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Table Introductions
How does your organization acknowledge 
and learn from failure?
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Productive Struggle: 
Building Cultures Where Talent Thrives on Challenge



Productive struggle is not 
chaos or sink-or-swim. It is 
challenge with support.
Cultures that get this right hold 
high standards (clarity), create 
room to speak up and learn 
(trust and psychological 
safety), and reinforce “you 
belong here even when it is 
hard” (belonging). 

Connection to 
previous sessions



The Struggle Gap

Think of the first time you 
did something new or 
difficult. What happened, 
what did you learn, how did 
you respond?



Productive Struggle

When people face 
meaningful challenge and 
can still think clearly, ask for 
help, learn from feedback, 
and try again. It is 
“both/and”: positivity and 
productivity together, not 
either/or



Comfort Zone
Routine work

Challenge: Too Low

Flow / “In the Zone”
Purposeful Practice
Challenge: Suitable

Zone of Proximal 
Development
Deliberate practice 

with a teacher/mentor
Challenge: Suitably High

Impossible Zone
Challenge: Too High



Non – Examples of a culture of productive struggle

Isn’t about “performative 
toughness” or constant 

pressure with no support 

It’s not about protecting 
everyone from discomfort

Nor is it a permanent high-
alert environment where 

people hide mistakes



Why “struggle” gets misread as danger

K12: a student shuts down when they fear looking 
dumb

Higher ed: a first-generation student avoids office 
hours because it feels like “I do not belong”

Industry: a new hire stays quiet in meetings 
because it feels unsafe to take a risk



S.C.A.R.F. & The Neuroscience Of Collaboration

Minimize Danger
(-)

• Open - more cognitive resources
• More insights and innovation
• More ideas
• Fewer perceptual errors
• More curiosity
• Better able to manage complexity

• Shuts down high-level thinking
• Reduced working memory
• Protect
• Retreat
• Selective perception
• Narrow thinking

Away Toward

Minimize Danger
Threat/Danger
(Disengaged)

Maximize Reward
Reward

(Engaged)

Source: David Rock, NeuroLeadership Institute

Maximize Rewards
(+)



The S.C.A.R.F. Model Describes Core Social Domains Driving Human Interactions

Our sense of relative
importance to others.
Our hard-wired 
need for esteem 
and respect.

STATUS CERTAINTY AUTONOMY RELATIONSHIP FAIRNESS
S C A R F

Our confidence in 
our ability to predict
the future / what
will happen next.

Our sense of control
over events, and the 
opportunity to make
choices.

Our sense of safety 
and comfort we feel 
with others.

Our sense of fair 
exchange
between people.

“I am valuable” “I know where I stand 
& what to expect” “I have a choice” “I belong” “I am treated with 

respect & fairness”

Source: David Rock, NeuroLeadership Institute – Your Brain at Work 



Your Role in 
Creating 
Psychological 
Safety



 Do you tend to habitually avoid conflict?
 Are you uncomfortable with uncertainty, risk, or

showing vulnerability?
 How regularly do you try to take on the 

perspectives of others?
 How often do you admit your mistakes 

and/or apologize?
 When you feel stressed, can you calm down or do

you tend to transmit it to others?
 Do you feel threatened or insecure by the 

success/competence of others?

 Do you lead/live more from a mindset
of scarcity or abundance?

 Are you a perfectionist? (Or have you been told 
you are one?)

 Do you think you need to be the “hero”
when things go wrong?

 Do you gossip about others?
 Is your leadership based on social 

conditioning – e.g. male, stoic,
unemotional?

 How authentically do you show up as you in 
your leadership role?

ASK YOURSELF…

Nurturing Psychological Safety 
Involves Specific Developmental Patterns



What You Can Do: 

deas for Increasing Your Team’s S.C.A.R.F.Experience

TATUS ERTAINTY UTONOMY ELATIONSHIP AIRNESSCS A R F
• Express to team how 

much you value them 
and their work

• Wield power with 
flexibility – don’t pull 
rank unless you must

• Let your team know 
you are a person 
beyond your title

• Make it safe to make 
mistakes & learn

• Acknowledge shared 
feelings of 
uncertainty

• Keep 1-1s and team 
meetings consistent

• Communicate on a
regular cadence

• Focus on what’s in
our/their scope of
control

• Provide choice of 
responsibilities when 
possible

• Ask if more or less 
guidance is needed

• Invite people to co-
create solutions

• Clarify what each 
person is “CEO” of

• Ask about feelings 
and individual needs

• Check in to say hi

• Encourage cameras 
on (don’t mandate it)

• Ask about people’s 
lives outside of work

• Be aware of in/out 
groups; mix team up

• Be aware of showing 
favoritism; show 
consistency toward 
team members

• Be fair with giving 
rewards &
opportunities

• Be transparent with 
decision-making –
explain context and 
your rationale

Source: David Rock, NeuroLeadership Institute – Your Brain at Work 



Connection Point

If struggle feels like danger, people avoid it. If 
struggle feels like growth, people lean in.



Assessment: How Much Psychological Safety Exists on Your Team?

Strongly Disagree 21 43 65 87 10 Strongly Agree9

1. If I make a mistake
on this team, it is not
held against me.

2. Members of my team 
are able to bring up 
problems and issues.

3. People on my team 
sometimes accept others 
for being different.

5. It isn’t difficult to
ask other members of
this team for help.

6. No one on this team 
would deliberately act in a 
way that undermines my 
efforts.

7. Working with members of this 
team, my unique skills and 
talents are valued and utilized.

4. It is safe to take a risk
on this team

Source: Amy Edmondson, revised with 
The HBR Guide, 2024



GROWTH MINDSET



WHAT IS 
GROWTH 

MINDSET?

Growth Mindset – Intelligence can be developed. This 
leads to a desire to learn and therefore a tendency to…

Embrace challenges

Persist in the face of setbacks

See effort as the path to mastery

Learn from growth feedback

Find lessons and inspiration in the success of others
20



WHAT IS 
GROWTH 

MINDSET?

Fixed Mindset– Intelligence is static. This leads to a desire 
to look smart and therefore a tendency to…

Avoid challenges

Give up easily

See purposeful effort as fruitless or worse

Ignore useful growth feedback

Feel threatened by the success of others
21



Connection Point

Think of 
someone who 

embraces 
growth mindset

What impact do 
they have on 
the people 

around them?

Mindsets are just beliefs. They’re powerful beliefs, but they’re 
just something in your mind, and you can change your mind.



So where does that land us?



The Culture Formula

Leadership Growth Mindset

Organizational 
Practice Consistency



What Google Learned In Its Quest To Build   
The Perfect Team

The differentiating factors for high-
performing teams were not what

was expected
— NOT PERSONALITY or ROLE

COMPATIBILITY

The biggest factor was the existence 
of group norms —most importantly,

“PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY”
on the team, informed by:

Conversational turn-taking
Social sensitivity
Overall, a confidence that team
won’t embarrass, reject, or punish
someone for speaking up or
being themselves



1. Psychological Safety
TOP 5

aspects of 
effective 
teams at 
Google:

2. Dependability

4. Meaning

3. Structure & Clarity

5. Impact

What Google Learned In Its Quest To Build   
The Perfect Team



Practical Leadership Strategies

1. Normalize learning and mistakes
“Make it safe to make mistakes and learn.” Model fallibility: admit when you 
missed something.

2. Share power where you can
Be inclusive with decision-making and share power when possible. Provide 
choice of responsibilities when possible 

3. Create clarity so challenge is not confusion
Establish clear norms and expectations. Communicate on a regular cadence. 



Practical Leadership Strategies

4. Stay emotionally available 
Your emotional availability can support or erode the team. Simple self-checks: 
do you transmit stress to others, avoid conflict, struggle with vulnerability, or 
need to be the “hero”?

5. Ask better questions in the moment of struggle “What strategy could you 
try next?” “What would make this 10 percent easier?” “Who has done this 
before that you can learn from?” 

6. Mentor THROUGH the mistake



Generational Challenges

• Social Comparisons

• How they got here… 

• Invisible Excellence



Productive Struggle = Clarity + 
Safety + Mindset + Practice

As a leader, your greatest impact isn’t just in what gets done, but in who 
people become. Lead with that, and you create a culture where people 
rise to challenges and truly thrive.



Keynote Table Discussion
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Which of the four conditions for productive 
struggle that Andy described — Clarity, Safety, 
Mindset, Practice — is either most developed or 
most underdeveloped in your organization. Why?



Leadership Panel
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Leadership Panel Table Discussion
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The leaders described an area where they 
actively work to create an experience of 
challenge and learning. How does your 

organization proactively try to shape a culture 
where people struggle and grow?



Emerging Talent Panel
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Emerging Talent Panel Discussion
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What did you hear from the emerging talent 
panelists that surprised you about their 

experience of struggle and thriving? What does 
that tell you about how to foster those conditions 

at your organization?



Session 3: Culture That Carries 36

What is one idea that threads through the session today that you will take 
with you?

Consider your sphere of influence. What is one condition that you would 
like to help shift to make productive struggle feel more like growth and 
less like danger?

Reflection & Commitment



HELP SHAPE WHAT’S NEXT

PROVIDE FEEDBACK, SIGN UP FOR OUR CO-HORT !!


