality vision and goals?
 For the situation.
 For my next conversation in this situation.
 What kind of relationship(s) am I trying to build?
 For the situation.
 For my next conversation in this situation.
3. Get in their shoes.
 Why would well-intentioned, reasonable people act this way?
4. Prepare for dialogue.
 Am I ready to let go of certainty that there is one way of looking at things?
 Am I ready to both state my perceptions AND be curious about and seek out
what others have to say?
 Have I reframed my goals and intentions in a way that can promote dialogue?
 Have I reviewed how roles and power differences may impact dialogue and
decision making?
 Am I prepared to be unconditionally constructive?
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Psychological Safety: simple, important, and fragile
In this article you will learn what psychological safety is and why it
is simple, important, and fragile.

Definition of psychological safety
Psychological safety means that people feel safe to speak up
about concerns, new ideas, negative feelings, and disagreements.
People can trust what they say will be understood and explored, not attacked or discounted.
Psychological safety is not a separate program. It is how we talk together to get work done. It is
the way we define problems, create solutions, make decisions, and give and receive feedback.

How to create it
Creating psychological safety is conceptually relatively simple. It requires inviting participation
including explicitly asking for and exploring different viewpoints as opposed to arguing back and
forth. For example, a leader might say multiple times during a meeting: “No one has all the
answers including me. It is very easy to get off on the wrong track. We need to hear from all of
you, especially when you disagree or have concerns.”

What makes it important
Psychological safety is very important as studies have shown it enables performance. (1)
Particularly with complex problems, the best results arise from collaborative learning which
requires openness and honesty. Also, inviting people to say what they really think facilitates
intrinsic motivation which enhances outcomes because it means approaching work out of
genuine interest and commitment.

Why it is so difficult to develop and sustain
Despite the conceptual simplicity of psychological safety, it is quite difficult to develop and
sustain. Our brains were hard-wired early in our evolution for quick reactions for survival. Even
minor stresses in team interactions can activate this hard-wiring causing leaps to biased
conclusions, often outside of awareness. This diminishes curiosity and openness which are
already hard to sustain in the midst of the usual, constant pressure for quick solutions.

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of psychological safety is that it demands leaders who
cultivate their own self-awareness, vulnerability, and humility: self-awareness because our
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The fragility of psychological safety
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Also, multiple studies have also shown that it is inherently difficult in group situations for
people to speak up with views contrary to others.(2) For example, in healthcare it is surprisingly
common for experienced professionals to not speak up even when surgical patients are about
to be harmed. (3, 4) This tendency to silence is magnified when work is fast-paced and by the
presence of power differentials. Ultimately, even highly experienced professionals need
repeated, explicit invitations and support to consistently speak up.
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minds can so easily be hijacked by the survival brain; vulnerability because we have to ask for
and carefully listen to disagreements about things we really care about; and humility because
we must admit when we are wrong and that we need advice and help.
All of these issues make psychological safety quite fragile. Developing and sustaining it is a
matter of life-long commitment and practice.
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When Decisions Cause Distress—
a path of courage and compassion
This article addresses a question I’m asked frequently
by leaders: How can I foster an environment of
empowerment when I have to make decisions at times
which may cause some people to feel disempowered
and distressed?
I grappled with this question repeatedly in my years as an organizational leader. It helped to
know from research that empowerment depends on people’s energy being harnessed in a
common direction. And, that requires decisions which at times will inevitably make some
people unhappy.
While it may seem obvious, it also helped to fully accept that I could not establish a stable state
of empowerment with everyone all the time. Even apart from unpopular decisions, feelings of
empowerment fluctuate depending on how work evolves, unexpected events, and the way
stress can undermine enthusiasm.

Key conditions for the best levels of empowerment

Courage and compassion
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Another key condition for the best level of empowerment is assuring that decision making
emphasizes participation and open dialogue. Here are a few principles for guidance:
 Always consider consulting with others before deciding. Include those who will be
impacted and those with relevant expertise. Not only is this respectful but diverse
thinking will improve the decision.
 After deciding, meet with people to let them know explicitly how you considered their
input. Explain your rationale for the decision in terms of how it serves the vision and
avoid language of control.
 Always elicit reactions to decisions. Seek out concerns and acknowledge them as
legitimate. Commit to ongoing problem solving to mitigate them but without derailing
forward progress.
 Ask for people to help design and choose the what and how and timing of
implementation.
 Regularly review decision-making processes. Ask for feedback about clarity, timeliness,
and quality.

7

I began to see my role as constantly tending to the conditions which offer the best chances for
the most people to feel empowered as continuously as possible. One key condition is to assure
that work conversations are safe and honest in order to elicit feelings and concerns and address
them through problem solving. In this way, leadership authority is a resource not to demand
compliance but to model and assure norms for communication and to assure that difficult
issues are discussed.(1)
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Staying engaged with others’ feelings and concerns through open dialogue while also staying
the course to desired results by making difficult decisions is emotionally and psychologically
demanding. But, if we want empowerment, we have to meet this challenge with both courage
and compassion.
Reference
(1) Heifetz, Ronald A. Leadership Without Easy Answers The Belknap Press 1994

Are flaws in decision-making processes causing conflict
and poor alignment?—a quick diagnostic
Barriers to progress like lack of alignment or conflict
that are difficult to resolve are fairly common. One
seemingly quite logical interpretation is that the
primary cause of such barriers is the way people are
communicating.
But, problematic communication could be
secondary to--a result of--flaws in decision-making
processes. Such flaws may not be recognized as an
important source of relational problems. When
people then dive into discussions, they are at risk for having unexpressed concerns, differing
views, and assumptions about how decisions will be made.
As a result, it is more difficult to sustain dialogue—a process of eliciting and assuring mutual
understanding of differing ideas, opinions, and perceptions. Instead, due to the prevailing
uncertainties, people are more likely to fall into debates, arm-twisting, coaxing, and pressuring
which disrupt efforts to achieve alignment.
Identifying flaws in decision making and doing something about them can help significantly to
shift a murky, entangled debate into a clear, effective process of dialogue.
Common decision-making errors include lack of clarity about: who has the authority to make
the call; the type of decision being used; whether there will be input before and after decisions
are made in order to address concerns; or if those impacted will be involved in the design of the
implementation plan.

In this situation, is it clear who (person or group) has the authority to make the
decision?
WEBSITE: neilbakerconsulting.com Phone: 206-855-1140 EMAIL: neil@njbaker.net
Copyright Neil Baker M.D., 2017

Page



8

A quick diagnostic for flaws in decision making process (to support high quality dialogue):
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Has that person or group identified the type of decision making to be used? (see brief
descriptions below)
Is there a clear timeline for the decision?
Do people who are impacted and those who can contribute expertise have
opportunities to give input? Have they been involved in creating a mutual definition of
the problem?
Has there been high quality dialogue prior to the decision with consideration of
different options and the benefits and risks of each?
Will there be opportunity to express reactions and address concerns about a decision
after it is made?
Will people be involved in designing the implementation plan for the decision?
Will the person or group who made the decision engage in regular review of the quality,
clarity, and effectiveness of decision-making processes?

Types of decision making: (1)
The following two decision types mesh best with the objective of promoting high quality
dialogue.


In consultative decisions, a leader with the authority to do so makes the call after
obtaining input through dialogue from those who will be impacted and those who have
key knowledge and expertise.



In consensus, a group of people make the call together. Consensus does not mean that
the decision is everyone’s first choice but that everyone can live with the decision and
commit fully to its success.

Additional decision types:


In authoritative decision making, a leader with authority makes the decision without
input. Dialogue about the decision after it is made is crucial to promote alignment and
participation in implementation.



Majority vote decision making, except where required in by-laws, is not generally
recommended except in decisions of low importance (e.g. “Will we have lunch during
the meeting?”)
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Maintaining high quality dialogue while also maintaining clarity and quality of decision
making processes is an important and nuanced balancing act. It takes art, skill, and ongoing,
deliberate practice by individual leaders and by teams.
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In-the-Moment Reminder for Dialogue
Check
understanding

Active
listening

Active
telling

Check
understanding

Adapted and synthesized from: Fisher, Roger et al Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In 2011;
Isaacs Dialogue: the art of thinking together 1999; Patterson et al Crucial Conversations 2002; Stone et al
Difficult Conversations 1999; Yankelovich The Magic of Dialogue: transforming conflict into cooperation 1999

Definition
A conversation designed to set aside coming to decisions, answers, or final solutions in order to:
 discover what is important to each participant;
 find mutual definitions of problems, mutual goals, creative solutions, and shared
commitment for action;
 maintain feedback about what is working and not working in teamwork and
communication.

Key methods




•
•
•
•

Use cycles of active listening, active telling, and checking understanding.
Explore complex issues by getting many points of view on the table.
Assure wide, balanced participation.
View and explore disagreements together, not debate them (agree to disagree).
Mutually explore the data and observations which are the basis for viewpoints.
Suspend certainty about right vs. wrong.
Sustain a perspective of mutual contribution to problems as opposed to blame.

Sequential telling (e.g. idea after idea) without checking for understanding.
Silence among some participants.
Arguing for or against, right or wrong--defending views instead of mutually exploring.
Jumping to decisions early without sufficient time for exchange of views.
Excluding certain positions from discussion.
Those with authority dominating the conversation and not soliciting differing opinions.
Those without authority falling into silence or aggressively pushing viewpoints.
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Patterns which can undermine dialogue
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In-the-Moment Reminder for Checking Understanding
Note: Understanding the Ladder of Inference is recommended.
See the brief article: The Ladder of Inference.

To check understanding, use powerful questions.
Definitions of powerful questions and examples





A selection of powerful questions for multiple different situations can be found at
Questions that drive change.
Criteria for powerful questions from John Whitmore Coaching for Performance 2009:
o Powerful questions…
 …elicit a higher order awareness than usual.
 ...are descriptive vs. judgmental.
 ...are open vs. closed.
 ...use what, where, when, how often, how many, who as opposed to why.
Criteria from Marilee Adams Change Your Questions, Change your Life 2009:
o Powerful questions come from a learner stance and facilitate learning.
 What are the facts?
 What outcomes do I want?
 What is possible?
 What responsibilities do I and others have?
 Am I coming from a judger place?
o Questions that come from a judger stance impede learning.
 How can I prove I am right?
 Who is at fault?
 What’s wrong?
 What’s wrong with me?
 What’s wrong with them?

Powerful questions to check understanding with active telling





Can you tell me what you heard me say?
What am I missing? Where could I be wrong?
Does my reasoning make sense?
What different or opposing views do you have?

Here is what I heard you say. Did I get that right?
What observations and assumptions are you basing that on?
What data supports this point of view?
What data may conflict with this point of view?
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Powerful questions to check understanding with active listening
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In-the-Moment Reminder for Active Listening
Definition of active listening
Listening that focuses attention on the speaker and assures that the speaker feels understood.

Key methods
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Be like a journalist: ask who, what, where, how, when, how often (avoid "why").
Repeat back, reflect back, teach back, paraphrase, summarize. Ask "Did I get that right?"
Ask about feelings. Empathize.
Provide appreciation for the way they have met challenges.
Offer positive regard and respect.
Validate and legitimize concerns and feelings (e.g. “Anyone would feel that way in this
circumstance.”).
Help the speaker to put his/her best case forward even if you disagree.
Ask questions to explore the data and observations on which conclusions are based.

Key barriers and traps
•
•
•
•

Quickly offering one’s own opinions, feelings, agenda, experiences.
Judging or assuming bad or negative intentions without checking them out.
Avoiding sensitive topics.
Jumping to solutions.

Listener thoughts which impact active listening
Adapted from: Schein, Edgar Helping Berrett-Koehler Publishers Inc. 2011; Whitworth, Laura, Kimsey-House,
Henry, Sardahl, Phil Co-active Coaching Jaico Publishing House, 1999

Listener thoughts which facilitate active
listening
adapted from Whitworth et al and Schein
What is the speaker concerned about?

What are my goals? What is my agenda?

What are the speaker's goals and agenda?

What do I think the person should do?

What does the speaker think he/she should do?

What would I do in this situation?

What options is the speaker thinking about?

What advice should I give?

Is the speaker ready to act? In what ways?

What do I feel?

What does the speaker feel?

What effect is the speaker having on me?

What effect am I having on the speaker?
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adapted from Whitworth et al
What am I concerned about?
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Listener thoughts which can interfere
with active listening
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In-the-Moment Reminder for Active Telling
Adapted from Isaacs Dialogue: the art of thinking together 1999; Miller et al Motivational Interviewing 2000;
Patterson et al Crucial Conversations 2002; Stone et al Difficult Conversations 1999.

Definition
Telling that assures the speaker is understood and minimizes defensiveness and/or withdrawal.

Key methods (For more details, see Active Telling: the art of assuring people listen to you.)
•

•

Use the cycle of Ask-Tell-Ask.
– Ask permission to give your point of view.
– Tell using "I" statements (i.e. "This is the way I am seeing things." as opposed to
"This is the way things are." Avoid presenting ideas as the one truth.)
– Ask listeners to repeat/teach back to check understanding and for reactions and
concerns.
Additional tips:
– Share the basis of your perceptions: specific words, behaviors, and data.
– Ask for questions to assure listeners understand the rationale for your ideas.
– Elicit and acknowledge negative feelings about your views.
– Seek differing and opposing views.

Key barriers and traps
•
•
•
•
•

Exaggerating by using strong terms such as "always" or "never."
Abandoning or revising positions to placate or win over others.
Rigidly holding onto positions and not incorporating accurate and important feedback.
Assuming negative or bad intentions of others instead of asking about them.
Trying to control the discussion, persuade, or win an argument.

They have to choose. I help put all the data and reasoning
on the table.

This is easy to understand. I do not need to check
understanding. They should just get this.

What seems easy to understand can be easily
misunderstood. I need to check understanding.

This is the way things are. I am right.

This is the way I am seeing things. Each person can only
know a piece of the reality in a complex system.

If people express negative feelings about my ideas, I will
lose.

People are more likely to pull together if they are able to
express negative feelings.

No one has anything to teach me.

Everyone in the room has an important perspective from
which I can learn.

I have to minimize weaknesses and flaws in my position
if I am to win the argument.

I must ask others for strengths and limitations of my
position if we are to get the best solution.
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Thoughts which impact active telling
Thoughts which can interfere
Thoughts which can facilitate
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An Easily Missed Ingredient for High Team Performance.
One of the worst teams I’ve been part of was comprised of experts on facilitating teams. Our
meetings were chaotic and unproductive as some experts got into intense debates without
really listening to each other while some fell into silence.
I am embarrassed to say I participated in the mess. When we finally stopped to actually apply
our team expertise to ourselves, we transformed and had great results. We did not eliminate all
problems but we managed them much better.

What helped most in turning this team of experts around?
It became clear to us that we had overlooked defining and using team norms. Norms are
ground rules or guidelines for how members communicate and behave with each other—like
really listening to each other, exploring ideas instead of debating them, giving feedback without
blame, assuring everyone’s involvement, and being clear about how decisions will be made.
Even if, like my experts, team members bring a lot of prior experience with norms, every team
has to create them yet again. Norms gain their power through development in conversation.

Why are team guidelines about communication and behavior so important?
Team which do not define and use norms are at higher risk for falling into mediocre
performance or failure. In a study of 120 senior leadership teams, only 21% were high
performing and the factor most strongly associated with high performance was clarity and use
of team norms—not brilliance in things like strategy, quality, or efficiency.(1)
Defining and using norms leads to better communication, problem solving, and conflict
resolution all of which lead to both better results and higher quality work relationships. The
latter enhances sustainability and team resilience.

Why is it so easy to overlook establishing adequate team norms?
 Norms seem so basic and simple.
For my team of experts, needing to create and apply norms felt like being demoted from grad
school to grade school. But, impressive credentials don’t protect anyone from the way our
brains are hard-wired. At times, in anyone, stress activates ancient brain pathways for
survival—for flight or flight. Socially, such activation may lead to strong emotions and fixed
opinions or withdrawal into silence. Norms remind us we are human and we all make mistakes.
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 Teams with problems can appear to be doing just fine.
Not all teams are like my team of experts in which lack of sufficient norms led to “noisy” signs
like difficult conflict. It is not uncommon to see teams claim in meetings that they are getting
along just fine. But, there are hallway conversations outside of meetings with complaining
about problems that never get adequately addressed or about people some members feel are
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not behaving well. Yet these concerns are not raised in meetings. This is exactly what guidelines
for communication and behavior should be designed to address.

 Developing and using team norms is like learning a new language.
People have less confidence and experience talking about communication and behavior
compared to technical issues like strategy or quality. Developing and using norms takes practice
and trial and error as a team. In particular, it takes time and practice to define norms with
enough behavioral specificity so that people can check to see if they are being followed.
For example, compare “We need to feel safe.” to “When someone offers an idea we will always
check understanding to make sure they feel heard.” Or, “When we give feedback we will avoid
negative labels and be specific about the situation and behaviors we have observed. We will
own observations as perceptions and not The Truth and check out each other’s perceptions.”

 Ongoing feedback is required for making progress and it is uncomfortable.
Some teams, like my team of experts, turn around very quickly once they define and use norms.
More often it takes ongoing feedback to steadily improve alignment of communication and
behavior with those norms. Naturally, this raises concerns about embarrassment--feedback is
uncomfortable. But it gets less so with steady and frequent practice.
Feedback is facilitated by making explicitly clear that it is not about “bad behavior.” Getting off
track from norms can happen to anyone at any time no matter how long a team has worked
together. Feedback is about helping people be at their best. Leaders help greatly by modeling
feedback including inviting it about themselves.

 Changing habits of behavior is hard.
Team norms are not useful unless they are used. And that requires changing habits which is
usually hard no matter how simple the new behaviors seem to be. For example, in my team of
experts, we had to work hard to assure time at the end of meetings to ask: “What is working
and not working in our communication based on our norms?” Also, we had to work to
remember to check in during meetings to ask about specific norms--e.g. “Do you feel heard?”

Transform team problems into learning and creativity.
Strong evidence links quality of team experience to better results, resilience, and sustainability.
Norms are the rudder to maintain the desired team experience. I am humbled by how easy it is,
even for experts, to neglect norms. By remembering this aspect of our humanness, I am better
at helping myself and others transform team problems into learning and creativity.
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Get the resource In-the-Moment Reminder for Team Norms by subscribing for free monthly resources at Subscribe.
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Five Barriers to Feedback and High Capacity for Transformation
A common concern of even very successful leaders I work with is lack of
sufficient confidence about giving and receiving feedback in the midst of
day-to-day work.
This is not surprising because feedback is inherently uncomfortable and
risky. But, timely effective feedback is unavoidable if we are after the
highest team capacity for transformation. Confidence in taking this on is
enhanced by working with the following five barriers.
1. Lack of a motivating, compassionate purpose for feedback.
To counter discomfort, it helps to have a motivating, compassionate purpose. For example:
“Feedback is not about correcting bad behavior. Under stress, everyone will, at times, act in
ways counter to norms. The purpose of feedback is to help everyone be at their best.”
2. Lack of sharing and assuring mutual understanding of different perceptions.
Relational problems usually set off the nearly automatic tendency to leap from limited data to
strong but often flawed conclusions. Effective, respectful feedback depends on stepping back
from such certainty. Instead of just “giving feedback,” the initial aim should be to stay open and
elicit and assure mutual understanding of each person’s view even if in disagreement.
3. Lack of exchange of information specific enough to enable problem solving.
Feedback is too often given in global generalizations. Then, the chances are high for provoking
defensiveness and not getting to specific information which enables problem solving. For
example, a client of mine was told “You are a very negative person.” Resisting her impulse to
just react, my client was able to ask for a specific example and was told: “When I asked you for
help yesterday, you said ‘No’ and walked away.” Such “negativity” had not happened before.
My client apologized and they agreed not to use quick hallway conversations to ask for help.
4. Lack of shared norms for feedback.
Shared norms promote helpful feedback. Examples are: (a) Avoid global generalizations; (b) Use
"I" statements and offer feedback as perceptions, not as The Truth; (c) Give descriptions of
words and behaviors from specific work situations; and (c) Seek each person’s perception.
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Effective, timely feedback is not easy. It requires reformulating what feedback is all about. It
requires universal respect and compassion. It requires constant practice. Working with the five
barriers increases confidence and helps to embed feedback within daily leadership practice.
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5. Lack of sufficient leadership vulnerability.
A key objective is to develop feedback-rich team interactions. To do so, leaders must model
giving and receiving feedback--especially receiving it. Do you often ask how others have
experienced interactions with you? All leaders make mistakes. Do you acknowledge them?

NEIL BAKER CONSULTING AND COACHING LLC
Neil J. Baker M.D.

Vulnerability, leadership, and results
It may seem strange to link vulnerability with results because
vulnerability is so often associated with weakness.
As defined by Brene Brown through her research, vulnerability is
inherent in life--we cannot avoid "uncertainty, risk and
emotional exposure." Our choice is how we "own and engage
with our vulnerability." (1)
"To be vulnerable with others" means choosing to say what we really think and feel. It is
about engaging in open, honest, and transparent communication. This means taking risks: of
showing imperfection; of being wrong; of losing popularity; of losing status.
In organizations, an "open and trusting environment" has been linked with financial
performance--"fostering trust among managers and employees so that they are open to
sharing information, providing and receiving honest feedback, and having difficult
conversations." These are factors which enhance an organization's ability to "align, execute,
and renew." (2)
Vulnerability does not mean "letting it all hang out" or emotional catharsis. (1) It demands
appropriate openness that does not provoke defensiveness and withdrawal but builds
partnership.
An organization will likely have a difficult time establishing group norms for safe conversation
unless leaders "go first"--that is, unless leaders are active participants. Taking the lead in being
vulnerable is hard to do but "the best cure for the fear of being burned is opening yourself up
to being burned. Sometimes it's even okay to get burned because you realize it's not fatal." (3)
How safe is it to be vulnerable in your workplace? One indication is the way leaders talk. Listen
for statements like: "I don't know; I need help; I am not sure but I feel we need to take the risk;
It failed but I learned a lot; I made a mistake; I apologize; My idea may be completely off-base
but I want your reactions; What can I do better next time?; I played a part in that." (1)
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These statements may seem like weakness but this kind of vulnerability actually "sounds like
truth and feels like courage...Truth and courage may not be comfortable but they are not
weakness." (1)

