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High-

Functioning, 

Positive, 

Productive 

Workplaces

We know them when we 
see it

We sense them when we 
don’t

We all want them

We know that they work

We MAY  NOT be sure  
HOW they work…



“Put on your thinking cap”



Write down THREE WORDS 

to describe how your 

ideal workplace looks, 

feels, and/or functions.



What is psychological safety?



Psychological safety is a shared belief that 
the team is safe for interpersonal risk 
taking. 

It can be defined as “being able to show 
and employ one’s self without fear of 
negative consequences of self-image, status 
or career” (Kahn 1990). 

On psychologically safe teams, team 
members feel acceptance, mutual respect 
and trust.



The modern 

workplace is 

a complex 

ecosystem



It requires employees to 

function well cognitively 

and psychologically within 

the bubble of the 

workplace environment



It is made up of individual 

people who are expected 

to perform effectively as 

part of a team or a group 

of people they may or may 

not trust



People must be able to 

think strategically, laterally, 

and creatively, and make 

decisions with increasing 

complexity



All in the context 
of uncertainty, 
change, 
increasing 
negativity, and 
diminishing 
resources



It’s not working….

(what a surprise)

In a large majority of  cases….



The Reality

 People head to the office (physically or remotely) each day gearing up for 

an unpredictable onslaught of interpersonal pressures, (micro) aggressions, 

and unmanaged egos.

 These same people are expected to adapt quickly and enthusiastically to 

change and uncertainty.

 All while putting forth enormous effort to ensure the company or 

organization thrives (even if they struggle as individuals).



Employees 

are PEOPLE 

not 

automatons

FACT



Many workplaces 
ignore the reality that 
their employees are 
PEOPLE who are 
negatively impacted by 
being immersed in this 
psychosocial mishmash 
of stressors.



Before 
Work

Is this YOUR Employees? 
(or colleagues or you???)



Is this YOUR Employees ?

(or colleagues or you???)

After 
Work

Before 
Work



COVID  has blurred 

the lines between 

“WORK” and 

“HOME” leaving 

employees with little 

or no personal 

down time.



Suicide rates, 
emotional trauma, 
mental illness, and 
burnout rates are 
increasing at a 
steep pace.

Exacerbated by the PTSD of COVID



“So, just pay them more!”

Paying people more does not solve 

this problem.  No amount of money 

neutralize the physical and 

psychological  damage from 

negative workplace culture and 

unrealistic expectations.



Sunset or 

Sunrise?

COVID – the great disruptor



RISE AND SHINE!

We have a unique 

opportunity to build 

or rebuild workplace 

culture as we 

navigate our way 

back to “normal”



This course is about creating 
psychologically aware, 
responsible, and safe 

workplaces that enable 
people to: 

Reach their full 
potential

Achieve peak 
performance

And THRIVE



Can we change the 

world (or your entire 

workplace culture) in 

a single 2 -hour 

course?



Of course not, but 
we CAN begin to 
lay the groundwork 
to facilitate 
psychologically 
safe workplaces 
that supports 
innovation, 
excellence, and 
well-being.



So how are we going to do that?



There is no magic wand….



Today we will:
Learning Outcomes

1. Compare the psychosocial characteristics of workplace cultures that 

flounder and those that flourish

2. discuss the role of leaders in elevating and sustaining the quality of team 

relationships

3. implement strategies that generate cohesion, trust, and cooperation in 

workplace teams and groups

4. develop an action plan to shape a psychologically safe   workplace culture 

in your professional setting

5. (Compete for fun, bragging rights, and prizes)



Let’s kick this 
off by looking 
at two 
experiments 
that spotlight 
how people 
work together.



#1 The Marshmallow 
Challenge
Peter Skillman



Twenty pieces 
uncooked spaghetti

One yard cellphane
tape

One yard string

One marshmallow

• GOAL:  Build the tallest tower

• ONE RULE:  Marshmallow must go on top

• TEAMS: Four persons

• TIME LIMIT: 

GOAL:  Build the tallest tower

RULES: Marshmallow must go 

on top and must maintain 

support for 3 seconds

TEAMS: Four persons

TIME LIMIT: 20 minutes



Not about the task….

It was about the participants



Business 
Students

• Got right to work talking and thinking 
strategically

• Examined the materials

• Tossed ideas back and forth and asked 
thoughtful, savvy questions

• Generated options, honed in on the 
most promising

• Divided up the tasks and got to work

• Professional, rationale, and intelligent



Kindergarteners

• Did not strategize, analyze or share ideas

• Did not ask questions, propose options, or 
hone ideas

• They barely talked at all….

• Stood very close together

• Abruptly grabbed materials and started 
building – no plan or strategy

• Interactions were not smooth or organized

• Spoke in short bursts, “Here,” “ No, here!” 

• Described as “trying a bunch of things 
together.”



Lay down your money

Which team will win?



How tall were their towers?

AVERAGE- BUSINESS 
STUDENT TEAMS

Less than 10 inches
26 inches



Why??

This goes against all of our instincts

Smart, educated, skilled 
Versus
Unsophisticated, inexperienced children

Set up some sort of discussion about this..



• We are focusing on individual skills

•THAT IS NOT WHAT MATTERS!

Because we are focusing on the WRONG 
details!



What matters is the 



Business Students look 
like they are collaborating

But they are actually engaged in STATUS MANAGEMENT



Who’s in 
charge?

What are 
the rules 

here?
Is it Okay to 

criticize?



The K students 
did not succeed 
because they 
are SMART, but 
because they 
work together 
in a SMARTER
way.

• They were not competing

• They worked together

• They moved quickly, spot 
problems, offer help

• They experimented, took risks, 
and noticed outcomes

• Which guided them to an 
effective solution in a short 
amount of time

• SKILLMAN:  “They didn’t 
waste 15 minutes of their time 
negotiating who was CEO.”



Kindergarten 
students look 
like they are 
disorganized

But as a group they are efficient 
and effective



#2 Apples to Apples



The Bad Apple
(Will Phelps, university of New South Wales)

“Nick” was hired to participate in 
four-person groups tasked with 
constructing a marketing plan for 
a start-up.

Played one of  three types of  “bad 
apples.”  

The Jerk

The Slacker 

The Downer



NICK WAS “REALLY GOOD 

AT BEING REALLY BAD.”

 JERK:  Everyone begins pleasant, but 

following Nick’s lead they start to bicker and 

argue.  Rude and aggressive behavior 

escalates.  Result reflects lack of cooperation.

 DOWNER:  Everyone is energized to begin.  

The bad apple acts quiet and tired and 

sometime puts his head on his desk.  The rest 

of the group eventually follow suit, arms are 

folded, heads end up on desks.

 SLACKER:  Group gets done quickly, but do a 

half a$$ed job.  However, when asked, they 

are positive about the result, but actually put 

in little to no effort.

 HARD TO BELIEVE: No one really got upset 

with the DOWNER or the SLACKER.  They 

were content to accept “if this is how it is, then 

we will be slackers and downers, too.

Consistently 

reduced group 

performance by 

30-40% 

regardless of 

persona.



“Jonathon”
THE GOOD APPLE

Except for one 

group



Attentive

Focused

Produced high-quality 

results

 No matter what negative moves Nick threw at the 

group, this “good apple” would find a way to flip it 

and engage everyone to move toward their goal.

 Nick would behave like a jerk.  Jonathon would 

consistently and instantly react with warmth, 

deflecting negativity, making the unstable situation 

feel solid and safe.

 Pivoted away from Nick’s behavior cues, asked 

questions to draw others out, listened intently, 

responded with genuine warmth.

 Used SIMPLE, SMALL BEHAVIORS that kept 

everyone engaged and on task.

 Energy levels increased, people opened up and 

shared ideas, building chains of insight and 

cooperation that moved the group swiftly and 

steadily toward he goal.

One group 

performed 

consistently well 

no matter what 

Nick did.



Jonathon’s 
group 
succeeded not 
because the 
individual 
members were 
SMARTER, but 
that they felt 
SAFER.

• Jonathon was effective in 
creating an efficient, effective 
group NOT because he 
demonstrated behaviors we 
associate with strong leaders.

• He didn’t take charge or tell 
anyone what to do

• He didn’t strategize, motivate, 
or lay out a vision.

• But, he DID create an 
environment in which others 
felt safe to perform.



 Amazingly, Nick –

the bad apple – was 

unable to persevere 

with his bad 

behavior in the face 

of Jonathon’s 

consistent delivery 

of “belonging cues.”

“We are all connected”
“You are safe here.”



Self protection mode kicks in when we feel 
threatened physically or psychologically



Our 
primitive 
brains 
(amygdala) 
are deeply 
obsessed 
with being 
part of a 
group.

“Am I safe?” “Is there danger lurking?”  “What is 
my future with these people?”

Natural and automatic 

We are unconsciously on the lookout for cues 
that signal we are  SAFE and we BELONG.

The signals of of safety and belonging must be 
communicated over and over and over (a mere 
hint or single signal is not enough)



When an individual’s sense of belonging 
is threatened, fear reduces the brain’s 
faculties. 

This leads to decreased awareness, 
reduced emotional intelligence, and 
diminished decision-making capability.



Only when our brain has received multiple 
safety and belonging signals can it stop 

worrying about dangers and shift to problem 
solving and connections.

And, that’s where and when the magic happens!

(and we can Rise and Shine!)



Bottom 
Line



But who cares if your organization culture 
is psychologically safe?

 Toxic workplaces take the best parts of our brains offline – people 

lose the capacity to use the skills for which they are hired.

Once the reptile brain is activated, people engage in self 

preservation behaviors (“me against you”) rather than using that 

energy for the good of the organization.

 The robust workplace maintains positive energy even when things 

get rocky – unexpected, unpredictable, challenging, and complex 

situations

 Positive workplace cultures raise the net income of organizations 

756% over 11 years.



Workplaces that 

versus 

Workplaces that .



FLOURISHING

 Thriving ecosystem when people are collaborative and engaged. 

Workplace interactions are energizing and engaging.  

 Anyone can speak to anyone and everyone has everyone’s back.

 Leaders model expected behaviors

 People fulfill their potential and feel psychologically safe enough to 

take informed risks and be open to learning and feedback.

 This forms fertile soil the maximizes the capacity of a workplace to 

flourish both for the benefit of the employees and the organization.

Good Apples and 

Kindergarteners abound



FLOUDERING

 Function at the expense of employees.

 No acknowledgement of physical and psychological 
well being; humans are treated like cogs in a wheel

 Negative behaviors are tolerated or ignored.

 Leaders create followers- hierarchical structure. (yell 
down, suck up)

 People not encouraged (do not feel safe enough) to 
share ideas, question leadership, or suggest new 
pathways

 Ignore the human cost, and the moral and                                           
ethical dilemmas of unacceptable workplace 
environments

Bad Apples and Status 

Seekers Unchecked



Silence is 

golden

Speaking up, being candid, 
challenging other people’s 
ideas while being respectful 
and constructive are 
foundational for innovation 
and growth.

But, even those 
who are naturally 
more inclined to 
share ideas and 
offer suggestions 
may not do so if 
they fear being put 
down or punished

CLASSIC FLOUNDERING WORKPLACE – NO 

ONE QUESTIONS LEADERSHIP



What makes you feel safe to speak up?

List another three words or a 

phrases that expresses your 

feelings about this question

See template



2020+



THE TIME 
FOR 
CHANGE IS 
NOW

As we navigate the pandemic, we have a once in 
a lifetime opportunity to reimagine and re-shape 
workplaces of the future.

We can use this opportunity to build 
organizational success founded on what we 
know about the dynamics of effective groups

We can foster peak performance, creativity and 
innovation while creating workplaces where 
people can thrive – not just survive – at work.

..Or, we can squander it.



To feel Physically and Psychologically Safe

To feel that they Belong

To feel that they Matter

To feel Fulfilled



To feel Physically and 

Psychologically



















To feel that they 

Humans are wired for social 
belonging-feel unsafe when 
separated from the pack.



To Feel that they 



To feel 





Whose job is it to 

make this happen?



YOURS

Don’t outsource your leadership.

Lead!



Start by Leading Yourself

 Take advantage of your inner voice to build a positive relationship with 

yourself.

 Take ownership of your energy, personality, and performance so you can 

have a greater influence on others.

 Embrace your strengths and vulnerabilities to rise above your reptilian brain 

and unleash your own potential.

 Channel this to create a high performing workplace for employees and 

teams.



Lead as you want to be Led

 How would a leader build a good relationship with you?

What steps would a leader take to bring about the best in you?

 How would they support you?

 How would they give you feedback?

 How would they approach you when you make mistakes or when you 

need to learn new skills when you have not yet mastered?

 How would they approach you when you are overwhelmed?



LEADERS GOTTA LEAD

 Leading does not meaning putting the burden to fix workplace culture on 
individuals who work there.

 No matter how well meaning…..

• Lunchtime yoga

• Mindfulness apps

• Employee assistance programs

 As if they can change the culture by being a better person.



When a flower doesn’t bloom, 
you change the environment in 
which is grows, not the flower.



Leading the way to a 

positive workplace 

environment where 

employees can bloom

Positive Workplaces are energizing and engaging.  

They help us feel psychologically safe and draw out our 
strengths and creativity.

Safety, Belonging, Value, Fulfillment



Signal Safety



TRUST 

This is your biggest 
commodity

 If those you lead don’t 
trust you, they won’t be 
able to trust one another.

Transparency, Integrity, and 
Compassion provide fertile 
soil for trust to grow.

Trust is earned in the smallest of moments.  

It is earned not through heroic deed, or even 

highly visible actions, but through paying 

attention, listening, and gestures of genuine 

care and connection.

~Brene Brown



Banish silence

Psychological Safety is not just about helping people feel safe, but 

encouraging participation – all voices must be heard.

Speaking up, being candid, challenging other people’s ideas while 

being respectful and constructive are foundational for innovation and 

growth.

 In a psychologically safe workplace, the act of speaking up and 

learning from mistakes is encouraged and celebrated.

In most organizations, 80% of the 

conversations are dominated by 

only 20% of the participants. 



Encourage courageous conversations

 Insure that the quiet voices are heard over the louder ones.

 Provide opportunities for everyone to get “air time” 

 Implement a “no interruptions” rule (interrupt interrupters)

 Respond positively to questions and doubts.

 Signal that their voice has been heard



Uncover the “Stinky Fish”

Make it easy (and safe) to expose what makes people feel anxious and 
afraid. 

 Help people address past issues they can’t get over and, most 
importantly, talk about what everybody’s thinking, but no one is saying.

 (The longer we hide things, the stinkier they get)





Help People Learn to Share their Thoughts 

and Ideas (stop wasting talent)

 Brainstorming sessions or large meetings can be intimidating for some 

people (they don’t feel feel psychologically safe to speak up and share 

their ideas in the open.)

 This may be particularly problematic if the environment has not been 

psychologically safe in the past.



1-2-4-ALL

 Helps people feel safe by learning to share gradually.

 Works with all size teams and groups – even large ones.

 Immediately includes everyone 

 Generates better ideas and more of them faster than ever before – helps 

tap the know-how and imagination that is distributed widely in places not 

known in advance. 

 Facilitates open, generative conversation

 Participants own the ideas, so follow-up and implementation is simplified. 



1-2-4-ALL

 Let’s give it a shot!

 What do you think is the biggest roadblock to establishing psychological safe workplaces 

and teams.



Don’t avoid conflict

When we (everyone on a team)  inauthentically support each others’ ideas 

in the name of being polite, we miss out on an opportunity to 

communicate with and learn from each other. 

 Behavior that values politeness over progress, may make people feel 

good in the short term, but it doesn’t help anyone grow or improve.

 Employees who feel engaged and empowered to take action, on the other 

hand, know that their voices are being heard and that their opinions are 

valued (and challenged) by the team, which can have a hugely positive 

impact on a team’s ability to innovate.

 THIS REQUIRES TRUST!!



Forgive mistakes quickly and genuinely

Nothing kills psychological safety 
quicker than a negative reaction to an 
error.

Alternatively, focus on the positives:

 A mistake was caught,

 it can be fixed, 

and there’s something to learn from 
the experience.



Share Vulnerability

 Invite Input

 Ask for Ideas

 Ask for help

 Admit when you are wrong

 LAUGH – at yourself



One Bad Apple CAN spoil the 

whole bunch, girl.



Nip bad behavior in the bud

 Outbreaks of misconduct become viral – and can become terminally toxic 

to an organization.

 One person’s bad behavior is not counterbalanced by another person’s 

good behavior.

 Leaders must address the toxic employee (who can kneecap efforts by 

the rest of the team to create positive environment and culture of 

innovation)

 Set boundaries, establish consequences, follow through



Let’s talk about microagressions

 “Big, bad behaviors” are usually obvious : Bullying, Harassment,  Hostility, Deriding

 Microagressions are equally as toxic, and more insidious



Deal with Difficult People

 Raise stress levels

 Reduce productivity

 Raise adsenteeism

 Difficult People have a choice in how they behave

 Difficult People did not become difficult overnight

 Difficult people are difficult because they are reinforced for their behavior

 “It’s Working for Them.”

 AND THEY OFTEN GET AWAY WITH IT BECAUZE LEADERS DON”T HAVE THE XXX TO STOP THE 

BEHAVHIOR



Stop hiring brilliant jerks



Communicate 
Belonging

Build Transformative Teams



Positive group culture is one of the 
most powerful forces on the planet.

A sense of BELONGING is the glue 
that holds groups together and 
provide fertile soil for productivity, 
innovation, and excellence to 
GROW.



You are SAFE  here
3 BELONGING CUES

(words/behaviors that signal belonging)



Belonging 
Cues (You 
are Safe 

Here)



Flatten the Hierarchy

We are all in this together only true when its actually true.

Be part of the team rather than the top of it.Demonstrate you are 
part of the team. 

Encourage team members to contribute even if it is “outside” their 
silo.

Employees want to work with leaders who see themselves as part of 
the team and whom they trust to be transparent.

https://slackhq.com/trust-tools-and-teamwork-what-workers-want


Help other find 

FULFILLMENT and 

feel VALUED



Value Employee Strengths

Many of us tend to have a negativity bias and 

notice negatives more than positives (in 

ourselves and others)

 Tend to gloss over the positives – give more 

specific feedback on negatives

 The more your give employees specific 

feedback about their skills and strengths, the 

more they will use them.



“You hired 
them for their 
strengths, why 
focus on their 
weaknesses?”

When employees feel 

valued for their 

strengths, they are 

also more apt to ask 

for guidance when 

they are uncertain 

and welcome 

constructive feedback



Gallup found 

that that only 

30% of  U.S. 

employees think 

their opinion 

matters at work



Don’t Micromanage

 Give people room to innovate

 And room to make mistake and grow

 Expect success



Praise in Public

Give credit where credit is due

Celebrate successes of individuals 

and teams

Be genuine



Create Leaders



If you don’t know where you 

are going, how will you know 

when you get there?



Psychological

Environment

Impact on 

Organizational 

Success

People 

Function

Risks to the 

Organization 

and Employees

Peak High At their Best Very Low

Productive Moderate Well Low

Survival
Rarely 

Satisfactory
Adequately Significant

Negative Negative Poorly High

Toxic Damaging Dysfunctionally Very High

High 

Functioning,

Healthy

Workplaces

Toxic 

Workplaces

Leading above the Line,   Michelle Bihary



Psychological
Environment

Impact on 
Organizational 

Success

People 
Function

Risks to the 
Organization 

and 
Employees

Peak High At their Best Very Low

Productive Moderate Well Low

Survival
Rarely 

Satisfactory
Adequately Significant

Negative Negative Poorly High

Toxic Damaging
Dysfunctional

ly
Very High

ASK YOURSELF

Where is your 
Workplace?

Where to do you 
want to be?



How are you going to get there?

Consider the information and strategies we discussed today.  Considering your workplace,  where you are 

now and where you would like to do, identify the strategies that you can implement with your 

employees/colleagues to facilitate a more positive workplace environment.

Safety

Belonging

Value and 

Fulfillment

See Template in 

Handouts



Safety Cinquain
(another way to create an action plan)

Create a cinquain about today’s presentation using 

the template in your handouts.

A five-line non-rhyming poem that captures essence of a topic using 

specific categories of words in a specific order.

FIRST LINE: ONE WORD OR PHRASE (TOPIC)

SECOND LINE:  TWO WORDS - ADJECTIVES THAT DESCRIBE TOPIC

THIRD LINE:  THREE WORDS - VERBS THAT EXPRESS ACTION ABOUT TOPIC

FOURTH LINE: 4- WORD PHRASE DESCRIBING CHANGE, OBSERVATIONS, OR FEELINGS

FIFTH LINE:  RESTATE FIRST WORD OR PHRASE OR SYNONYM 



A Little Incentive…

Leaders work hard!

Leaders deserve swag!

Show either your completed 

action plan or amazing 

cinquain us to booth XX 

(Dynamic Resources) and pick 

out a free children’s book.



Let’s sum things up

Are we done yet?  I’m 

meeting someone for lunch 

that I haven’t seen for TWO  

YEARS!!!



Positive workplaces are energizing and 

engaging for humans and teams



They help us feel psychologically safe

Anyone can challenge anyone.

Everyone has everyone’s back.



They draw out people’s strengths and 

values



They enhance productivity, performance, 

and wellbeing



They encourage people 
to imagine and create 
both individually and in 
teams

All of which helps both employees 

AND organizations THRIVE.



Let’s Rise and Shine

We have the opportunity to make positive changes now


