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INTRODUCTION

We live in an age of innovation, disruption, and relentless change. The pressure to
perform, produce, and pivot has never been higher. And yet, in the rush to optimize
output, many organizations are missing the one variable that silently determines
whether a team thrives—or just survives.

Psychological safety isn't a trendy leadership buzzword. It's a brain-based
necessity. It's the difference between a workplace that fosters courage, creativity,
and connection—and one that fuels fear, disengagement, and dysfunction. As a
neuroscientist, I've spent years studying how the brain navigates risk, relationships,
and reward. And here’s what the science tells us: when the brain doesn't feel safe, it
simply cannot do its best thinking. It can’t innovate, empathize, or problem-solve. It
diverts energy to survival—silently hijacking performance, collaboration, and well-
being.

That's why psychological safety is not a soft skills “people issue.” It's a team
performance strategy. Teams with high psychological safety don't just feel better
—they perform better. They share ideas more freely, challenge assumptions more
effectively, and recover from setbacks more resiliently. In fact, psychological
safety is the single most consistent predictor of high-performing teams, according
to Google’s landmark study, Project Aristotle, and numerous experts and
academic studies across industries.



But here’s the problem: many leaders assume they have it.. without ever
checking for it. Psychological safety isn't about being nice, avoiding conflict, or
handing out gold stars. It's about creating a culture where people feel safe
enough to speak up, take risks, and be human without fearing judgment or
punishment.

That's where Wired for Trust comes in. In the pages ahead, we'll explore:

e The neuroscience behind how safety (or threat) shapes the brain

e The real-world consequences of psychologically unsafe environments—
from burnout to groupthink

e The four progressive stages of psychological safety

e |Leadership and cultural practices that build a safe, high-performance
environment

You'll also find infographics and companion worksheets to help you put these
insights into action—whether you're leading a team, coaching leaders, or
shifting the culture of an entire organization.

The best ideas, the boldest innovations, and the bravest people cannot thrive
in fear. They need psychological safety. And psychological safety starts with
you.

Let’s build smarter, safer, more human workplaces—one conversation, one
decision, and one brave behavior at a time.

el

The brain doesn't do its best thinking in a state of fear.
Safety isn't a soft people skill—it's the neural switch for team
innovation, resilience, and high-performance.
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THE HIERARCHY
OF THE
HUMAN BRAIN

BEFORE YOUR TEAM CAN THINRK
BIG, THEY HAVE TO FEEL SAFE.
THE BRAIN’S FIRST PRIORITY
ISN'T PERFORMANCE—IT’S
PROTECTION.

Before there were project deadlines,
performance reviews, or team huddles,
there were predators, tribes, and
shelter fires. In other words, before the
modern workplace, there was the primal
one—and your brain hasn't forgottenit.

The human brain is a pattern-seeking
survival machine, hardwired to detect
threats before opportunities, to
remember pain more vividly than
pleasure, and to react faster than it can
reflect.

That wiring still governs how we show
up at work, especially in environments
where we don’t feel emotionally safe.
When trust is low or uncertainty is high,
the brain shifts into protection mode—
whether there’s an actual threat or just
a difficult conversation brewing.

Psychological safety isn’t just a nice-to-have. It's a biological
non-negotiable. If people don't feel safe, they can’t think
clearly, connect authentically, or create anything worthwhile.
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O'I THE BRAIN’S BLUEPRINT

FOR SAFETY

The brain’s first job is not to think. The brain develops from bottom to top and
from back to front. Neural priorities follow this sequence of development. Its
first priority is to keep us alive. The second priority is to feel and manage
emotions. The third priority is to think.

Psychological safety is a neurological state in which we are able to access the
prefrontal cortex. This is the cortical region that makes us uniquely human and
distinguishes us from other animals with characteristics such as self-awareness,
the capacity for complex planning, problem solving, learning and memory,
executive functions, personality expression, decision making, and modulation

of social behavior.

Brain Development Neural Priorities

Front qree— Back
.7 N

1YSURVIVE
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O'I THE BRAIN’S BLUEPRINT

FOR SAFETY

Safety is a basic human need. Back in 1943, psychologist Abraham Maslow
published his legendary Theory of Human Motivation. He posited that humans are
motivated by the instinct to satisfy their needs in a hierarchical structure. After
basic needs are met,, humans seek to satisfy the need to feel safe.

According to Maslow, unless physiological and safety needs are met, we are
unable to progress to higher levels of cognition and motivation. The concept of
psychological safety has emerged as a major contributing factor to company
culture, employee engagement, and personal performance.

Originally, psychological safety referred to whether authenticity would cause
negative social consequences. However, the definition has evolved to encompass
a team’s commonly held perceptions and beliefs about their relationships with
others. Simply put, it's the degree to which individuals can show up as themselves
- contributing, sharing, and questioning freely without fear of negative judgement
or consequence from others.

Amy Edmondson, leadership researcher and author of The Fearless Organization,
defines team psychological safety as “a shared belief that the team is safe for
interpersonal risk taking.” A team has psychological safety when all members hold
similar positive beliefs about interpersonal trust, inclusion, and mutual respect.

Timothy Clark, anthropologist and author of The Four Stages of Psychology
Safety, maintains that psychological safety is established in four consecutive
stages. He calls it “a condition in which human beings feel included, safe to learn,
safe to contribute, and safe to challenge the status quo.”

Regardless of the definition you prefer, research shows that psychologically
safety — or the lack thereof - has a significant impact on cognition, interpersonal
relationships, and physical health.
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O'I THE BRAIN’S BLUEPRINT

FOR SAFETY

Maslow Meets MRI: What Neuroscience Adds to the Pyramid

Abraham Maslow placed safety just above our most basic physiological needs—like air,
food, and water. But today, we can peek inside the brain to see what happens when
those psychological needs aren't met. In threatening environments (including
emotionally hostile or politically charged workplaces), MRl scans show a surge in
amygdala activity—the region responsible for fear and emotional reactivity.
Simultaneously, the prefrontal cortex dims down, as if the brain is powering down
non-essential operations to focus on survival.

This means that people may show up physically to meetings, but be cognitively
absent. They nod, but don’t contribute. They listen, but don’t challenge. They agree,
but don’t innovate. It's not because they lack ideas—it's because they don't feel safe
enough to share them.

MASLOW'’S HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

CREATIVE AND INSPIRED

—
morality, purpose, aspirational, inspirational, havi ~y Q
the dulrop :'o be the best one can be ¥ SELF-ACTL é. g
w
m
DZa
respect, self-esteem, ition, status, o<e
confidence, sense of Importance SIGNIFICANCE/ESTEEM R
< VD
=) ;g
tamily, friendship, sexual intimacy, sense of z3
connection with others -
Q@
personal security, resources, health, = 3
employment, money S E
228
food, water, oxygen, sleep, shelter, 82
homeostasls, sex PHYSIOLOGICAL kg
-

REACTIVE AND STESSED
WIRED FOR TRUST | Page 9



O'I THE BRAIN’S BLUEPRINT

FOR SAFETY

The Neurochemistry of Trust vs Fear

Let's break down the internal chemistry behind psychological safety. Your brain is
constantly reading social cues, deciding: “Am | safe here? Am | accepted? Am | loved?”
Based on that answer, it releases very different neurochemical cocktails.

Threat States
When you perceive a threat (a sarcastic comment, dismissive tone, or public

shaming), your brain releases:

Cortisol - the primary stress hormone

Norepinephrine - sharpens fear, reduces rational thinking
Amygdala activation - heightens emotional reactivity

The result? Narrowed focus, tunnel vision, reduced working memory, and

defensive behavior. Not exactly a recipe for great collaboration.

Safe States
When you feel trusted, valued, and included, your brain produces:

Oxytocin - fosters bonding and emotional safety

Dopamine - reinforces reward-based behavior and learning

Serotonin - stabilizes mood and confidence

Prefrontal cortex activation — opens access to creativity, strategy, and
empathy

In these conditions, the brain feels safe enough to be smart. People can
challenge ideas, admit mistakes, and lean into learning—without fear of
judgment or punishment.
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O'I THE BRAIN’S BLUEPRINT

FOR SAFETY

Case Study: The Silent Zoom Call that Said it All

At first glance, the leadership team looked like a dream lineup—MBAs from
elite schools, years of experience, and a track record of success. But
behind the glossy résumés and polished slide decks, something was off.
Project timelines kept slipping. Innovation had plateaued. And meetings,
once intended for dynamic collaboration, had become eerily quiet.

On one particular Zoom call, an external consultant observed something
telling: twenty minutes of discussion passed without a single question,
challenge, or pushback. Everyone nodded in agreement. No one asked for
clarification. The meeting ended with smiles—but also with unspoken
confusion and quiet dread.

In follow-up interviews, the truth emerged. Team members admitted they
were afraid to speak up. Afraid to look uninformed. Afraid that
disagreement—even respectfully voiced—would be seen as disloyalty or
incompetence. So they stayed quiet. Over time, that silence calcified into a
culture where conformity was rewarded, vulnerability was punished, and
innovation went extinct.

The result? Groupthink ruled. Talent was wasted. Energy was drained. The
team appeared united on the surface but was deeply fractured beneath it
—paralyzed not by lack of ability, but by lack of safety. What looked like
harmony was really fear in disguise. And in that silence, the cost of
psychological unsafety became impossible to ignore.
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THE BRAIN'S HIGHEST
POTENTIAL IS ONLY ACCESSIBLE
WHEN IT FEELS SAFE.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY IS NOT
A BUZZWORD —IT'S THE
BIOLOGICAL GATEWAY TO
ENGAGEMENT, INNOVATION,
AND HIGH PERFORMANCE.

Up next: What happens when psychological safety is missing,

and how the best teams can unravel in its absence.
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WHEN PSYCHOLOGICAL
SAFETY IS MISSING

THE COGNITIVE AND CULTURAL COSTS OF
UNSAFE ENVIRONMENTS
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WHEN
PSYCHOLOGICAL
SAFETY IS
MISSING

YOU WON'T SEE
PSYCHOLOGICAL DANGER IN
THE DATA—BUT YOU'LL FEEL IT
IN THE MEETINGS, THE
TURNOVER, AND THE MISSED
OPPORTUNITIES.”

The cost of psychological danger in the
workplace isn't always obvious—but it's
always expensive. When safety s
absent, it doesn't just bruise feelings—it
breaks systems. Teams don’t fall apart
in a single moment of conflict; they
erode slowly through unspoken tension,
stifled voices, and survival-mode
thinking. Leaders may notice dips in
performance, rising attrition, or a
mysterious lack of innovation—but they
often miss the root cause.

The brain under threat doesn't
collaborate, create, or think critically. It
protects. It deflects. It withdraws. That's
why environments that lack
psychological safety arent just less
pleasant—they are less productive, less
adaptive, and ultimately less successful.
Without safety, trust shrinks, energy
drains, and even the most talented
individuals default to playing small.

A single moment of fear can shut down the brain’s best
thinking. Unsafe cultures aren’t just unkind—
they're unproductive.
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OZ/WHAT HAPPENS WITHOUT IT

When psychological safety is missing, performance doesn’t just suffer—it
implodes. And not with a dramatic crash, but with a slow, invisible unraveling.
Productivity declines. Collaboration withers. Creativity flatlines. But the
damage isn't just emotional—it's neurological, physiological, and deeply
cultural. Teams stop taking smart risks. Innovation dries up. People
disengage, and top talent quietly walks out the door.

Why? Because the brain can’t do its best work in a state of fear. Under threat
—social or psychological-the amygdala takes over, flooding the body with
stress hormones like cortisol. This narrows focus, impairs memory, and shuts
down access to the prefrontal cortex—the very part of the brain we need for
problem-solving, empathy, and executive function. In other words: when
people don't feel safe, they can't think clearly, learn deeply, or lead
effectively.

And here’s the really tricky part: unsafe cultures are often deceptively quiet.
There's no yelling, no explosive conflict. On the surface, things may even
appear “professional.” But underneath? People are walking on eggshells,
navigating unspoken power dynamics, and mentally rehearsing everything
they say before they say it. Meetings are filled with polite nods and cautious
agreement. No one challenges the status quo, because the price of being
wrong—or simply different—is too high.

Over time, this creates a culture of chronic silence. People stop asking
questions. They stop offering ideas. And eventually, they stop showing up—
not always physically, but emotionally and cognitively. And once that
happens, it doesn’t matter how talented your team is. Fear has already taken
the lead.
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OZ/WHAT HAPPENS WITHOUT IT

So what does psychological safety actually look like in the brain?
Thanks to advances in neuroimaging—like functional MRl scans—we can
actually observe how the brain responds to different environments.
These scans don’t just show us where activity is happening; they reveal
how our neural systems react to trust, fear, collaboration, or threat.

When you see a brain scan—like an fMRI (functional Magnetic
Resonance Imaging) image—lit up in colors like red, yellow, blue, purple,
and black, you're essentially looking at a heatmap of brain activity.
These colors don't show brain structure—they show function,
specifically, blood flow and oxygen use, which are indicators of which
regions are most active.

In other words, psychological safety isn't just a “nice-to-have"—it's
visible in the brain’s electrical and chemical patterns. The colors in these
scans tell a powerful story, one that shows exactly what happens when
people feel safe.. and what shuts down when they don't.
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OZ/WHAT HAPPENS WITHOUT IT

VLT

healthy neural activity anxiety / stress depression
high neural activity ------- moderate neural activity------------- low/no neural activity

Red and yellow are the “"hot zones.” They indicate high neural activity. More
oxygen and blood are being delivered to these regions

Blue and purple are cooler zones, showing lower activity. These areas aren't
turned “off” but they're less engaged in the current task. In stress or fear-
based situations, for example, the prefrontal cortex (thinking brain) may show
more blue/purple as it goes “offline.”

Black or dark grey regions show minimal to no detectable activity. Either the
area is at rest or it's not actively engaged in the function being studied. In
some cases, this can also indicate shutdown or suppression due to threat,
trauma, or fatigue.

WIRED FOR TRUST \ Page 17



O/ WHAT HAPPENS WITHOUT IT

The Biology of Burnout

Psychological safety isn’t just about emotional comfort—it's about biological
protection. Chronic exposure to stress-inducing environments keeps the body
flooded with cortisol and adrenaline. Over time, this leads to allostatic load—the
cumulative wear and tear on the nervous system that contributes to burnout and
illness.
The consequences ripple far beyond morale:

¢ Increased absenteeism as stress-related illness rises

e Higher turnover due to emotional fatigue and disengagement

e Emotional exhaustion from constant vigilance and self-censorship

e Physicalillness driven by immune suppression, poor sleep, and chronic

inflammation (as supported by research in psychoneuroimmunology)

Organizations often try to solve these issues with wellness programs or
engagement surveys. But without addressing the root cause—a lack of
psychological safety—they're just applying bandages to brain-level wounds.

The Intelligence Dip Under Threat

Even micro-threats—like an eye-roll in a meeting, a sarcastic comment from a
manager, or a dismissive tone—can send the brain into a mild but measurable state
of stress. These cues activate the amygdala, the brain’s fear center, triggering a
neurochemical cascade that temporarily disables the prefrontal cortex—the hub for
reasoning, collaboration, and decision-making.

That means when someone feels emotionally unsafe, they don’t just shut down
emotionally—they literally lose access to their best thinking. Learning, innovation,
and memory take a hit. Confidence plummets. Risk-taking disappears. And when
this state becomes chronic, it rewires the brain toward long-term defensiveness
and distrust.
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OZ/WHAT HAPPENS WITHOUT IT

When the Brain Feels Unsafe, the Body Pays the Price

When we don't feel psychologically safe, our brains react just as though we are in
physical danger. Neurologically, there is little difference between being chased
by a lion and stressing out over not knowing exactly what your boss wants or
whether you've met his expectations.

This emotional angst puts us into fight-or-flight mode creating a host of
physiological changes in the body. When this happens, the brain prioritizes the
threat and slows activity in the neocortex to allocate neural resources to deal
with it.

Cortisol is produced in the adrenal gland and released into the blood stream
when we the fear/threat center is engaged. Negative emotions like fear, anger,
frustration, rejection, anxiety release cortisol like an army of messengers
throughout the body.

Almost all human cells contain receptors for cortisol which explains why it
impacts us in so many ways (i.e., weight gain, mood swings, high blood pressure,
depression, headaches, etc.). Because the brain’s primary job is to keep us alive,
when cortisol production is high, the other neurotransmitters that facilitate brain
function are reduced to allocate all neural resources to address the threat.
Chronic stress pierces cell walls and kills them ultimately creating architectural
changes in various regions of the brain.

In this psychological state, it is harder to see different perspectives, solve
problems, or connect new ideas. In addition to having diminished mental acuity,
we become afraid to make mistakes and are less likely to share ideas with
others.
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O/ WHAT HAPPENS WITHOUT IT

When chronic stress in unsafe environments triggers a persistent fight-or-flight
response and floods the body with cortisol and suppressing immune function, it can
impact the entire body. This threat response can then also lead to disrupted sleep,
heightened inflammation, and increased vulnerability to iliness.

Research in psychoneuroimmunologyhas shown a clear link between emotional
threat and physical health—proving that toxic cultures don't just affect morale and
drain engagement; they compromise immunity, resilience, and long-term well-being.

The brain responds to

Every thought produces , feelings in the body by

a chemical messenger ) ' generating thoughts that
that travels through At produce corresponding
the body to create . 1 chemical messengers.

corresponding feelings.

Our psychological state doesn’t just impact the brain; it impacts the entire body.
Our neurochemistry responds to changes in our psychological state
and continues to generate neurotransmitters in response to signals sent from the body.
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FEAR IS A TERRIBLE MOTIVATOR.
[T MAY PRODUCE SHORT-TERM
COMPLIANCE, BUT NEVER LONG-
TERM COMMITMENT.

Up next: The four distinct stages of psychological safety and

what it looks like to build teams that aren't just high-performing,
but deeply human and neurologically empowered.
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THE FOUR STAGES OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY ISN'T BINARY —
IT'S DEVELOPMENTAL.



Psychological safety isn't a light switch—
it's a ladder. It doesn’t turn on instantly
03 with a team-building exercise or a new
policy. Instead, it unfolds in stages, each
one building upon the last, moving teams

THE FOUR from basic inclusion to courageous
STAGES OF innovation. Understanding these stages
PSYCHOLOGICAL gives leaders and teams a powerful
SA FETY roadmap: it reveals where they are,

what's missing, and how to create the
conditions for real trust, learning, and
performance to thrive.

This framework, adapted from
organizational psychologist Dr. Timothy
R. Clark, aligns closely with what
neuroscience tells us about social
behavior, motivation, and brain function.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY Each stage corresponds  to a
DOESN'T APPEAR ALL AT ONCE fundamental human need: to belong, to
—IT’S EARNED, BUILT, AND grow, to contribute, and to challenge.
EXPANDED STAGE BY STAGE, And each stage activates different parts
NEURON BY NEURON. of the brain associated with trust,

reward, cognitive engagement, and risk
tolerance.

In environments where psychological safety is low, people operate
in fear; they stay quiet, cautious, and disconnected. But when
safety is intentional and valued, people feel empowered to
show up, speak up, step up, and shake things up.

That's where high performance lives.
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O3/THE FOUR STAGES OF SAFETY

1. Inclusion Safety

Question at the Core:

"Do | belong here?"

This is the foundation of psychological safety. People need to feel
accepted, respected, and welcomed as part of the group before
they will engage meaningfully. When inclusion is missing, people
don’t just feel awkward—they feel unsafe.

Neurologically, this stage is tied to the release of oxytocin, a
hormone associated with bonding, trust, and social connection.
When oxytocin levels rise, the brain interprets the environment as
welcoming, allowing people to relax and connect.

Signs of inclusion safety:
e People introduce themselves and others willingly
e Diverse perspectives are acknowledged and included
e Employees feel seen for who they are—not just what they do

Without it, team members become silent, disengaged, or
invisible.
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O3/THE FOUR STAGES OF SAFETY

2. Learner Safety

Question at the Core:

"Can | ask questions, make mistakes, and still be respected?”

Once people feel they belong, the next hurdle is whether it's
safe to learn out loud. Learner safety is about curiosity, risk-
taking, and growth. It's the ability to experiment, fail, and still
feel psychologically secure.

This stage is powered by dopamine, a neurotransmitter
associated with learning, exploration, and reward. In
psychologically safe environments, asking a question or
admitting a mistake triggers positive feedback loops instead
of shame or withdrawal.

Signs of learner safety:
e People ask “why” and “what if” freely
e Leaders model fallibility (“ don't know—let's find out”)
e Mistakes are reframed as data, not defects

Without it, innovation dies on the vine and learning
becomes performative.
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O3/THE FOUR STAGES OF SAFETY

3. Contributor Safety

Question at the Core:

"Is my voice heard and valued?"

In this stage, people feel confident enough to share ideas,
offer solutions, and take ownership. They move from passive
participants to active contributors. The goal isn’t just
inclusion—it's empowerment.

Neuroscientifically, contributor safety activates the
prefrontal cortex—the seat of decision-making, focus, and
executive function. People experience a sense of flow and
agency, which boosts engagement and satisfaction.

Signs of contributor safety:
¢ Individuals volunteer insights and speak up unprompted
¢ Roles and strengths are aligned with contributions
e Recognition is tied to effort and initiative

Without it, teams rely on a few voices while others stay on
the sidelines.
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O3/THE FOUR STAGES OF SAFETY

3. Challenger Safety

Question at the Core:

"Can | challenge the status quo without retaliation?”

This is the peak of psychological safety—where people
feel secure enough to disrupt, dissent, and disagree,
even with authority. It's where innovation lives, and
where risk becomes fuel instead of fear.

This level requires a resilient team culture, mature
leadership, and trust that disagreement will be met with
curiosity rather than consequence. It also strengthens
group 1Q by preventing groupthink and blind spots.

Signs of challenger safety:
e Disagreementis encouraged and well-managed
e Junior voices challenge senior leaders respectfully
e [ eadersrespond to critique with openness, not
defensiveness

Without it, organizations stagnate. People protect their
reputations instead of pursuing what's possible.
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O3/THE FOUR STAGES OF SAFETY

Stage 1 Psychological safety develops through progressive brain
INCLUSION activation—from foundational emotional regulation to
advanced executive function. Early stages involve
oxytocin and limbic system activity for trust and calm. As
safety increases, cortical regions activate, enhancing
empathy, learning, and innovation. By Stage 4, the fully
engaged prefrontal cortex enables creativity,

Stage 2 collaboration, and complex problem-solving.
LEARNING

Basic Emotional Regulation
Subcortical regions such as the
hypothalamus and amygdala
engage in basic emotional
regulation, supported by the
release of oxytocin and
serotonin. Low cortical activation
reflects a survival-oriented
state. Emerging Social Engagement

Increased activity in the anterior
cingulate cortex and insula
marks the development of
interpersonal awareness and
empathy. The release of
dopamine and endorphins
facilitate neural connectivity.

Stage 3
CONTRIBUTOR

Stage 4
CHALLENGER

Coghnitive Trust
Prefrontal cortex activation
becomes more prominent

supporting strategic thinking,
trust-based decision-making,
and learning. Acetylcholine and
dopamine play a central role in
attention and reward.

Full Psychological Safety
Maximal engagement of the

*Adapted from “4 Stages of Psychological Safety” prefrontal cortex and advanced

by Dr. Tim Othy R. Clark executive functions, creativity,
) ) and social cohesion. Serotonin

stabilizes mood while dopamine
reinforces innovation and

shared purpose.
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TRUST DOESN'T BEGIN WITH BOLD
VISION O
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Up next: Build these stages into your culture—starting with

leadership behaviors that signal safety and trust from the top down.
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BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE
ENVIRONMENT

FROM COMPLIANCE TO COMMITMENT
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BUILDING A
BRAIN-SAFLE
ENVIRONMENT

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
DOESN'T MEAN WE ALWAYS
AGREE. IT MEANS WE CAN

ALWAYS DISAGREE
WITHOUT FEAR.

Psychologically safe organizations have
an invisible foundation where trust,
curiosity, and courage thrive. In a

psychologically safe environment,
people are free to take interpersonal
risks: to share bold ideas, challenge
assumptions, ask for help, and admit
when they're wrong without bracing for

judgment or retaliation.

This freedom transforms team dynamics.
Instead of hiding behind silence or
into
The
group shifts from mere compliance—

defensiveness, people lean

vulnerability and collaboration.

doing only what's expected—to

commitment, where individuals feel
deeply invested in the team’s shared
success. ldeas evolve faster, mistakes
become and

learning moments,

feedback becomes fuel for growth.

In unsafe environments, people self-

protect. In safe environments, they
protect each other—and that's the spark

that ignites real innovation.

When the prefrontal cortex leads, innovation flows—because true
safety unlocks the brain's highest potential.
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04 BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE

ENVIRONMENT

Leadership Behaviors That Build Safety

Culture change doesn’t start with ping pong tables or HR
initiatives. it starts with how leaders show up in everyday
moments. Leaders set the tone for what is safe, valued, and

expected.

Leaders who foster psychological safety:

e Invite input before offering opinions (so ideas aren't filtered
by hierarchy)

e Acknowledge vulnerability with empathy (“Thanks for sharing
that—it helps us all learn”)

e Celebrate thoughtful failure as learning (especially when
experiments don’t pan out)

e Avoid sarcasm, defensiveness, and blame (these are safety-

killers in disguise)

What you tolerate sets the standard.
What you reward builds the culture.
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04 BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE

ENVIRONMENT

Team Norms That Reinforce Safety

Psychological safety is not just a leadership job. It's a team
sport. Norms are the invisible rules that shape how people
behave in groups. Healthy teams make those rules explicit.

Norms that signal safety:

“We speak up early and often.”

e "Feedback is a gift, not a grenade.”

e “Disagreement is welcomed, not punished.”
e “We talk to people, not about people.”

“Learning beats being right.”

Team norms aren’t catchphrases—they're commitments.
Embed them consistently in meetings, retrospectives, and
onboarding to make them real.
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04 BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE

ENVIRONMENT

Project Aristotle

In 2012, Google launched a bold internal research initiative called Project
Aristotle. With a data-driven culture and access to thousands of
employees across diverse roles, Google set out to answer a deceptively
simple question:

What makes a team great?

They analyzed 180+ teams over the span of two years, looking at
everything from educational background and personality types to
leadership styles and meeting habits. At first, the data didn’t point to any

obvious patterns.

Then the breakthrough came. Across all high-performing teams, the single
most consistent factor was psychological safety. Teams where members
felt safe to take risks, admit mistakes, ask questions, and challenge the
status quo without fear of embarrassment or punishment outperformed all
others—regardless of talent, resources, or leadership structure.

Psychological safety didn’t just correlate
with performance.
It predicted it.
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BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE

ENVIRONMENT

Psychological Safety:
eam members feel safe to be
vulnerable in front of each other.

Project Aristotle:

high-performing teams
have 5 common
attributes

Meaning of Work:

Team members feel their work
is personally meaningful.

Impact of Work:

Team members feel their work
and contributions are valuable.

Project Aristotle didn’t just validate what psychologists like Amy Edmondson had
long studied—it gave psychological safety a front-row seat in the future of work.
This was a game-changer. It proved that how we work together matters more than
who is on the team. And it reinforced what neuroscience tells us: performance isn’t
just about skills or smarts—it's about the environment we create.

If Google—with its metrics, analytics, and algorithms—prioritized safety over
brilliance, it's a cue the rest of us shouldn’t ignore.
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BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE
ENVIRONMENT

Brain Chemicals at Work

Dopamine is the reward and pleasure
chemical that motivates us to set goals, take
steps toward them and then rewards us when
we reach them. Too much dopamine can lead
to addiction, while too little often results in
procrastination and lack of motivation. Studies
on rats showed those with low levels of
dopamine didn't exert as much energy to
obtain food while those with higher levels
worked twice as hard. Deep restful sleep,
listening to enjoyable music and
setting/reaching small daily goals will result in
healthy dopamine production.

drive and motivation for individual success

ME CHEMICALS ’

Serotonin is known as the “leadership
hormone” because it surges when we feel
significant, respected or important. It is
produced in symbiotic relationships where
each person benefits from the association
with the others on the team. Loneliness and
depression are indicators of low serotonin.
Most antidepressants focus on the production
of serotonin. Foods high in simple
carbohydrates, B6 and B12 can make you feel
calmer. For steady serotonin production, eat
right, get out into the sun, practice gratitude
and reflect upon past achievements.

WE CHEMICALS ,

trust and contribution to team success

Endorphins are released in response to pain
and stress and help to alleviate anxiety and
depression. The surging "second wind" and
euphoric "runners high" are examples of
endorphin rushes. Similar to morphine,
endorphines act as an analgesic and sedative,
diminishing our perception of pain. Along with
regular exercise, laughter is one of the easiest
ways to produce endorphins. Look for reasons
to smile and laugh and make physical activity
part of your daily routine to combat stress and
its psychological and physical effects.

Oxytocin is known as the ‘love drug.” The
biggest surge is produced during sex and
breastfeeding, but it's produced with hugs and
platonic touches, as well as when we feel a
sense of belonging and trust in the team or
tribe. Relating to one another, one on one,
couples, families, or in larger social groups, is
the most complex thing human beings do. The
need to relate, to be emotionally and socially
accepted, has driven the evolution of the
human brain to be the most complex anything
in all of existence.

DOSE is the happy quartet responsible for overall well-being and optimal brain function. Not only do
they make us feel good, they also optimize cognition by facilitating activity in the neocortex.
The key to organizational success is a healthy production of both ME chemicals and WE chemicals.

WIRED FOR TRUST

Page 36



04 BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE

ENVIRONMENT

Are You a Safety-Builder or a Safety-Breaker?

Do meetings begin with connection and check-ins?

Do people interrupt or dominate conversations?

Are mistakes talked about openly or buried?

Do team members ask for help without hesitation?

Is silence interpreted as agreement or an invitation to

probe deeper?

Is disagreement managed respectfully and

constructively?

Do leaders model fallibility and curiosity?

Unchecked patterns here aren’t just communication
issues—they’re trustissues.
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04 BUILDING A BRAIN-SAFE

ENVIRONMENT

From Theory to Practice

Now it's time to put all this knowledge into action. Don't treat
this eBook like a checklist—think of it like a cultural compass.
Psychological safety isn't something you roll out in a team
meeting or add to your onboarding slide deck. It's a lived
experience thatis felt in the tone of an email, the reaction to
an honest mistake, the follow-up after a hard conversation.
It's how teams behave when the stakes are high and
uncertainty looms. And it's how leaders respond when
someone speaks truth to power.

Leadership is emotional labor. Psychological safety is the
foundation that makes it worth the effort.

As you reflect on the exercises in this guide, ask yourself:

What's one small shift you can make today, this week, these
month to build a safer, smarter, more human workplace?
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PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY ISN™T
A BONUS FEATURE OF
GREAT TEAMS.

[T'S THE FOUNDATION.

WHEN PEOPLE FE
DON"T JUST WO
THEY THINRK

LEARN FAS

R
>

. SAFLE, THEY
A HARDER.
GGER,

'ER,

AND LEAD BOLDER.

Next Steps: Explore the exercises included in the companion

workbook. Psychological safety starts in the brain—but it lives

in the behavior and the norms of the organization.



GUIDED REFLECTION




(B BIAS REFLECTION

=2

DESCRIBE A TIME WHEN YOU MADE A SNAP DECISION. WHAT
UNCONSCIOUS ASSUMPTIONS MAY HAVE INFLUENCED IT?

THINK ABOUT SOMEONE ON YOUR TEAM WHO FRUSTRATES YOU.
WHAT BIAS MIGHT BE SHAPING YOUR PERCEPTION OF THEM?

WHEN HAVE YOU DISMISSED OR IGNORED FEEDBACK BECAUSE IT
CHALLENGED YOUR VIEWS? WHAT MADE IT FEEL THREATENING?
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@ SELF-ASSESSMENT
/\

Instructions: Think about the level of psychological safety you feel in the organization or
among your teammates. Rate statement as: NEVER, SOMETIMES, OF TEN or ALWAYS.

Statement Rating
| feel safe admitting when | don’t know something.
| can offer new ideas without fear of embarrassment or punishment.
Mistakes are treated as learning opportunities on this team.
Feedback is shared respectfully and constructively.
People on this team listen to each other without judgment.
| feel valued for who | am, not just what | do.
It is safe to challenge the status quo in this organization.
| feel free to ask questions and offer dissenting opinions.
Team meetings foster open and honest dialogue.

| trust my coworkers to support me when | take risks.
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@CULTURE ASSESSMENT
/\

Instructions: This audit helps teams identify strengths and gaps in the culture of
psychological safety. Rate statement as: NEVER, SOMETIMES, OF TEN or ALWAYS.

Statement Rating
People are encouraged to speak up early and often.
Leaders model vulnerability and humility.
Feedback is shared respectfully and frequently.
Disagreement is normalized and welcomed.
Psychological safety is regularly assessed and discussed.
Disagreement is seen as healthy, not harmful
Employees are recognized for experimentation, not just results
Learning from failure is shared across the team
New team members are formally welcomed and introduced

Psychological safety is a standing agenda item for team reviews

Reflection Prompt:
What patterns do you see? What's one action you can take this
month to elevate safety?
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LSAFETY STAGES AUDIT

Instructions: Asses the organization or your team through the four stages of
psychological safety.

Strengths (What Gaps (What needs Next Steps (What

TAGE
STAG we do well) work) we’ll try)

Inclusion
Safety

Learner Safety

Contributor
Safety

Challenger
Safety
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INDIVIDUAL GOALS

Instructions: Think about all you've learned about how culture impacts individual
performance . How will you contribute to the psychological safety in your team or
department? Identify where you have agency and set goals for yourself.

Page 45



TEAM GOALS

Instructions: How can you apply these concepts to the way your team functions. Are
there processes or norms that are preventing your team from from reaching your
potential? What goals can you put in place to change that?
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Thank you for taking the time to
read this ebook. Whether you're a
leader, a team member, or simply
someone who believes work should
feel more human—I'm grateful
you're here. Psychological safety
isnt just a concept | teach—it's a
mission | care deeply about.

We've all been in situations where we didn’t feel comfortable
sharing ideas, asking questions, or challenging the status quo.
I've seen firsthand how safety changes conversations, unlocks
courage, and transforms cultures from the inside out. My
hope is that these insights spark meaningful change in your

own sphere of influence, however big or small.

If this guide challenged your thinking, validated your instincts,
or gave you language for what you've felt but couldn’t quite
name—I'd love to hear from you. You can connect with me at
MelissaHughes.rocks or on Linkedln @MelissaHughesPhd .

Because when we commit to creating safer spaces,
we're not just building better teams—we're

building a better world. w
With gratitude, o ¢ '

el

© 2025 Melissa Hughes, All rights reserved.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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HAPPY HOUR
witd EINSTEIN

Gratitude Journal

Happier Hour with Einstein and its
companion Gratitude Journal
blend brain science with practical
strategies to help you live and lead
with greater clarity, resilience, and
joy. Dr. Melissa Hughes unpacks
how the brain shapes our habits,
emotions, and decisions—then
turns insight into action with a
beautifully designed journal that
transforms gratitude into a daily
wellness ritual.

She is FIERCE is a
32-page, ebook.
This neuroscience-
powered leadership
guide is for women
who are ready to
lead with clarity,
1 a4 courage, and
‘ f.’.-.“-- conviction without
o burning out,

B S e blending in, or
backing down.

Backstage Pass:
Hospitality That Rocks
takes you behind the
curtain into the guest

THE SCIENCE BEHIND
HOSPITALITY
QOL‘/ brain.Blending cutting-
Mﬁ‘ pdge neuroscience with
real-world hospitality
“k\‘,\\S‘“’" rategy, discover how to
s rain teams to think like
guests and create
encore-worthy

experiences that build
fierce brand love.

o vughe

o Mg\\ssﬁ

Missions Matters features
Dr. Melissa Hughes
alongside inspiring
leaders redefining
success beyond I1Q.

Blending neuroscience
with real-world insights,
explore how grit, mindset,
and resilience—not test
scores—shape
achievement and success.

ADAM ronnz‘m

A Better Brain Blueprint
is your neuroscience-
powered guide to
creating a happier,
sharper, more resilient
version of you. Blending
brain science with real-
world application, this 70-
page transformative
eBook explores ten
evidence-based strategies
to help you unlock the
incredible potential.



“GREAT CULTURE DOESN'T HAPPEN BY ACCIDENT.
IT HAPPENS BY DESIGN.
PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY IS THE BLUEPRINT.”

Dr. Melissa Hughes
Keynote Speaker, Author, Human Potential Alchemist

Dr. Melissa Hughes is a dynamic keynote
speaker who blends cutting-edge brain science
with contagious energy, humor, and heart.
Known for her magnetic presence and
research-driven insights, she delivers
unforgettable keynotes that spark action and

ignite transformation.

A leading voice in neuroscience-based
leadership, motivation, and human
performance, Melissa helps people level up with
science that's personal, practical, and powerful.
With a Ph.D. in education and a gift for turning
brain-based research into sticky stories and
simple strategies, her sessions are packed with
aha” moments and real-world takeaways.

Whether she’s unpacking the neural mechanics
of decision-making, the biology of motivation,
or the science of change, Melissa equips
audiences to rewire habits, lead with intention,
and perform at their peak. If you're looking for
more than a speaker—you want a spark—Melissa

delivers.




