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Abstract. Although scholars have highlighted the benefits of psychological safety, relative-
ly few studies have examined how leaders establish it. Whereas existing research points to
the importance of seeking feedback, we draw on theories of self-disclosure, trust, and im-
plicit voice to propose that leaders can also promote psychological safety by sharing feed-
back—openly discussing criticisms and suggestions they have already received about their
own performance. In Study 1, naturally-occurring feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing
by CEOs independently predicted boardmember ratings of topmanagement team psycho-
logical safety. In Study 2, a longitudinal field experiment, randomly assigning leaders to
share feedback had a positive effect on team psychological safety one year later, whereas
assigning leaders to seek feedback did not. In Study 3, to explore the processes through
which feedback-sharing had an enduring effect but feedback-seeking did not, we con-
ducted qualitative interviews with participating leaders and employees two years later.
We found that leaders initiated vulnerability through seeking feedback, but it dissolved
due to defensiveness and inaction. In contrast, sharing feedback normalized and crystal-
lized vulnerability as leaders made a public commitment to keep sharing and employees
reciprocated, which opened the door for more actionable feedback, greater accountability,
and ongoing practices that allowed psychological safety to endure. Our research suggests
that to achieve enduring improvements in psychological safety, it may be particularly ef-
fective for leaders to share criticism they have received—and that doing so does not jeopar-
dize their reputations as effective and competent.

Supplemental Material: The online appendix is available at https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2021.1498.

Keywords: psychological safety • feedback-seeking • feedback-sharing • leader vulnerability • teams

Psychological safety is a pivotal force in organization-
al life (Kahn 1990). Considerable research shows that
when employees believe they can take risks without
being punished, they speak up more often (Detert and
Burris 2007), generate more creative ideas and innova-
tive solutions (Baer and Frese 2003), engage more in
quality improvement work (Nembhard and Edmond-
son 2006), and face fewer injuries and accidents
(Christian et al. 2009), as they are able to report and
learn from mistakes (Edmondson 1996, 1999). It is no
surprise that a lack of psychological safety has been
implicated as a barrier to idea expression in disasters
ranging from the Cuban missile crisis (Kramer et al.
1990) to the Challenger space shuttle explosion (Mul-
vey et al. 1996, Vaughan 1996).

Despite the importance of psychological safety,
many leaders fail to establish it. When employees
speak up, it often elicits insecurity on the part of lead-
ers, who worry that it will threaten their images as
competent (Tynan 2005, Fast et al. 2014) or create

immediate problems and disruptions without clear
solutions and benefits (Sherf et al. 2019). It is also well
documented that subordinates hold back on voicing
their opinions due to fear and futility: they worry that
they will be punished or their ideas will fall on deaf
ears (Ashford et al. 1998, Morrison and Milliken 2000,
Detert and Burris 2007, Sherf et al. 2020b), even if they
have no evidence that this has happened in the past
(Detert and Edmondson 2011). Because leaders have
an outsize influence on team psychological safety (Ed-
mondson 1999, Nembhard and Edmondson 2006), it is
critical for them to show that they are open to ideas
(Morrison 2011).

For decades, scholars have recognized that leaders
can signal openness by asking for feedback, which
demonstrates a desire to improve (Ashford and Tsui
1991), conveys respect for employees’ input (Nem-
bhard and Edmondson 2006), and opens the door for
voice (Sherf et al. 2020a). However, it is also possible
that requests for feedback create anxiety in employees,
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who may be uncertain about what to say and how
leaders will react (Ashford et al. 2003, 2016). Scholars
have yet to theoretically develop or empirically ex-
plore these effects of leader feedback-seeking on psy-
chological safety.

In this paper, we introduce feedback-sharing as an
alternative strategy for promoting psychological safe-
ty. Whereas feedback-seeking involves making a di-
rect request for information about how to improve
(Ashford and Tsui 1991), feedback-sharing involves
disclosing suggestions for improvement that one has
received in the past. Building on theories of self-
disclosure (Gibson 2018) as well as trust and implicit
voice, we propose that when leaders openly discuss
past feedback, they demonstrate that they can handle
criticism, acknowledge their limitations, and establish
trustworthiness, reducing uncertainty about what is-
sues are safe to raise. Thus, although seeking and
sharing feedback can both establish psychological
safety, it is more likely to endure when leaders
share feedback.

We test and elaborate these hypotheses across three
studies with both naturally-occurring and experimentally-
induced feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing. Our
first study is a field study in which CEOs report their
levels of feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing and
independent board members rate team psychological
safety. Our second study is a longitudinal field experi-
ment with managers, randomly assigning them to ask
their existing teams for feedback and/or share the de-
velopment areas from their performance reviews with
their teams, and inviting their direct reports to rate
team psychological safety one week and one year later.
Our third study is a qualitative analysis of the underly-
ing dynamics based on interviews with participating
leaders and employees from our field experiment two
years after the initial intervention. We develop process
models that illuminate why prompting managers to
seek feedback did not have an enduring effect on
team psychological safety, whereas prompting them to
share feedback took longer to build psychological safe-
ty but ultimately helped it endure by creating a cycle
of normalizing and crystallizing vulnerability.

Our research contributes to knowledge about how
leaders build psychological safety in teams. By identi-
fying leader actions that can promote and maintain
psychological safety, we answer calls for a dynamic
perspective on the emergence of psychological safety
(Edmondson and Lei 2014). We also advance the feed-
back literature by shifting the lens from interpersonal
to intrapersonal feedback, revealing that leaders
may overcome some of the risks of seeking feedback
(Ashford et al. 2016) by sharing criticism they have
received in the past and weaknesses they hope to
overcome in the future. Further, we offer a fresh per-
spective on the debate about whether leaders should

disclose vulnerability (Gibson et al. 2018, Brooks et al.
2019), showing that it is possible for leaders to admit
their shortcomings in ways that build psychological
safety without undermining their images as capable
and competent. Taken together, our studies suggest
that reactively seeking feedback at one point in time
based on organizational encouragement does not have
the same impact as proactively taking the initiative to
do so on an ongoing basis. If the goal is to promote
and maintain psychological safety, leaders may be bet-
ter off encouraging managers to share feedback than
to seek it.

Leader Feedback Seeking, Feedback
Sharing, and Team Psychological Safety
Team psychological safety refers to a shared belief
held by members of a team that they can take risks
without being penalized (Kahn 1990, Edmondson
1999). Research indicates that team psychological
safety is influenced by the norms that leaders create
and maintain, the behaviors they enact, and the cogni-
tions and emotions they express (Edmondson 1999,
Nembhard and Edmondson 2006, Detert and Burris
2007). Meta-analytic evidence shows that leadership is
one of the strongest predictors of psychological safety
(Frazier et al. 2017).

The core antecedents of team psychological safety
are respect and trust (Kahn 1990; Edmondson 1999,
2003; Edmondson and Lei 2014). How leaders engage
with feedback has important implications for respect
and trust. Organizational scholars have long studied
feedback-seeking, the act of inquiring for information
about one’s performance (Ashford and Cummings
1983). There is reason to believe that leader feedback-
seeking will promote team psychological safety by
conveying respect. According to theories of inquiry
(Van Quaquebeke and Felps 2018), when leaders
openly ask questions about their performance, they
are signaling to employees that they value their input.
This opportunity to have a say can serve both instru-
mental and value-expressive functions for employees
(McFarlin and Sweeney 1996): it enables them to
have influence in the organization and allows them
to feel seen and heard. Indeed, recent experiments
have shown that when people are asked questions,
they feel more respected, understood, and cared about
(Huang et al. 2017).

Leader feedback-seeking is an act of humble inquiry
(Schein 2013) that shows interest in and grants status
to employees. By engaging in inquiry, leaders make it
clear to employees that they are willing to listen to
and learn from them (Argyris and Schön 1978). Re-
search shows that when employees feel listened to by
leaders, they experience a stronger sense of psycho-
logical safety (Castro et al. 2018). Leader feedback-
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seeking sends a message that leaders care about
treating employees fairly and understanding them
personally (Sherf et al. 2020a). When leaders engage
in feedback-seeking, it communicates that “the organi-
zation values their input” (Ashford et al. 2017, p. 82).
Accordingly, we predict that leader feedback-seeking
will enhance team psychological safety.

Hypothesis 1. Leader feedback-seeking promotes team
psychological safety.

For psychological safety to flourish in a team, it is
not enough for employees to feel respected by leaders.
To feel comfortable taking risks, employees also
need to believe that they can trust their leaders
(Edmondson and Lei 2014). According to theories of
self-disclosure (Collins and Miller 1994), trustworthi-
ness judgments are based heavily on what individuals
share about themselves. To capture self-disclosure in
the context of feedback, we introduce the concept of
feedback-sharing: openly discussing information on
performance—including criticisms and suggestions—
that one has received in the past.

Although it has garnered little attention in organi-
zational scholarship, feedback-sharing is not uncom-
mon among leaders. For example, marketing vice
president Carolyn Everson shared her performance
reviews from her boss openly with her team
(Bellstrom 2015), technology CEO Brad Smith posted
his 360 reviews on his office door (Cohn and Rangan
2020), and Melinda Gates (2019) read critical feedback
from employees out loud for the entire Gates Founda-
tion. In addition, various leaders in the corporate and
nonprofit sectors have written “user manuals” for
new employees on how to work effectively with
them, incorporating past feedback from their teams
(Bryant 2013).

We expect that leader feedback-sharing will pro-
mote psychological safety by building trust. Feed-
back-sharing is a form of self-disclosure (Collins and
Miller 1994), as it involves showing vulnerability by
opening up about how one has been criticized in the
past and what areas of weakness one is striving to im-
prove. A core premise of self-disclosure theories is
that expressing vulnerability by sharing sensitive in-
formation with others about ourselves can increase
their trust in us over time—and our trust in them (Kel-
ly and McKillop 1996). When leaders share feedback,
they are showing that they trust their employees
enough to invite them backstage (Goffman 1959). By
acknowledging their own weaknesses, leaders dem-
onstrate authenticity (Diddams and Chang 2012),
which allows employees to see them as more human
and approachable (Bruk et al. 2018).

The act of disclosing development areas establishes
trustworthiness, as leaders are proving to their em-
ployees that they have the integrity to listen to

feedback and act upon it. Instead of merely claiming
to be open to criticism, leaders are walking the talk by
showing that they can enact the values they are es-
pousing (Simons 2002): they have been receptive to
criticism in the past and can be trusted to respond
well to it in the future. In a study of hospital teams,
Edmondson et al. (2001) found that in psychologically
safe teams, senior leaders were comfortable sharing
past criticism from more junior employees and admit-
ting their own prior mistakes. For example, a senior
nurse shared a story about a junior nurse pointing out
an error she made, and a surgeon spoke openly about
screwing up and having bad judgment in particular
cases. As Edmondson (2004, p. 251) explains, this act
of leader trustworthiness strengthened the psycholog-
ical safety in the team: “By admitting mistakes him-
self, this surgeon signaled to the team that errors and
concerns could be discussed without fear of punish-
ment.” Thus, we predict that when leaders share feed-
back, their teams trust them more and experience the
psychological safety to take risks.

Hypothesis 2. Leader feedback-sharing promotes team
psychological safety.

Both feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing are ex-
pressions of vulnerability. By asking for and sharing
criticism, leaders are taking themselves off a pedestal,
lowering power distance and demonstrating openness
and inclusiveness. However, an important distinction
between the two lies in the level of self-disclosure that
they entail. Although seeking feedback signals respect
and openness, leaders are not opening up about them-
selves. Theories of self-disclosure (Collins and Miller
1994) suggest that revealing personal information
plays a critical role in enhancing and maintaining
trust. In particular, we suggest that leader feedback-
sharing will have a more enduring effect on team psy-
chological safety than leader feedback-seeking for
three reasons.

First, according to research on implicit voice theo-
ries (Detert and Edmondson 2011), employees often
harbor fears that speaking up will embarrass the boss
or have negative career consequences for them. A re-
quest for feedback does little to directly mitigate those
fears: employees may still be uncertain about whether
leaders will respond defensively or penalize them
(Fast et al. 2014). The willingness to see and work on
one’s weaknesses does not guarantee that learning
about them will not be upsetting (Howard and Van
Zandt 2020). When leaders share feedback, on the oth-
er hand, they are providing proof that they can handle
criticism, quelling employees’ fears that giving feed-
back on leaders’ weaknesses will backfire. The act of
self-disclosure not only offers evidence that leaders
have listened to feedback in the past, but also demon-
strates that they are not ashamed or embarrassed to
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acknowledge it in the present. Research suggests that
when individuals reveal their failures rather than only
discussing their successes, they are seen as less arro-
gant (Brooks et al. 2019), which signals that they will
not be threatened by criticism. At the same time, dis-
closing failures is a display of confidence (Brooks et al.
2019): it makes it clear to employees that leaders are
self-assured enough to recognize and accept their own
fallibility. Leaders’ candor about their foibles reduces
uncertainty and mitigates anxiety about how they will
react to criticism, giving employees confidence that it
is safe to speak up.

Second, sharing feedback also differs from seeking
feedback in that it involves role modeling self-
disclosure. As Edmondson (2004, p. 251) explains, “If
leaders are taciturn and their behavior indicates that
certain matters are best not discussed, others will fol-
low their example. Explicitly demonstrating fallibility
or vulnerability can help reduce counterproductive
barriers created by status differences. Team members
who hear their leader admit to the group that he or
she made a mistake are likely to remember this the
next time they make mistakes and feel more comfort-
able bringing this up.” A robust finding in self-
disclosure research is that disclosure begets disclosure:
when individuals share something personal, they
demonstrate that they are willing to be vulnerable,
and the trust built tends to be reciprocated (Collins
and Miller 1994). Others tend to follow suit by disclos-
ing something personal about themselves (Dindia and
Allen 1992, Aron et al. 1997). When leaders speak
openly about criticism, they role model the act of self-
disclosure. This can put their subordinates at ease, sug-
gesting that the door is truly open (Edmondson 2003,
Detert and Burris 2007) and making it safe for employ-
ees to reciprocate by speaking openly about their
own criticisms. As leaders initiate vulnerability and
employees respond in kind, a cycle of reciprocal self-
disclosure is likely to continue, maintaining the psy-
chological safety that was created.

In contrast, when leaders seek feedback, al-
though they are acknowledging that they have
ways to improve (Ashford and Tsui 1991), the dy-
namic of mutual self-disclosure is not activated.
Because leaders have not shared specific informa-
tion about themselves, they are not role modeling
self-disclosure, and employees are, thus, less likely
to reciprocate with their own self-disclosures.
Although they may experience enough psychologi-
cal safety to give feedback, their ongoing fears
about the relationship and career consequences of
speaking up (Detert and Edmondson 2011) are like-
ly to limit how much they share. As a result, feed-
back-seeking is unlikely to spur a cycle of recipro-
cal vulnerability and less likely to maintain
psychological safety over time.

Third, leader feedback-sharing is likely to be a more
disruptive event than feedback-seeking. According to
disruptive self-disclosure theory (Gibson 2018), when
leaders show vulnerability by sharing sensitive infor-
mation about themselves, it can catalyze shifts in their
relationships with employees. However, leaders may
still be reluctant to be vulnerable, either because they
do not want to be reminded of their insecurities (Kim
et al. 2020) or because they are concerned about
maintaining their status and authority (e.g., Ely and
Meyerson 2010, Fast et al. 2014, Gibson et al. 2018).
Leaders are generally expected to project strength,
confidence, and competence (Lord et al. 1986, Koenig
et al. 2011). When leaders admit their shortcomings,
employees are likely to be surprised, which triggers
sensemaking (Weick 1979). The initial surprise experi-
enced typically leads recipients of disruptive self-
disclosures to pause and appraise the implications of
the information shared (Smith and Kirby 2009). Fol-
lowing the ensuing attributional search, employees
are likely to interpret this vulnerability as a leader’s
attempt to expand the work relationship, enhancing
the quality of the connection between them (Dutton
and Heaphy 2003) and sparking a positive relation-
ship trajectory shift (Gibson 2018). Employees may
conclude that speaking up is safer than they had real-
ized. In turn, leaders are likely to take employees’ vul-
nerability as a sign that their openness is appreciated
and continue speaking candidly about their weak-
nesses and development goals, which will reinforce
psychological safety over time.

Conversely, feedback-seeking is less likely to be a
disruptive act. It is common for employees to expect
their leaders to seek their feedback and give them a
say (e.g., McFarlin and Sweeney 1996, Wong 2019)
even in cultures with high power distance (e.g.,
Martin et al. 2013, Chun et al. 2018). As such, employ-
ees are less likely to be surprised when leaders seek
feedback, less likely to reevaluate the level of vulnera-
bility that is appropriate in the work relationship, and
more likely to be guarded in the feedback they give.
This reduces the odds of a lasting effect of leader feed-
back-seeking on psychological safety.

Hypothesis 3. Leader feedback-sharing has a more endur-
ing effect on team psychological safety than leader feedback-
seeking.

To test our hypotheses, we conducted three studies.
In Study 1, we tested our first two hypotheses with a
field study of naturally-occurring CEO feedback-seeking
and feedback-sharing as predictors of psychological
safety in top management teams. In Study 2, we tested
all three hypotheses with a longitudinal field experi-
ment in which we randomly assigned team leaders to
seek and/or share feedback, and surveyed their em-
ployees on team psychological safety one week and
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one year later. In Study 3, to enrich our understanding
of the processes through which the feedback-seeking
and feedback-sharing effects operate, we conducted
interviews with participants in the field experiment
and developed process models of the vulnerability
cycles that unfolded.

As an exploratory question, we examine whether
feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing can promote
team psychological safety without undermining per-
ceptions of leader performance or competence. Exist-
ing research presents conflicting evidence about how
expressing vulnerability affects perceptions of leaders,
with some studies suggesting that it signals weakness
(Gibson et al. 2018), others suggesting that it can por-
tray confidence (Nadler et al. 2003, Ely and Meyerson
2010, Brooks et al. 2019), and some indicating that it
depends on the expertise or ability of the feedback
seeker or sharer (Nadler et al. 2003, Moore et al.
2017, Cojuharenco and Karelaia 2020). To examine
this question, we include assessments of leader perfor-
mance and competence in our studies.

Study 1 Method
Sample and Design
Our sample consisted of CEOs and their board mem-
bers at portfolio companies owned by a private equity
fund. The companies in our sample were all located in
the United States and spanned a wide range of indus-
tries, including pharmaceuticals, healthcare, business
services, technology, software, telecommunications,
government services, manufacturing, and consumer
products and services. The partner in charge of busi-
ness development at the private equity company
reached out to 136 CEOs in the fund’s portfolio to in-
vite them to complete a survey on leadership behav-
iors in top management teams. We surveyed CEOs on
their feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing behavior,
receiving completed surveys from 66 CEOs, which
yielded a response rate of 48.5%. All but four of the
participating CEOs were male, with an average age of
53.9 years (SD � 7.3) and average tenure of 7.6 years
(SD � 7.4).

One month later, the private equity company iden-
tified a single board member from each of the 66 com-
panies who was most familiar with each company’s
top management dynamics. Board members inter-
acted with CEOs and their top management teams in
person at least four times a year during quarterly
board meetings as well as on weekly calls and meet-
ings to discuss progress on operating initiatives for
each portfolio company. All 66 board members com-
pleted our survey, yielding a 100% response rate. To
minimize halo effects, we created temporal separa-
tion, asking the same board members to rate CEO per-
formance another month later.

Measures
Unless otherwise indicated, all items used a seven-
point Likert-type scale (1 � never to 7 � always).

Leader Feedback Seeking. CEOs reported their feed-
back-seeking on three items adapted from existing scales
(Ashford and Cummings 1983, Ashford and Tsui 1991).
The three items were “seek information about how you
can improve in your job,” “go to your top management
team for advice,” and “seek feedback on how you can
become a more effective leader” (α � 0.79).

Leader Feedback Sharing. CEOs reported their feed-
back-sharing on three items that we developed for
this study. We generated an item pool (DeVellis 1991)
by asking partners in the private equity company to
describe instances of CEOs discussing the feedback
and criticism they had received, adapting their lan-
guage and refining it based on feedback from organi-
zational scholars. The final three items were “tell your
top management team about past constructive criti-
cism that you’ve received,” “talk with your top man-
agement team about how you’ve benefited from de-
velopmental feedback before,” and “tell stories about
times when other people have pointed out your weak-
nesses” (α � 0.88).

Team Psychological Safety. One month after the CEO
survey, a board member from each portfolio company
rated their perceptions of the psychological safety cre-
ated by the CEOs in their top management team (1 �
disagree strongly to 7 � agree strongly). Evidence indi-
cates that outsider ratings of team psychological safe-
ty significantly correlate with aggregated team mem-
ber ratings (Edmondson 2004). The board members
completed an abridged version of Edmondson’s
(1999) scale, in keeping with past research (Detert and
Burris 2007): “it is safe for this CEO’s top management
team members to take risks as members of the team,”
“when this CEO’s top management team members
make mistakes, they are often held against them” (re-
verse coded), and “this CEO’s top management team
members are able to bring up problems and tough
issues” (α � 0.83).

Leader Performance. In a separate survey adminis-
tered one month after the ratings of team psychologi-
cal safety, the same board member also rated the
CEO’s performance (1 � significantly below expectations
to 7 � significantly above expectations) using three items
(Black and Porter 1991): “quality of performance,”
“ability to get the task done on time,” and
“achievement of work goals” (α � 0.95).

Control Variables. We controlled for the demographic
variables of CEO gender and tenure based on the
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possibility that male and female leaders and leaders
with varying levels of experience may create different
levels of psychological safety in their top management
teams, and may have different attitudes toward
feedback-seeking and/or feedback-sharing. Specifi-
cally, we included gender because men and women
often have different reactions to vulnerability (Ely and
Meyerson 2010) and employees often have different
expectations of male and female leaders (Koenig et al.
2011) with respect to displays of vulnerability (Rosette
et al. 2015, Evans et al. 2019). We controlled for organi-
zational tenure given that experience may make CEOs
more confident and secure (e.g., Murphy and Ensher
1999), and thereby encourage both vulnerability and
team psychological safety.

Study 1 Results
Means, standard deviations, and correlations for our
variables are displayed in Table 1. To verify the inde-
pendence of feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing
as well as psychological safety and leader perfor-
mance, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis
modeling the constructs on separate correlated latent
factors. The model achieved excellent fit, x2 (48) �
61.09, comparative fit index (CFI) � 0.97, standardized
root mean square residual (SRMR) � 0.06. Factor load-
ings ranged from 0.55 to 0.86 for feedback-seeking,
0.78 to 0.91 for feedback-sharing, 0.73 to 0.88 for psy-
chological safety, and 0.87 to 0.98 for leader perfor-
mance. The disattenuated factor correlation between
feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing was 0.39, and
team psychological safety had significant positive cor-
relations with both feedback-seeking (r � 0.35, p <
0.05) and feedback-sharing (r � 0.39, p < 0.05).

To test our first two hypotheses, we conducted ordi-
nary least squares (OLS) regression analyses. In sup-
port of Hypotheses 1 and 2, leader feedback-seeking
(b � 0.23, SE � 0.12, β � 0.24, t � 2.00, p < 0.05; see
Table 2) and feedback-sharing (b � 0.23, SE � 0.12, β �
0.24, t � 2.04, p < 0.05; see Table 2) were significant in-
dependent positive predictors of team psychological
safety. These results were robust when including our
two predictors separately in analyses, with and
without control variables. There was not a significant

interaction between feedback-seeking and feedback-
sharing in predicting team psychological safety.1

Study 1 Discussion
Although these results provide initial evidence that
leader feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing are
both related to higher team psychological safety, they
are subject to several limitations. First, because we col-
lected lagged data on psychological safety at one
point in time, we were unable to test Hypothesis 3
about the enduring effects of feedback-seeking and
feedback-sharing. Second, these data also leave im-
portant questions unanswered about the causal im-
pact of leader feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing
on team psychological safety. It is possible that omit-
ted variables are common causes of both leader be-
haviors and team psychological safety. For example,
high company performance may make employees
more comfortable taking risks and leaders more com-
fortable seeking and sharing criticism. Reverse causal-
ity is also plausible: psychological safety is shaped not
only by leadership, but also by peer support (Frazier
et al. 2017) and organizational practices (Edmondson
and Lei 2014), and it may be that psychological safety
created by these forces makes leaders comfortable
seeking feedback and sharing their development
areas. Third, although this is not unusual for a study
of CEO feedback-seeking (e.g., Ashford et al. 2017),
our sample size was relatively small and heavily
male. Fourth, although our scales achieved reliability
and validity, we used abridged measures that in-
volved self-reports by leaders and ratings by an out-
side board member.

To address these limitations, we conducted a lon-
gitudinal field experiment. To test our full set of
hypotheses and support causal inferences, we ran-
domly assigned team leaders to seek and/or share
feedback and measured team psychological safety
both one week and one year after the intervention.
To constructively replicate our results, we con-
ducted the experiment with a larger, more demo-
graphically diverse sample of leaders. To triangulate
our results, we enlisted multiple employees inside
each team to rate psychological safety on the full

Table 1. Study 1 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Leader feedback-seeking 4.24 1.28 (0.79)
2. Leader feedback-sharing 3.11 1.28 0.31* (0.88)
3. Team psychological safety 5.30 1.23 0.28* 0.35** (0.83)
4. Leader performance 5.27 1.41 0.26* 0.38** 0.44** (0.95)
5. Leader gender (0 � male, 1 � female) 0.06 0.24 0.07 −0.04 −0.17 0.09 -
6. Leader tenure (years) 7.58 7.37 0.10 −0.13 −0.24 −0.05 −0.01 -

Note. Coefficient alphas appear across the diagonal in parentheses.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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scale, and tested whether the same patterns hold af-
ter objectively manipulating leader feedback-seeking
and feedback-sharing.

Study 2 Method
We conducted a longitudinal field experiment across
two organizations: a financial company headquar-
tered in Virginia and a healthcare company headquar-
tered in Seattle. These were relevant contexts for
examining the effects of leader feedback-sharing and
leader feedback-seeking on team psychological safety
given that team leaders and members had just complet-
ed their annual performance reviews in both organiza-
tions. We operationalized feedback-sharing by inviting
leaders to discuss the development areas from their
most recent performance reviews verbally during a
group meeting at one point in time, and operationalized
feedback-seeking by inviting leaders to ask their team
members verbally for feedback on their performance
during a group meeting at one point in time.

Sample and Design
One hundred eleven team leaders (80 from the finan-
cial company and 31 from the healthcare company)
participated in this field experiment. Of their 650 team
members, we received responses from 356 (a 54.8% re-
sponse rate, with an average of 3.21 respondents per
team). Participating teams were embedded in a wide
range of corporate functions, including human
resources, marketing, customer service, and product
development, and had a high degree of task interde-
pendence, which means that they stand to benefit
from psychological safety (Edmondson and Lei 2014).
The gender composition of team leaders was reason-
ably balanced with 67 female and 44 male leaders.

The team leaders, who averaged more than eight
years of tenure on the job (SD � 7.6) and 43.6 years of
age (SD � 10.0), were randomly assigned to one of
four conditions. Team leaders in the feedback-sharing
condition (n � 26) held a discussion of their own de-
velopment areas from their most recent performance
review with their team members (n � 79) during a

team meeting. Team leaders in the feedback-seeking
condition (n � 28) asked their team members (n � 85)
during a team meeting to give them feedback on their
performance. We also included a combined condition
(n � 26) in which team leaders shared past feedback
with their team members first and then immediately
asked for feedback (n � 94) during a team meeting,
which allowed us to explore whether seeking and
sharing feedback might be substitutes or enhancers.
We approached this as an exploratory question be-
cause we did not have a strong hypothesis about
whether sharing feedback would enhance the benefits
of feedback-seeking or whether seeking feedback
would be beneficial when leaders did not share it.
Finally, team leaders in the control condition (n � 31)
and their team members (n � 98) received no treat-
ment.2 Of the 111 leaders who participated in this
experiment, we were able to collect employee survey
responses on 92 of them a year after the original inter-
vention, which represented an 82.9% retention rate.

Procedures
We conducted this longitudinal field experiment with
the help of three human resources (HR) leaders: two
at the financial company and one at the healthcare
company. To prevent our own expectations from
influencing our study results (e.g., Rosenthal 1994),
we asked the three senior human resources leaders to
coordinate the interventions and communicate with
each team leader. The first author, who had no knowl-
edge of any of the team leaders, randomly assigned
them into one of the four conditions using the random
function in Microsoft Excel.

Team leaders in all four conditions were notified of
their respective conditions via email from the senior
HR leaders in each organization. To help team leaders
in the three treatment conditions prepare to introduce
the respective manipulation to their employees during
a team meeting, we provided sample conversation
starters, guidance on script preparation, and sugges-
tions on how to answer questions from team members
during the team meeting. We invited all team leaders

Table 2. Study 1 Ordinary Least Squares Regression Analyses Predicting Team Psychological Safety

Variables

Step 1 Step 2

b s.e. β t b s.e. β t

Leader feedback-seeking 0.23 0.12 0.24 2.00* 0.33 0.16 0.27 2.00
Leader feedback-sharing 0.23 0.12 0.24 2.04* 0.28 0.16 0.23 1.79
Leader gender −0.90 0.58 −0.18 −1.57 −0.21 0.14 −0.17 −1.49
Leader tenure −0.04 0.02 −0.23 −2.02* −0.29 0.14 −0.24 −2.05*
Leader feedback-seeking × Leader feedback-sharing 0.09 0.19 0.06 0.49
R2 0.24** 0.24**
F(df) 4.71 (4, 61) 3.77 (5, 60)

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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in the treatment conditions to mention an example of
a leader who shared performance reviews, asked for
ongoing feedback, or both during the team meeting.
In the interest of standardization, to avoid unfair com-
parisons between conditions (Cooper and Richardson
1986), the conversation starters, proposed scripts, and
examples were approximately of same length (see On-
line Appendix Figures A3 and A4 for materials shared
with leaders for each condition; the combined condition
received an integrated version of the materials for the
feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing conditions). To
minimize demand characteristics (McCambridge et al.
2012) and experimental arrangement threats (Campbell
and Stanley 1966), we did not encourage leaders to
mention that their act of vulnerability was part of a
study.

After spending a week preparing their scripts, team
leaders called a team meeting during which they in-
troduced their respective manipulations to their team
members. A week after the introduction of the manip-
ulations, the two senior HR leaders sent survey links
for team members to complete. In all four conditions,
the senior HR leaders allowed team members to com-
plete the surveys within a period of one week (T1).
Ten team leaders ended up with zero team member
surveys and were, thus, excluded from the analysis,
and four team leaders were excluded from the study
for not introducing their manipulation as instructed—
they clicked on a link forwarded by another leader in
one condition instead of their own links. To ensure
that leaders engaged in feedback-seeking and/or
feedback-sharing, we had them complete a survey be-
fore we sent out the team member surveys at T1, con-
firming that the leaders had held the discussion speci-
fied. HR leaders also asked one employee from each
of the 111 teams whether their leader had shared
and/or sought feedback, and all of them verified that
their leaders had followed the relevant protocol. A
year after leaders introduced their respective manipu-
lations, we invited all of their employees to rate our
key study measures for a second time (T2).

Measures
All items used a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 � dis-
agree strongly to 7 � agree strongly).

Team Psychological Safety. One week and one year
after leaders introduced their respective manipula-
tions, we assessed team psychological safety using
Edmondson’s (1999) seven-item scale, which includes
items such as “when I make a mistake as a member of
my team, it is often held against me” (reverse coded)
and “it is safe to take a risk on this team” (αT1 � 0.79,
αT2 � 0.74).

Leader Competence. To test whether seeking and
sharing feedback influenced perceptions of leader
competence, we measured employees’ perceptions of
leader competence in T1 and T2 with three items from
the Mayer and Davis (1999) ability–trustworthiness
scale, including “my team leader is very capable” (αT1
� 0.97, αT2 � 0.93). We averaged these ratings within
teams (rwg(i)T1 � 0.82, rwg(i)T2 � 0.77, ICC(1)T1 � 0.35,
ICC(2)T1 � 0.81, ICC(1)T2 � 0.46, ICC(2)T2 � 0.81).

Control Variables. We controlled for the demographic
variables of leader gender, race, and tenure. As dis-
cussed earlier, we expect that male and female leaders
and more and less seasoned leaders may create differ-
ent levels of psychological safety and may react differ-
ently to our manipulations—and that employees may
hold different expectations of these leaders. Given our
more diverse sample, we included race in light of evi-
dence that white leaders are more likely to be as-
sumed competent (e.g., Rosette et al. 2008). Finally,
we included company as a control variable because
the two organizations might have had different norms
and practices around feedback and different levels of
psychological safety at the time of the field experi-
ment. Unless otherwise indicated, the pattern of re-
sults remains unchanged with and without controls.

Justification for Aggregation. Because employees were
nested within leadership teams and leaders introduced
their manipulation at the team level, following other
field experiments with leaders randomly assigned to
treatment conditions with multiple employees per unit
providing ratings (Martin et al. 2013), we analyzed all
key variables at the unit level of analysis. The intraclass
correlation coefficient (ICC) and within-unit agreement
(rwgs(i)) values justify aggregation to the unit level. For
psychological safety, ICC(1) values were 0.32 at T1 and
0.27 at T2, and ICC(2) values were 0.77 at T1 and 0.73 at
T2, and within-unit agreement values based on agree-
ment against the uniform null distribution were 0.79 for
T1 and T2, indicating strong agreement (LeBreton and
Senter 2008). ICC(1) values for leader competence were
0.35 at T1 and 0.46 in T2; ICC(2) values were 0.81 at T1
and 0.81 at T2; and within-unit agreement values based
on agreement against the uniform null distribution
were 0.82 at T1 and 0.77 at T2. Thus, team psychological
safety ratings and leader competence ratings were aver-
aged across all employees in a given team.

Study 2 Results
Study means and standard deviations by condition
are displayed in Table 3, and means, standard devia-
tions, and correlations for our variables across condi-
tions are displayed in Table 4. To assess the factor
structure of the time 1 variables, we conducted a
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confirmatory factor analysis modeling psychological
safety and leader competence as latent factors. The
model fit the data well, x2(34) � 77.50, CFI � 0.98,
SRMR � 0.042. Factor loadings ranged from 0.44 to
0.71 for psychological safety and 0.90 to 0.96 for leader
competence.3

To test our hypotheses, we conducted OLS regres-
sion analyses. Because we did not have pretest data
on team psychological safety, any effects at T1 should
be interpreted with caution, as random assignment
may have resulted in preexisting differences between
conditions. Thus, the most stringent test of our hy-
potheses involves T2 team psychological safety, where
we can control for T1 levels of team psychological
safety and isolate the lasting effects of the
interventions.

Hypothesis Tests for Feedback-Seeking and
Feedback-Sharing
At T1, there were no significant effects of feedback-
seeking or feedback-sharing on team psychological
safety (see Table 5). At T2, feedback-seeking did not

have a significant effect on team psychological safety,
but feedback-sharing did have a significant positive
effect (b � 0.42, SE � 0.21, β � 0.28, t � 2.01, p < 0.05;
see Table 6). This is inconsistent with Hypothesis 1
but supportive of Hypothesis 2.

Because feedback-sharing increased team psycho-
logical safety one year later but feedback-seeking did
not, these results suggest that feedback-sharing had a
more enduring effect. We also conducted an addition-
al regression analysis directly comparing the effects of
the feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing conditions
on team psychological safety at T2, controlling for
team psychological safety at T1. In line with Hypothe-
sis 3, feedback-sharing had a significantly stronger ef-
fect than feedback-seeking on T2 team psychological
safety (b � 0.48, SE � 0.23, β � 0.34, t � 2.06, p < 0.05).4

Exploratory Analyses
Interactive Effects of Seeking and Sharing Feedback.
We were surprised to see a significant negative effect
of the combination of feedback-seeking and feedback-
sharing on T2 team psychological safety (b � −0.66, SE

Table 3. Study 2 Means and Standard Deviations by Condition

Condition

Leader n
Psychological
safety (T1)

Psychological
safety (T2)

Leader
competence (T1)

Leader
competence (T2)T1 T2

Leader feedback-sharing 26 19 5.55a 5.90b 5.97a 5.91a
(0.63) (0.66) (1.02) (1.09)

Leader feedback-seeking 28 25 5.76a 5.68a 6.11a 6.18a
(0.61) (0.76) (1.04) (0.87)

Combined 26 22 5.66a 5.44a 6.23a 5.76a
(0.70) (0.73) (0.70) (1.19)

Control 31 26 5.51a 5.55a 6.18a 5.74a
(0.73) (0.79) (0.60) (0.84)

Notes. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Means with different subscripts in the same column are statistically different at p < 0.05.

Table 4. Study 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Team psychological safety (T1) 5.62 0.67 (0.79)
2. Team psychological safety (T2) 5.63 0.75 0.27** (0.74)
3. Leader competence (T1) 6.13 0.85 0.45** 0.15 (0.97)
4. Leader competence (T2) 5.90 0.99 0.01 0.53** 0.26* (0.93)
5. Leader gender (0 � male,

1 � female)
0.60 0.49 0.13 −0.18 0.14 −0.06 —

6. Leader Asian (0 � no, 1 � yes) 0.06 0.24 −0.04 0.15 0.11 0.06 −0.02 —
7. Leader Black (0 � no, 1 � yes) 0.03 0.16 −0.02 0.02 0.08 0.06 0.02 −0.04 —
8. Leader Caucasian (0 � no, 1 � yes) 0.87 0.33 −0.05 −0.13 −0.18 −0.08 −0.03 −0.68** −0.44** —
9. Leader Hispanic (0 � no, 1 � yes) 0.03 0.16 0.13 0.02 0.07 0.01 0.02 −0.04 −0.03 −0.44** —
10. Leader tenure (years) 8.35 7.57 −0.06 −0.10 −0.14 0.00 −0.03 −0.12 0.11 −0.04 0.18 —
11. Company 0.72 0.45 −0.15 −0.15 −0.11 -0.05 −0.30** 0.08 −0.02 0.01 −0.02 0.28** —
12. Leader feedback-seeking (0 � no,

1 � yes)
0.49 0.50 0.14 −0.09 0.05 0.09 −0.13 −0.03 −0.05 −0.07 0.17 0.16 0.00 —

13. Leader feedback-sharing (0 � no,
1 � yes)

0.47 0.50 −0.02 0.03 −0.03 -0.06 −0.05 0.05 0.07 −0.02 −0.05 −0.03 0.06 0.03 —

Notes. Coefficient alphas appear across the diagonal in parentheses.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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� 0.29, β � −0.38, t � −2.27, p < 0.05; see Table 6). Sim-
ple effects suggested that feedback-sharing was effec-
tive in the absence of feedback-seeking: feedback-
sharing had a positive effect on T2 psychological safe-
ty when feedback-seeking was low, F(1, 89) � 4.42, p <
0.05, but not high, F(1, 89) � 0.79, n.s. These results
suggest that both sharing and seeking feedback in the
same meeting does not promote lasting gains in team
psychological safety.

Effects on Leader Competence. As displayed in Online
Appendix Table A3, there were no significant effects on
perceived leader competence at T1 or T2. Further, we did
not find any consistent evidence that T1 perceptions of
leader competence moderated the effects of seeking or
sharing feedback on psychological safety at either time—
or on T2 perceptions of leader competence. Consistent
with Study 1, these results suggest that sharing feedback
can promote team psychological safety without under-
mining perceptions of leader competence.

Leader Demographics. Leader gender, race, and ten-
ure did not moderate the effects of feedback-seeking

or feedback-sharing on T1 or T2 psychological safety
or on T1 or T2 perceived leader competence. These re-
sults suggest that the benefits of feedback-seeking and
feedback-sharing are not limited to particular groups
of leaders in our sample.5

Study 2 Discussion
These results provide convergent support for the ef-
fect of leader feedback-sharing on team psychological
safety and demonstrate that, as hypothesized, it can
have a more enduring effect than leader feedback-
seeking. They also reinforce that these psychological
safety benefits occur across demographic groups with-
out competence costs. However, we were surprised
that leader feedback-seeking did not have a significant
impact on team psychological safety, especially at T1.
It is unclear whether leader feedback-seeking failed to
have any enduring effects or whether our lack of pre-
test data masked a more fleeting effect at T1. Similar
ambiguity exists around the impact of leader feed-
back-sharing given the lack of observable effects at T1:
did it only have a delayed impact on team psychologi-
cal safety at T2?

Table 5. Study 2 Ordinary Least Squares Regression Analyses Predicting Team Psychological Safety (T1)

Variables b s.e. β t b s.e. β t

Leader feedback-sharing 0.04 0.18 0.03 0.20 0.03 0.18 0.02 0.16
Leader feedback-seeking 0.25 0.18 0.19 1.43 0.22 0.18 0.17 1.23
Leader feedback-sharing × Leader feedback-seeking −0.14 0.26 −0.09 −0.56 −0.08 0.26 −0.05 −0.30
Leader gender 0.15 0.14 0.11 1.09
Leader Asian −0.32 0.75 −0.12 −0.44
Leader Black −0.25 0.80 −0.06 −0.31
Leader Caucasian −0.25 0.70 −0.12 −0.36
Leader Hispanic 0.22 0.79 0.05 0.27
Leader tenure −0.01 0.01 −0.08 −0.71
Company −0.12 0.16 −0.08 −0.76
R2 0.02 0.07
F(df) 0.81 (3, 107) 0.75 (10, 110)

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

Table 6. Study 2 Ordinary Least Squares Regression Analyses Predicting Team Psychological Safety (T2)

Variables b s.e. β t b s.e. β t

Leader feedback-sharing 0.45 0.22 0.30 2.09* 0.42 0.21 0.28 2.01*
Leader feedback-seeking 0.10 0.20 0.06 0.48 0.03 0.20 0.02 0.14
Leader feedback-sharing × Leader feedback-seeking −0.66 0.30 −0.38 −2.22* −0.66 0.29 −0.38 −2.27*
Team psychological safety (T1) 0.36 0.12 0.32 3.14** 0.37 0.12 0.32 3.20**
Leader gender −0.42 0.16 −0.27 −2.65**
Leader Asian 0.38 0.49 0.12 0.79
Leader Caucasian −0.09 0.37 −0.03 −0.23
Leader tenure 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.21
Company −0.28 0.18 −0.17 −1.59
R2 0.14** 0.24**
F(df) 3.67 (4, 87) 2.94 (9, 82)

Note. Based on the reduction in sample size at T2 due to nonresponse, only three racial categories are sufficiently represented. We report the
analyses controlling for Asian and Caucasian leader demographics because these are the two most common groups in the sample, and they are
also the two demographics most strongly correlated with T2 psychological safety.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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To explore the underlying dynamics of sharing and
seeking feedback—and potential explanations for the
lack of feedback-seeking effects and delay in the
feedback-sharing effect—we conducted a qualitative
study, which can be a rich source of information about
unexpected results (Sutton and Rafaeli 1988). Two
years after the original interventions, we contacted the
participating organizations to arrange interviews with
a random subset of leaders and employees. Our goal
was to develop process models of how the feedback-
seeking and feedback-sharing interventions influ-
enced team psychological safety.

Study 3 Method
Sample
We conducted semi-structured interviews with a
random sample of leaders (n � 12) and team members
(n � 10) from the feedback-sharing (n � 15) and
feedback-seeking (n � 7) conditions in our field exper-
iment (15 female, 7 male). The interviews took place
two years after the leader intervention (one year after
we collected our final measure of team psychological
safety). For the leader interviews, we started by asking
them to walk us through their experiences seeking or
sharing feedback, their team members’ reactions, and
any subsequent changes they observed in their team
dynamics. Similarly, our interviews with employees
involved asking them to walk us through what it was
like to see their leader seek or share feedback, their
own reactions to these acts, and any observable
changes in their team dynamics afterward. To ensure
no oversights, following guidelines for field and
quasi-experiments (Grant and Wall 2009), we posed a
final question to leaders and employees: we briefly
summarized our Study 2 results and asked how they
would explain the patterns. We developed our pro-
cess models without coding the responses to this
question—only consulting them to assess consistency
with our models.

Data Analysis
We adopted an inductive approach to our analysis, it-
erating back and forth between the data we collected
prior to sharing our findings, relevant literature, and
an emerging set of theoretical concepts (Strauss and
Corbin 1990, Gioia et al. 1994, Miles and Huberman
1994). In the first phase of data analysis, both authors
independently read through all of the transcripts and
made a list of the thoughts, feelings, actions, and inter-
actions that emerged after leader feedback-sharing
and feedback-seeking. We each generated first-order
categories, also known as open codes, in the language
used by participants. To classify these codes, we
grouped them into larger categories around second-
order themes. We then abstracted the second-order

themes into overarching constructs. From there, we
sought to elaborate our theory by creating process
models that captured how leader feedback-sharing
and feedback-seeking operated differently in teams.
Through a series of discussions, we compared and
contrasted the key themes in the two conditions, even-
tually arriving at a common understanding.

We used the qualitative data from leaders and em-
ployees to triangulate perspectives on the effects of
feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing on key con-
structs, such as psychological safety. We relied pri-
marily on leader interviews for a window into leader
psychological and behavioral responses and on em-
ployee interviews for employee psychological and be-
havioral reactions. A core insight was that the act of
leader feedback-sharing initiated a cycle in which vul-
nerability was normalized and eventually crystallized,
whereas the act of feedback-seeking initiated vulnera-
bility but gave rise to processes that dissolved it. On-
line Appendix Figures A1 and A2 display our pro-
gression from first-order categories to second-order
themes to overarching constructs, and Online Appen-
dix Tables A4 and A5 show illustrative quotes for
each overarching construct.

Study 3 Results
Feedback-Sharing Effects
Our interviews with leaders and employees suggested
that feedback-sharing did not necessarily have an im-
mediate impact on team psychological safety. Initially,
many leaders found the vulnerability associated with
sharing feedback as anxiety-provoking in anticipation
and awkward in the moment. Some employees were
surprised and experienced discomfort; others were
skeptical or even suspicious of leaders’ intentions.
These emotions, coupled with uncertainty about how
to respond to leaders in front of the whole team, led
employees to stay silent. However, in the ensuing
weeks and months, a cycle of building psychological
safety began: feedback-sharing served as an act of dis-
ruptive self-disclosure (Gibson 2018) that signaled
trust, normalized vulnerability in the team, and led
leaders to continue sharing feedback. This happened
because of heightened commitment among leaders,
who felt that publicly sharing feedback made them ac-
countable for staying open to input. It was also fueled
by reciprocity by employees, who responded to lead-
ers’ displays of vulnerability by sharing their own
struggles.

Once psychological safety was built, it endured
through practices that crystallized the norm of vulner-
ability within the team. Many leaders blocked out
“vulnerability time” in their one-on-one and team
meetings. As leaders continued to share their develop-
ment goals and ongoing efforts to achieve them,
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employees gave more actionable feedback, as they
had clear guidelines about the areas of growth that
were a priority for leaders and fell within their spans
of control. The psychological safety established also
led employees to become comfortable holding leaders
accountable for continuing to make progress. The re-
sult was a deviation-amplifying loop (Weick 1979) or
virtuous cycle in which sharing feedback built a level
of psychological safety that normalized vulnerability,
and subsequently encouraged the routinization of
feedback-sharing, which, in turn, crystallized this
norm and allowed the psychological safety that had
been created to endure. Our process model for feed-
back-sharing is displayed in Figure 1.

Phase 1: Initiation of Vulnerability. When leaders shared
feedback, the dominant reaction from employees was
silence. “There wasn’t much engagement when she
shared her development areas,” E12 noted. Leaders
remembered the silence vividly. “It was mostly
crickets,” L10 lamented. “I looked around the room
and everyone was quiet,” L4 recalled. L2 added,
“They didn’t speak up.”

When we asked leaders how they felt about
feedback-sharing, they recalled experiencing two
dominant emotions: anxiety and awkwardness. Many
leaders reported feeling butterflies before the session.
As L4 said, “I was a bit fearful about doing that, even
though I am an open book generally.” They were anx-
ious about undermining employees’ perceptions of
their competence and confidence. “I was a little ner-
vous about sharing development areas…This rein-
forced all of my insecurities that I have had over my
career… I have always had impostor syndrome. I do
not feel good enough,” L10 reflected. “I had a very
good performance review that year, so of course I am
happy to share that [laughter].”

As leaders shared their feedback, their anticipatory
anxieties often spilled over into feelings of awkwardness
in the moment. As L2 said, “My desire as a leader is to
be perfect for my team and do the best for everyone. It is
a little disappointing that you are brought down a few
pegs by sharing weakness areas, it is humbling, un-
comfortable.” Those who did not recall feeling anxious
still experienced awkwardness. Some leaders felt that
sharing feedback was outside the norm of typical profes-
sional interaction: “It felt a little awkward because it
came out of the blue a bit and because we don’t talk very
often about things like this,” L3 noted. Other leaders
were more at ease sharing feedback, but were caught off
guard by the silence from employees in response. “At
first it was uncomfortable,” L7 commented. “I read
through the guidelines several times to think about how
I would take it if I was hearing this as a teammember, as
if I was in their shoes. When I told my team members in
the meeting, there was a little ‘deer in the headlights’
look—‘why are you doing this?’ looks.”

Employees volunteered two key explanations for
their silence: surprise and suspicion. Many employees
simply did not expect their leaders to open up about
weaknesses and lacked a social script to guide them
on how to respond. As E4 summed it up, “When L4
introduced her development areas, I was surprised.”
For some employees, the surprise was compounded
by suspicion about whether leaders had been forth-
coming with the development areas they shared. As
E12 explained, “L12 doesn’t typically show emotion.
She doesn’t share anything typically, so it was a sur-
prise seeing her share the feedback. But it felt like she
was cherry-picking from her development areas.”

Although feedback-sharing initiated vulnerability,
the anxiety and awkwardness experienced by lead-
ers—coupled with the surprise and suspicion that left
employees silent—appeared to delay the development

Figure 1. Process Model for Leader Feedback Sharing

Leader shares

feedback

Leader

anxiety,

awkwardness

Employees

stay silent

Employee

surprise,

suspicion

Team

psychological safety

Leader commits

to vulnerability

Employees reciprocate

vulnerability

Employees give

actionable feedback

Employees hold

leader accountable

Leader creates

feedback practices

Initiation of
Vulnerability

Normalization of
Vulnerability

Crystallization of
Vulnerability

+

+

+

Note. Relationships with positive signs represent deviation-amplifying loops (Weick 1979).
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of psychological safety. As employees stayed silent,
they did not initially have a chance to test whether
leaders had been forthcoming—or whether they
would be penalized for speaking up.

Phase 2: Normalization of Vulnerability. Although acts
of feedback-sharing were often met with crickets in
the moment, both leaders and employees noticed that
over time these acts helped to normalize vulnerability.
Feedback-sharing motivated leaders to maintain a
commitment to sharing and employees to reciprocate
with their own struggles. Those interactions and
conversations between leaders and employees built
psychological safety by normalizing vulnerability,
making leaders feel more comfortable opening up
and employees more comfortable speaking up. As E10
described, “Her sharing led to… a more sloped im-
provement of our relationship trajectory. It feels good
to share; you become more comfortable with sharing
feedback, more confident. L10’s initial sharing of get-
ting better at managing up opened the door for more
feedback and broader sharing…My giving her feed-
back opened it even more, and then over time, the
comfort level from both of us on discussing profes-
sional vulnerabilities increased.”

At first, L8 found it odd to share feedback, but over
time, her experience of vulnerability changed: “This
was a little out of the norm. This has become a bigger
part of our conversations with my team members, but
it wasn’t at all in the beginning before I shared my
weakness areas. I have grown as a leader and gotten
much better at this… I amWAY past… always projec-
ting confidence.”

E8 saw it happen: “Over time, she started becoming
even more open with us. She worked on this over
time. She would blow up as well when corporate
changes were nonsensical. She would keep saying
that she is not perfect, it really humanized her to hear
her share her weaknesses. There is this conception
here that leaders have it always together; they put it
off when their emotional reaction is not OK. But see-
ing L8 more open about her struggles with dealing
with change normalized it. She took herself off the
pedestal.”

We identified two core processes that contributed to
this normalization of vulnerability: leader commit-
ment and employee reciprocity.

Leaders reported that opening up about their devel-
opment areas constituted a public commitment to
improving. As a result, they felt it was their responsi-
bility to stay open to input. As L2 articulated, “I have
grown and tailored myself to the team more after
sharing past feedback. I have worked on the areas I
communicated as development areas: being more
aware that I am not communicating as effectively, ex-
plaining to them my intentions, not making any

assumptions about what they already know… Saying
my development areas out loud made me feel ac-
countable. My team members are watching. I changed
my behavior because of it.”

As leaders publicly described their own weaknesses
and development goals, they engaged in self-persuasion
(Aronson 1999), convincing themselves that it was safe
to be vulnerable and holding themselves accountable for
continuing to do so. As L10 summarized, “By saying it
out loud I committed myself to improve on these areas.”
L3 elaborated:

I have been referring back to it in my conversations
with team members: “You know this is what I have
been working on.” Making my areas public has
helped me refer back to them in conversations… over
time after sharing once, I became more intentional
about it… about focusing on the growth of my team
members. I ask them how I can help; I give them
more feedback… It became a pattern because I shared
feedback once; then I was more open as a result and
more willing to share my weaknesses and goals over
time because I did it once.

E3 observed the change: “L3 used to be more plan-
focused, more like a benevolent dictator, making
more top-down decisions. But, over time, she has be-
come a lot more democratic on big team deci-
sions… She is very honest, a great listener, and takes
input from everyone on the team. She has become
very good at synthesizing everyone’s inputs, everyone
gets a voice now… She has followed through on creat-
ing a plan/vision that comes from all of us.”

To follow through on their commitments, some
leaders ended up scheduling one-on-one meetings
with employees to get their reactions to the feedback
shared. As L12 described, employees were more com-
fortable responding when it was not in front of a
group: “I try to be transparent, but being really specif-
ic about it was different. I specifically shared what I
was working on. They were receptive in giving me
feedback. Maybe they were a little surprised. I did it
in a team meeting and gave them the option to discuss
in one-on-ones if they had feedback for me. I ended
up getting a lot of feedback over time like…‘I have
seen you improve on this, but here is where you can
improve more on.’”

After sharing feedback, L7 kept referring back to this
public commitment in conversations with employees:
“I felt like I changed my behavior: I micromanaged my
teammembers less and was more strategic… I continue
to work on this every day.” E7 took note:

I did not think of him as a micromanager, but he be-
came even less so after he shared his development
areas… Seeing a leader share feedback over and over
again helps build this consistency…The feedback he
shared with us from his higher-ups was that he was
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too tactical, so he started letting us come up with
strategies from the bottom-up, doing brainstorming
sessions on our own and then bringing ideas to him.
For instance, we were looking to create new strategies
for recruiting in specific schools, and in the past, he
might have been in those meetings, but now he
wasn’t. He was instead looking to be more strategic.

As leaders made good on their commitments to
keep sharing feedback and working to improve, they
started to feel less anxious and awkward. This nor-
malized the experience of being vulnerable, making it
more familiar and even pleasant. “It took one per-
son—me—to be vulnerable for the cycle to start,” L9
said. “My action softened the hierarchy—it helped
mute that a bit…When I transitioned to a new team, I
decided to do this vulnerability exercise again with
my new team members.” Likewise, L4 discussed how
she came to see vulnerability as part of normal work
life: “In the one-on-ones that followed, I shared with a
subordinate that I had received ‘Limited’ in my per-
formance review a few years ago… to show that per-
son that I used to be in the same boat… I would have
never shared previously that I had gotten a ‘Limited’
in my performance review with a subordinate because
I consider myself a perfectionist, but I felt more com-
fortable after I originally shared my weakness areas.”

L2 described a similar change in attitudes toward
vulnerability: “As a leader, you want to be like Super-
man. You need to keep it all together, but you really
don’t know what to do sometimes—that’s how I feel.
You are afraid to be vulnerable to call out a deficit. I
used to believe that, but now, after sharing past feed-
back, I am feeling more comfortable changing my
opinion.”

In the eyes of employees, leader feedback-sharing
was an act of disruptive self-disclosure. Although
they were unsure of how to process the surprise ini-
tially, as employees saw leaders open up repeatedly,
it became part of how they expected their leaders to
behave. As leaders followed through on their commit-
ment to feedback-sharing and made progress on their
development areas, employees started to perceive
their leaders as more human and more trustworthy.
“It felt good for me to understand her like that,” E10
reflected. “She opened the kimono. I took a full step
behind the curtain with this information she shared.”
This level of vulnerability signaled that leaders
trusted employees—and could be trusted.

It was not only leader commitment that helped to
normalize vulnerability. In the weeks and months af-
ter leaders shared feedback, employees reciprocated
by opening up about their own imperfections and
struggles. As E3 reflected, “When L3 was vulnerable
with me, me and my team members started to be vul-
nerable as well because we were modeling our

behavior after her.” L2 divulged, “In one conversation
with a team member about nine months after I shared
past feedback, she described how she had impostor
syndrome as a new leader and that she struggled with
this. I gave her some opportunities to work on, offered
her resources, and reminded her that I was in her
shoes some years ago.” L2 had a similar experience
when one of her employees opened up on the person-
al front: “It takes time to reciprocate with vulnerability.
One month after I shared feedback, I was approached
by one of my team members. She told me she was go-
ing through some very difficult times in her personal
life…Her personal difficulties were impacting her
work… I was surprised that she was so honest with me
about personal life details since she hadn’t been open
like this prior to…my sharing of weakness areas.”

Employees viewed feedback-sharing as a signal of
trust. E2 elaborated on how seeing her leader open up
made her comfortable reciprocating, quelling fears
that giving feedback on weaknesses would backfire:

The weakness area that L2 mentioned was that she
wasn’t as available to her team members and didn’t
have as open communication with us. This is a partic-
ular challenge in our team because we all work re-
mote. It was the first time she was so open with us
about that weakness area, and it made a differ-
ence… I also got a lot more comfortable sharing per-
sonal issues I was dealing with L2 because she was so
available to me and supportive. My workflow and
productivity dipped, and she helped support me
through it… I think sharing makes the leaders more
human and also helps us build trust with them… it
makes them more vulnerable…They have things
they are working on like us, there is a give and take,
she will support me and I support her…Her consis-
tency building trust with me and me with her helped
our relationship evolve. We are open and available to
each other. She always follows through and gets back
to me when I share a concern with her.

The mutual vulnerability that ensued changed the
dynamic of the relationship. As E10 summarized,
“There was a virtuous cycle, which kicked off with
L10’s initial sharing of feedback and reinforced by the
door opening and sharing from both sides over time.”
L10 elaborated that despite the initial discomfort,
feedback-sharing normalized vulnerability and built
psychological safety:

This reinforced all of my insecurities that I have had
over my career, but a few folks reacted in time be-
cause they viewed this as an act of openness. A team
member engaged with me in two ways: one, made
observations about how I can develop… and two,
opened up conversations about his areas as well. It
felt safer for them to speak up… they felt elevated by
my decision to share my development areas with
them. They thought I was looking to them as a
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partner, they felt more valued when viewed as a part-
ner. They thought I viewed them as a trusted part-
ner… they showed me empathy, which helped build
a feeling of connection between us.

These connections created space for leaders and
employees to have deeper conversations without the
feelings of risk normally associated with vulnerability.
As E8 described it,

To be very transparent and open, to communicate
when she is not perfect and does not have all the an-
swers—I have adopted this same behavior because of
L8…When L8 mentioned she was struggling with
how to communicate, I reciprocated with something I
was struggling with as well… I told her that I was
also struggling to communicate well with others and
find the words in difficult conversations…L8 then
would check in with me on a daily basis. That meant
the world to me. We had this aha moment together
about how we were both there for each other… In
professional environments, your issues are exposed to
the leader, but team members do not get reciprocated,
meaning that team members know of their own
downfalls, but they don’t know the leader’s… I can
say OK, I can trust this person because she shows her
issues to me now as well…This is just one example
of a virtuous circle between me and her of forming
an even stronger bond over time.

As employees responded in kind, it reinforced to
leaders that it was safe to keep opening up. Per L3, “I
shared the following areas of improvement: be more
intentional about the growth of my team members, be
a better work leader, be more open to feedback, and
encourage voicing of opinions from others… I re-
ceived a single response from a team member: ‘A cou-
ple of your goals are the same as mine’…We now
think of our conversations as a safe space to share in-
securities with each other. I am vulnerable with her,
and she is with me.”

As leaders shared feedback and employees recipro-
cated, the psychological safety that developed was not
limited to dyads; it started to spread through teams.
“One of my team members came to me and shared
that she was diagnosed with PTSD. She was comfort-
able sharing that with me, and it took some time to
get there. She trusts me now. She gets upset about
company-level decisions, she distrusts ‘the man.’ She
has become more open to me over time in our one-on-
ones,” L8 reflected. One day, L8 saw E8 experience
enough psychological safety to voice some concerns:
“She felt very comfortable being so open… In a town
hall, she submitted an anonymous complaint about
the change in compensation, but in a group set-
ting… she felt comfortable speaking her mind and
being honest. A year ago, prior to me sharing my
weakness areas, she would have never done
this… She changed her behavior towards me in that

she acknowledged that, when she made a mistake, it
wasn’t the end of the world.”

Phase 3: Crystallization of Vulnerability. As commit-
ment by leaders and reciprocity by employees nor-
malized vulnerability, teams gained a greater sense
of psychological safety. However, they did not stop
there. Leaders and employees worked together to
crystallize the norm of vulnerability in the team,
which allowed psychological safety to endure. Crys-
tallization refers to the extent to which team members
perceive the team culture similarly (Chatman 1989).
Leaders created practices to promote the ongoing en-
actment of vulnerability in the team’s culture.

After sharing their own feedback, many leaders be-
gan to feel that the traditional cycles of performance
reviews that occur annually, semiannually, or quarter-
ly were not enough, and decided to establish their
own regular channels for feedback exchange. They
created routines for their teams to share feedback
regularly. For example, L8 “instituted these ‘ask me
anything’ coffee chats for my team members to share
and ask anything.” Similarly, L2 “introduced a team
process of a weekly checkpoint” for employees to
offer input. L3 broadened her weekly one-on-one
meetings to create space for sharing concerns and sug-
gestions: “The initial topics we would talk about
were: How are your projects going? What challenges
are you facing? Here is some feedback I have for
you,” and over time, they evolved to personal ques-
tions like “what she wants to do next” and “what con-
cerns she has.” E3 conveyed how useful this was for
crystallizing the culture and maintaining
psychological safety: “Following her sharing her de-
velopment areas, we created a new ritual in our virtu-
al one-on-ones every week. For the first five minutes
of every one-on-one, we would give feedback to one
another. This was the best ritual ever for me as some-
one who is looking to grow…What this ritual did
was routinize the giving of feedback to one another,
making it less scary. When you do it all the time, it be-
comes a lot easier to do.”

Some leaders went further, creating forums for the
entire team to share what development areas they
were working on. L9 illustrated this vividly: “As a re-
sult of that initial sharing of feedback, I created these
vulnerability monthly meetings… I set the tone be-
cause I went first. After sharing a development area, I
asked them whether they would be comfortable shar-
ing at least one area they are each working on. They
ended up sharing so many, more than one each…Th-
ese vulnerability meetings made development a team
effort rather than an individual effort.”

Why did leaders and employees work to crystallize
this newfound level of psychological safety? Our
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interviews revealed that subsequent feedback quality
and leader accountability were contributing factors.

First, both leaders and employees reported that
leader feedback-sharing improved the quality of feed-
back that employees subsequently gave. By sharing
feedback on their own development areas, leaders
were not merely role modeling that it was safe to
speak up; they were also role modeling how to give
constructive feedback. Instead of making suggestions
on areas that might be distractions or beyond leaders’
control, employees were able to focus on areas in
which improvement was a priority for leaders, and
they were able to act on it. As E3 explained,

I felt so appreciated that she would share those areas
of improvement with me. It showed to me that she is
increasing her level of vulnerability in our interac-
tions, that she is making an effort. I felt like wanting
to help her grow, give her even better feedback be-
cause she told me the areas she was working on. I
was able to give her more targeted feedback going
forward. For instance, I told her to be more focused
on sticking up for her team members when other
groups criticize our work. I recall a meeting we had
where someone from the design team (a different de-
partment) criticized our team’s work product, and L3
missed an opportunity to stick up for our team. Ever
since she shared feedback, she has changed her be-
havior on this.

Rather than feeling constrained, employees appreci-
ated having guidelines around what feedback to give.
They also started noticing areas in which they could
give helpful feedback as E10 illuminated: “It also gave
me the opportunity to help her in the areas she
shared. This allowed us to have a different type of
conversation on how I can help. It helped me give her
better feedback on what to focus on. For instance, I
told her at the time that she tends to dominate conver-
sations with senior leaders, and this is something she
should work on so she does not come across that way.
Her sharing also gave me permission to help her on
her broader areas of development, which I had no
clue about.”

As leaders received useful feedback, they were
more likely to keep seeking it and less likely to be de-
fensive about it. As L9 recalled, “They could make
those connections to the areas of improvement and
give me higher quality feedback, which I was more re-
ceptive to…One of my team members three months
later told me that in a presentation I lost track of the
messaging and gave me detailed feedback on how to
improve. My sharing of feedback grounded them.”

Second, feedback-sharing also created accountabili-
ty for leaders. After leaders made a commitment to
working on their development areas, employees felt
safer holding them responsible for following through.
Some leaders explicitly invited their teams to keep

them on track. “I also made it about them, asking
them to hold me accountable,” L8 divulged. “I actual-
ly got much better and have grown as a leader
because of that decision I made to share my develop-
ment areas.” L7 expanded, “I did feel like my sharing
of development areas would help my team members
get better at holding me accountable over time. If I
was slipping in some ways, I wanted to know, and
that is what I communicated to them…The develop-
ment area I shared that I received from my supervisor
was to try to get out of the weeds and be more strate-
gic in my interactions with business partners. So I
spoke to my team members in the coming months
that if I am getting too much into their stuff to let me
know.”

Employees were grateful to have permission from
leaders to keep them honest, as E4 conveys: “L4 has
been trying to improve ever since. She still admits things
she is still learning; she keeps asking us to hold her ac-
countable… I feel sometimes that I have to wear gloves
with some people. Not with my manager… I also emu-
late her behavior by challenging her to improve on
mentoring us and keeping her accountable… I would
remind her to make progress: ‘Oh, did you do that?’”

In other cases, employees took matters into their
own hands, taking their own initiative to hold leaders
accountable, aided by their team’s enhanced psycho-
logical safety. Looking back, L10 says, “One team
member noticed that I wasn’t getting my point of
view across with a senior leader (this is one of the de-
velopment areas I shared)… and he kept me account-
able for getting my viewpoint across…my team
members played the role of accountability buddies.”
Accordingly, following acts of feedback-sharing by
leaders, employees offered useful feedback and held
leaders accountable for improving, leaders reciprocat-
ed by continuing to improve and creating practices
for the entire team to exchange ongoing feedback that
crystallized the norm of vulnerability, and psychologi-
cal safety endured.

Feedback-Seeking Effects
Our interviews with leaders and employees shed light
on why feedback-seeking did not have effects on team
psychological safety. When leaders sought feedback,
employees took it as a sign of openness and worth
and spoke up. However, employees’ expectations
were left unfulfilled as some leaders responded defen-
sively to the feedback: they had not made the same
level of public commitment to being open about their
development areas, and employees did not recipro-
cate by making themselves vulnerable as well. This
discouraged leaders from seeking further feedback
and employees from offering it, thwarting psychologi-
cal safety. Even when leaders were not defensive,
they often found the feedback useless or felt helpless
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to address it. Because they did not provide direction
on what type of feedback would be beneficial, employ-
ees often commented on areas that were not important
to leaders or beyond their spans of control. This creat-
ed a sense of futility on the part of both leaders and
employees, who were not motivated to continue seek-
ing or giving feedback. Thus, although feedback-seek-
ing had the potential to build psychological safety, a
deviation-counteracting loop (Weick 1979) prevented
it from persisting. Unlike feedback-sharing, feedback-
seeking did not appear to build psychological safety
through strengthening trust between leaders and fol-
lowers—references to trust were absent from our inter-
views in the feedback-seeking condition. Our process
model for feedback-seeking is displayed in Figure 2.

Phase 1: Initiation of Vulnerability. Unlike with feed-
back-sharing, leaders did not report feeling anxious or
awkward about seeking feedback, and employees did
not respond with silence. In the moment, employees
felt that leader feedback-seeking enhanced psycholog-
ical safety. As E6 put it, “There was a general climate
at the time of not feeling safe to speak up… so I ap-
preciated how fearless and genuine L6 was in asking
for feedback.”

The psychological safety came from two signals
that feedback-seeking carried: that leaders were open
and employees were valued. Employees felt that by
making a request for feedback, leaders displayed re-
ceptivity to ideas and appreciation for employees. As
E11 explained, “When L11 asked for my feedback, it
made me feel valued in that management to direct re-
port relationship we had… It showed an openness on
her part as a leader, taking into account the perspec-
tives of team members… She was looking for ways to
improve… It felt like it opened the door.”

When L1 sought feedback, “I told them I was look-
ing to grow, to improve, just like everyone else here. ‘I
work for you in some ways, you are the customer.’”
For E1, this conveyed openness and worth: “When

my leader asked in that one instance for feedback on
how to improve as a leader, I felt valued and ap-
preciated…My leader was open to hearing my feed-
back on how she can improve.”

Whereas leaders felt anxious and awkward about
sharing feedback, leaders were generally comfortable
seeking feedback. Instead of feeling surprised or suspi-
cious, employees perceived feedback-seeking as sincere.
Employees felt that it was both safe and worthwhile to
speak up (Detert and Burris 2007), and some gave lead-
ers the developmental feedback they requested. “My
team members were initially open to give me
feedback,” L5 noted. “One associate, for example, told
me that I tend to talk too much and talk over people.”
Similarly, L6 reflected on the developmental feedback
he had received: “One of my team members said, ‘No,
no, you are fine.’ Another, ‘Keep doing what you are
doing,’ but then they both gave me the feedback that
sometimes it is OK to let a meeting go/evolve. They
said that I try to bring everything back to the topic at
hand or agenda, and it could be better sometimes to let
the team explore a topic.”

Phase 2: Dissolution of Vulnerability. Despite the ini-
tial exchange of feedback, employees described how
vulnerability was not normalized and feedback did
not become crystallized in the team culture. “No one
on the team asks for feedback on how to improve.
This is not a team practice, it is not a common
occurrence,” E1 observed. Employees reported that
when they offered feedback later, leaders tended to
give lip service to it rather than taking the time to lis-
ten to it and act on it. As E6 described, “L6 is very fo-
cused on goals instead. In a two-hour team meeting,
he will spend the first 10 minutes asking for concerns
and inviting us to voice them, but he flips a switch
quickly so we all focus on what has to be done rather
than give feedback.”

We identified two sets of processes that pre-
vented feedback-seeking from leading to enduring

Figure 2. Process Model for Leader Feedback Seeking

Leader seeks

feedback

Leader

openness

Leader

inaction

Leader

defensiveness

Dissolution of
Vulnerability

Initiation of
Vulnerability

Employee

worth

Employees

make suggestions

Team

psychological safety

Note. Relationships with negative signs represent deviation-counteracting loops (Weick 1979).
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improvements in psychological safety. First, lead-
ers often reacted defensively, which led them to
stop asking for feedback and employees to stop
giving it. Several leaders acknowledged that they
felt defensive in the months following their initial
act of feedback-seeking. “When he gave me more
feedback months later, I was biting my tongue
during it, trying not to be defensive because I dis-
agreed with this feedback,” L5 reflected. “I have a
bad habit of not being in receiving mode at times.”

This defensiveness was mitigated when leaders
shared feedback instead, as their public commitment
to working on their weaknesses made them aware
that they would be judged harshly if they failed to fol-
low through. In contrast, when leaders sought feed-
back, they did not make any promises to act upon it
and did not feel the same accountability for enacting
vulnerability going forward. Feedback-seeking also
failed to create mutual vulnerability: because leaders
were not role modeling self-disclosure, employees
raised problems and suggestions but did not open up
about their own struggles, making leaders feel like
they were being judged as opposed to helped and
supported. Further, whereas feedback-sharing tended
to guide employees to focus on ways to improve
in the future, feedback-seeking led employees to
make comments about what leaders had done wrong
in the past.

As employees saw these defensive responses from
leaders, they did not experience enough psychological
safety to hold leaders accountable for improving. Not
feeling valued for their input, some employees con-
cluded that they had been wrong about the level of
psychological safety that existed in their teams.
“What’s interesting is that over time I have seen her
focus more on asking me how she can help me
improve as opposed to asking me how I can help her
improve as a leader,” E1 noted. “‘What are your sug-
gestions to help me improve as a leader?’ isn’t some-
thing my leader has asked me over time.”

Second, leaders questioned the value of feedback-
seeking because they did not find the information ac-
tionable. “They did not give me useful feedback for
my own development,” L1 commented. When leaders
shared feedback, they provided clarity about which
development areas were a priority. When leaders
sought feedback, the request was open-ended, leaving
employees to their own devices to decide on what to
focus. This meant that employees made observations
and suggestions that were not a priority for or of par-
ticular value to leaders. As L6 admitted with chagrin,
“I was a little disappointed by that feedback because
it wasn’t earth-shattering. The quality of the feedback
was low and it wasn’t actionable. I like feedback, but I
couldn’t do much with the feedback I got… I stopped
asking for feedback going forward. There are a

number of formal channels for team members to give
me feedback electronically (180s, mid-year reviews),
so I decided to rely on those… I got some but it wasn’t
as insightful.”

The lack of actionable suggestions may have dis-
couraged leaders from seeking further feedback by
leaving leaders confident that they did not need it
(Sherf and Morrison 2020). Because leaders who
sought feedback tended to receive less constructive
suggestions, they did not see ongoing dialogue as suf-
ficiently urgent or important to supersede other re-
sponsibilities. Following a reorganization of their
team, E6 reflected on not “feeling safe to speak up”
when L6 gave her the “shushy, just do your work”
line: “I was told to stay at the same part of the org and
report to a new manager…Once I tried to appeal to
the VP about his decision… I was given an ultimatum
and had to go along with it…Feedback is something
that is invited in theory, but in practice, the higher-
ups say, ‘We are going to do it our own way.’”

The psychological safety initiated by the feedback
request had unintended consequences. Employees did
not only give feedback to leaders about how they
could improve personally; they also exercised voice
about how company policies and practices could im-
prove. Whereas feedback-sharing guided employees’
attention to changes that were within leaders’ spans
of control, many of the problems and solutions that
employees voiced in response to feedback-seeking
were beyond leaders’ spans of control. This led to a
sense of futility and frustration among leaders (who
were unable to meet employee expectations) and em-
ployees (who stopped speaking up after nothing
changed). As L1 lamented,

I received a lot of feedback on company policies,
team processes after I asked for feedback… I listened
but knew that I could not wave a wand to change
things. I did not have perfect control over it…There
was a definite uptick with voicing their concerns
about the company and improving processes in the
weeks after I sought feedback. They were more vocal
about these as opposed to giving me developmental
feedback. But I could not change many of the things
they were asking me to do, so it fizzled out when
they did not see any changes happening on the key
concerns they raised.

Similarly, L11 recalled, “In my weekly one-on-ones
and weekly team meetings, my team members voiced
frustrations about being understaffed.” L11 was un-
able to solve this problem, and employees interpreted
the inaction as a lack of openness and worth. E11 de-
scribed how his suggestions to improve workloads did
not have an impact, creating unfulfilled expectations:

We spoke to her about our negative thoughts towards
the changes, but most of what we suggested got
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rejected. We mentioned issues and potential solutions
about how we were being completely overrun, but
there were no changes made…L11 was going
through a lot… she kept her anxieties to herself, so
she closed herself off…There were a number of areas
of concern… that we saw and knew would never
change irrespective of how much we brought up. L11
kept telling us, “I don’t have an answer right now” or
“We do not have capacity to add more people or give
work to other groups so that you are not as over-
whelmed”…We stopped raising it because no
changes were made… I felt like I was pushed aside.

When he saw his suggestions ignored, E11 felt let
down by his leader and skip-level leader, and stopped
speaking up. As leaders stopped seeking feedback,
employees noticed that it was not a high priority. E11
described how an act of feedback-seeking was not
enough to effect enduring behavior change: “L11
asked for feedback once, but didn’t really do that
again because she fell into old habits, and it wasn’t
her priority given everything that was going on. We
were all being pushed to deliver…no time to add to
other topics like learning from feedback and being
open with one another. Asking for feedback once
wasn’t enough.”

Accordingly, initial acts of feedback-seeking by
leaders created deviation-counteracting loops in
which employees either offered threatening, low-
quality, or nonactionable feedback leaders stopped
seeking feedback and employees stopped giving it,
and psychological safety dissipated over time.

Because a process model is probabilistic rather than
deterministic, our analysis points to a series of turning
points at which the dissolution of vulnerability could
be prevented under feedback-seeking. To shed light
on these dynamics, we revisited our process model
with teams in the leader feedback-seeking condition
that did gain psychological safety. Our interviews in-
cluded two teams that showed marked increases in
psychological safety under leader feedback-seeking.

Leaders in the feedback-seeking condition whose
teams gained psychological safety worked to over-
come their defensiveness and were not discouraged
by the lack of actionable suggestions early on. L5 de-
scribed making feedback-seeking into a regular rou-
tine rather than a one-time inquiry: “I tried to get into
a routine of asking the following questions: Is there
anything I can work on? Is there anything I can do
better on? I was much more intentional about spend-
ing less time dancing around topics and being more
direct about asking for and giving feedback.”

Leaders also prevented the dissolution of vulnera-
bility by experimenting with new ways of inviting
feedback. After being frustrated with a variety of com-
plaints about company policies, L1 eventually tried
different ways of seeking specific feedback: “How to

ask the question becomes more important: Is there
anything I can do to make your job easier? Something
I can take off your plate? I had changed my behavior
over time to make a point of asking these types of
questions. Still thinking about what is the right way to
ask this.”

By routinizing and experimenting with feedback-
seeking, leaders signaled to employees that they were
serious about being open to improving.

This habit of inquiring for information led to a sur-
prising development after the experiment was com-
pleted. Both of the leaders in the feedback-seeking
condition whose teams gained psychological safety
mentioned that following the conclusion of our year-
long study, they had heard from colleagues about the
impact of feedback-sharing, and decided to give it a
try in the winter of 2020. “I shared my entire perfor-
mance review with a subordinate, and it really made
an impression on her,” L1 said. “People do not pull
out their annual review ever to show subordinates… -
That act leaves an impression, sharing development
areas is so out of the norm, makes a big mark… it
takes time to sync in and for team members to recipro-
cate by having an open communication. I have be-
come more comfortable being vulnerable and sharing
development areas after doing that and my subordi-
nate has grown closer to me.”

Similarly, L5 noted, “After I transitioned to a new
team as their leader a few months ago in early 2020, I
created a user manual with my command philosophy.
I used to be in the military. I added a section on feed-
back to acknowledge that I can come across as angry
when I am actually trying to seek feedback. I wish I
had done that with my older team… I shared my
manual again a few weeks ago with my new team.”

Study 3 Discussion
Our analysis helps to shed light on the delayed impact
of feedback-sharing and the lack of enduring effects of
feedback-seeking. Our process models suggest that al-
though it may involve initial anxiety and awkwardness,
sharing feedback normalized vulnerability by promot-
ing commitment from leaders and reciprocity from em-
ployees, eliciting more actionable feedback. The ensuing
psychological safety encouraged accountability and mo-
tivated leaders to create ongoing feedback practices—
some quickly, others more gradually—that crystallized
vulnerability over time. Meanwhile, although seeking
feedback initiated vulnerability by signaling leader
openness and employee worth, this vulnerability
tended to dissolve as leaders responded defensively or
failed to act on suggestions, which discouraged leaders
from continuing to ask.

The contrast between the feedback-seeking and
feedback-sharing dynamics reveals an interesting
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paradox: opening the door too widely at the begin-
ning ended up closing it. Seeking feedback created a
wide funnel that invited comments and suggestions
on a wide range of issues, undermining the efficacy of
both leaders and employees. Sharing feedback created
a filter, helping employees to concentrate on issues
that were important and controllable for leaders. Over
time, as they made changes, both leaders and employ-
ees gained efficacy and increased vulnerability, gradu-
ally opening the door to voice on a broader set of
problems and solutions. Because employees had more
clarity on where leaders had control, they were able to
make more targeted suggestions. When change was
not possible, leaders and employees did not feel frus-
trated or discouraged, as they had already made pro-
gress together. Ironically, starting with a more bound-
ed feedback request ultimately served to welcome
broader voice.

Our findings regarding feedback-seeking are con-
sistent with evidence that employees are often skepti-
cal of managers pretending to be interested in their in-
put (De Vries et al. 2012), that those who do solicit
information experience interpersonal costs when they
are perceived as ignoring advice (Blunden et al. 2019),
and that leaders who lack the authority to make
changes tend to be reluctant to seek employee feed-
back (Sherf et al. 2019). However, our data from the
feedback-seeking teams that did gain psychological
safety suggest that leaders may continue seeking and
using feedback when they are intrinsically motivated
to learn and able to elicit actionable suggestions. By
creating an ongoing routine of asking questions and
experimenting with different techniques for obtaining
useful responses, leaders were able to circumvent
these challenges of seeking feedback and build psy-
chological safety over time.

General Discussion
Across a field study and a field experiment, we found
that teams had heightened psychological safety when
leaders shared feedback about their own weaknesses
and development areas. This pattern was robust
across naturally-occurring, ongoing behaviors and an
experimentally-induced act of leader feedback-sharing,
and occurred without compromising perceptions of
leader performance and competence. Our qualitative
process model suggested that leader feedback-sharing
initiated a cycle of events that helped to normalize vul-
nerability through public commitment and reciprocity
and then crystallized vulnerability through practices
that promoted feedback quality and accountability.
However, although leader feedback-seeking predicted
team psychological safety in the field study, it did not
have an effect in the field experiment. Our process
model revealed that although asking for feedback

appeared to initiate vulnerability, it dissolved as leaders
responded defensively or did not take action on the
suggestions, which discouraged employees from con-
tinuing to give them and leaders from continuing to
seek them. These findings offer implications for theory
and research on psychological safety, feedback, and
vulnerability in leadership.

Theoretical and Empirical Contributions
Our research introduces feedback-sharing as a novel
leadership behavior that can have an enduring im-
pact on psychological safety in teams. Traditionally,
organizational scholars have focused on how leaders
build psychological safety through showing open-
ness and inclusiveness (Nembhard and Edmondson
2006, Detert and Burris 2007, Frazier et al. 2017). A
common thread underlying these behaviors is lead-
ers issuing invitations for employees to share con-
cerns and suggestions. Our research suggests that
what leaders offer about themselves is also conse-
quential in shaping interpersonal risk-taking in
teams. We highlight the importance of leaders show-
ing vulnerability in enhancing psychological safety.

In doing so, our research advances toward a
more dynamic understanding of how psychological
safety emerges in teams. Existing studies have pri-
marily taken a static, top-down approach, using cor-
relational designs to investigate why some leaders
create more psychological safety in teams than
others (Edmondson 1999, Frazier et al. 2017). A key
discovery is that psychological safety is shaped by
mutual vulnerability. This perspective reveals that
vulnerability is not merely a property of leaders; it is
co-constructed by leaders and employees in double
interact loops (Weick 1979). The early process of
building psychological safety is fragile, and when
leaders make gestures to welcome feedback, em-
ployees can stabilize the dynamic by showing their
own vulnerability—not merely criticizing leaders—
as well as by striving to give feedback that is useful
and actionable. Our qualitative data suggest that al-
though leaders can initiate cycles of vulnerability,
how employees respond can affect whether leaders
continue to open the door to ideas and suggestions
or slam it shut. Our research thereby addresses ex-
hortations to recognize the bottom-up influence of
employees on leaders (Uhl-Bien et al. 2014) and on
the evolution and crystallization of norms in work
teams (DeCelles and Aquino 2020).

Our studies have meaningful implications for un-
derstanding feedback. Although existing research has
largely identified benefits of feedback-seeking (Ash-
ford et al. 2016), we were surprised to see that these
benefits emerged in our field study but not in our field
experiment. A key distinction may lie in whether lead-
ers take the initiative to seek feedback or do so in
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response to organizational encouragement. Interest-
ingly, the majority of feedback-seeking research has
adopted a proactive lens (Ashford et al. 2003), which
raises unanswered questions about the effectiveness
of organizational interventions to promote feedback-
seeking. Leader feedback-seeking is a complicated act
(Ashford et al. 2016), and our field experiment draws
attention to the possibility that a half-hearted or su-
perficial inquiry is not likely to have the intended im-
pact. In contrast, the organizational intervention to
promote leader feedback-sharing did ultimately pro-
duce an effect on team psychological safety. Our qual-
itative analysis suggests that even if the initial act of
sharing is prompted externally, the accountability and
reciprocity dynamics that emerge may still serve to
normalize and crystallize vulnerability. It appears that
organizational interventions to promote leader feed-
back-sharing may overcome some of the challenges of
encouraging feedback-seeking. Instead of building
psychological safety by encouraging leaders to es-
pouse openness through seeking feedback, organiza-
tions may be better off encouraging them to enact
openness through sharing it.

Our focus on feedback-sharing represents a fresh di-
rection for feedback research. The predominant empha-
sis has been on interpersonal feedback with individuals
receiving information from others (Kluger and DeNisi
1996) or seeking it from others (Ashford et al. 2003). By
introducing the construct of feedback-sharing, we shift
the focus to intrapersonal feedback, underscoring how
what leaders share about their own evaluations can
have consequences for the dynamics that unfold in their
teams. There is some evidence that in formal upward
feedback programs, ratings of managers improve when
they discuss the prior year’s feedback (Walker and
Smither 1999), but researchers had yet to explore the
consequences for leaders of disclosing feedback in infor-
mal settings outside official channels and performance
review cycles (Anseel and Brutus 2019). Further, recent
studies suggest that feedback conversations about the
past tend to elicit defensiveness, as receivers tend to fo-
cus on justifying their past actions and intentions
(Gnepp et al. 2020). However, our research suggests
that this may depend on who initiates the discussion of
the past. If feedback receivers rather than feedback giv-
ers share information about their prior shortcomings,
the risk of defensiveness may be ameliorated. Leaders
may become more open to receiving criticism from
others when they criticize themselves aloud first.

Further, our research takes steps toward theoretical-
ly and empirically integrating the largely disparate
literatures on feedback-seeking, voice, and psycholog-
ical safety. Feedback-seeking research has typically
concentrated on employees requesting it proactively
from leaders, largely overlooking the effects of leaders
seeking feedback from employees (Ashford et al.

2016). Meanwhile, voice research has identified feel-
ings of uselessness and helplessness among employ-
ees, who are known to stay silent because they believe
speaking up is an exercise in futility or they lack the
efficacy to advance change (e.g., Dutton et al. 1997,
Detert and Burris 2007, Morrison 2011, Sherf et al.
2020b). We reverse the lens on these feelings, showing
that leaders are also prone to experience uselessness
and helplessness when they receive feedback from be-
low. They may stop asking for feedback because they
believe the input is not worthwhile or they are
powerless to act on it. Our research thus broadens
understandings of why it is so rare for leaders to seek
feedback and solicit voice from below.

Finally, our research offers novel insights about
leader vulnerability. As noted previously, past studies
have revealed conflicting evidence about the effects of
leader vulnerability, with some studies suggesting
that it can signal confidence (Nadler et al. 2003, Ely
and Meyerson 2010, Brooks et al. 2019), others indicat-
ing that displaying weakness can compromise status
(Gibson et al. 2018), and some identifying contingen-
cies (Nadler et al. 2003, Moore et al. 2017, Cojuharenco
and Karelaia 2020). We find that when it comes to ac-
knowledging one’s limitations and development
areas, showing vulnerability can build psychological
safety without undermining perceptions of perfor-
mance or competence. Importantly, even though lead-
ers were randomly assigned to show vulnerability by
sharing feedback rather than doing so of their own vo-
lition, it had no competence costs for women, racial
minorities, or more junior leaders. Taken together,
these findings suggest that disclosing weakness does
not necessarily backfire for leaders.

Limitations and Future Directions
Our studies are subject to a number of important limi-
tations that point toward avenues for future research.
First, our studies only allowed us to examine the roles
of leader feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing in
team psychological safety, overlooking downstream
behaviors like employee voice and learning or out-
comes, such as innovation and error rates. This
limitation is partially offset by our findings that CEO
feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing predicted
lagged ratings of team psychological safety and that
the effect of a brief leader feedback-sharing interven-
tion on team psychological safety was visible a full
year after the manipulation was introduced. Never-
theless, further research will be instrumental in reveal-
ing whether feedback-sharing and feedback-seeking
influence these downstream behaviors and outcomes
through their impact on psychological safety.

Second, in our field experiment, we were only able
to collect survey data from teams at two points in
time after leaders sought and shared feedback, which
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prevented us from evaluating changes in psychologi-
cal safety tracing back to before the experiment started
and at intervals between one week and one year. As
such, it remains unclear whether the feedback-sharing
intervention had an immediate or delayed effect on
team psychological safety and whether the feedback-
seeking intervention had an initial effect that had faded
by the one-year mark. Although we developed theory
about the lasting effects of feedback-sharing in our qual-
itative study, the process model awaits quantitative
tests. In particular, future research should evaluate how
quickly feedback-sharing dynamics can ensue without
being restricted to leader actions alone; it is important
to evaluate how employee acts have a reciprocal effect
on leader behaviors and, thus, on the emergence of psy-
chological safety over time. Although selecting a ran-
dom sample of teams to interview is a limitation, our
qualitative interviews do shed some light on how em-
ployees experienced and reacted to leader feedback-
seeking and feedback-sharing. But more research is
needed to explore employee responses to leader expres-
sions of vulnerability, and how those affect the time
and rate of psychological safety emergence.

Third, a potential confound in our field experiment
lies in the fact that the feedback-seeking condition in-
volved an open request for feedback whereas the
feedback-sharing condition concentrated on targeted
areas for development. This evokes curiosity about
whether feedback-seeking interventions would be
more effective if leaders inquired about specific devel-
opment areas rather than posing a general question.
Although we encourage future research to revisit this
possibility, our data cast some doubt on it: in the com-
bined condition, leaders shared specific development
areas along with seeking feedback, but it did not
increase psychological safety; it actually had the oppo-
site effect. This suggests that in the context of organi-
zational encouragement in a single meeting, seeking
specific feedback may not be sufficient to promote en-
during increases in psychological safety.

That said, our data do not illuminate why the
combination of seeking and sharing feedback was
less effective than sharing feedback alone or why the
combination backfired at time 2. We had originally
tested this combined condition to explore whether
the two behaviors were substitutes or enhancers,
and did not anticipate that doing both might be
counterproductive. One possibility is that being
tasked with two vulnerable behaviors may have
heightened impression management and ego con-
cerns, causing leaders to shift into performance-
prove or performance-avoid rather than learning ori-
entations (VandeWalle et al. 2001). The combined
task may have also raised cognitive load, leading to
anxiety and a more stilted, awkward delivery (Coté
2005). Another plausible explanation is that the

combination of self-disclosure and feedback-seeking
may have been too disruptive, opening the flood-
gates too quickly rather than opening the door more
gradually, as is common in research on the genera-
tion of interpersonal closeness (Aron et al. 1997).
Alternatively, when leaders both shared and sought
feedback, they may have felt that they had already
checked the box of opening the door, which left
them with a sense of closure (Klinger and Cox 2004)
and prevented them from following up.

Fourth, because we only focused on sharing or seek-
ing constructive criticism and developmental feedback,
future research should explore the effects of leader feed-
back-seeking and feedback-sharing when feedback va-
lence varies. For instance, in light of research on the im-
age costs of seeking praise (Ashford and Tsui 1991), we
expect that employees would be even more suspicious
of leaders who shared only positive feedback, judging
them as insecure and arrogant. However, it is possible
that this backlash will be mitigated if leaders share both
positive and negative feedback. By receiving knowledge
about both areas of leader strengths and developmental
opportunities, employees may have even more direction
to give useful feedback, such as on whether leaders
overuse their strengths (Kaiser and Hogan 2011).

Finally, we hope to see further studies explore
when it is beneficial versus detrimental for leaders to
disclose their weaknesses in order to better under-
stand how leaders can acknowledge their limitations
without casting doubt on their performance and
competence. Classic research on the pratfall effect
(Aronson et al. 1966) and evidence on self-verification
striving (Moore et al. 2017) suggest that leaders will
be better off showing vulnerability once they have es-
tablished their competence. However, in our field ex-
periment, we did not find that the effects of sharing or
seeking feedback varied as a function of perceived
leader competence. It is possible that the results
would differ based on leader status (Gibson et al.
2018) or the content of feedback that leaders share or
the way they seek it (Ashford et al. 2003).

Practical Implications and Conclusion
Our research offers practical implications for leaders
and their employees. Rather than encouraging leaders
and managers to seek feedback, it may be more effec-
tive to build enduring levels of psychological safety
by inviting them to share the criticism they have pre-
viously received. Whereas leaders often seek to prove
themselves by expressing strength and confidence,
our research suggests that showing vulnerability—a
topic that has attracted extensive interest in recent
years (Brown 2015)—is an important avenue for
building an environment in which employees feel
comfortable raising concerns and suggestions. As
such, leaders and managers may find value in being
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more forthcoming about their shortcomings and creat-
ing team practices and routines that reinforce the im-
portance of vulnerability. For example, leaders may in-
stitute regular vulnerability meetings in which they
share their own performance reviews and development
goals, and help one another prioritize which are most
important for team performance. In addition, managers
may consider creating and sharing their own user man-
uals as a way to signal to their colleagues that they are
looking to grow and are receptive to their feedback. In
conclusion, our findings reveal that by inviting employ-
ees backstage behind the curtain, leaders can build
team psychological safety without undermining their
images as effective and competent.
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Endnotes
1 In an OLS regression analysis, leader feedback-seeking was not a
significant predictor of leader performance (b � 0.17, SE � 0.14, β �
0.15, t � 1.22, n.s.; see Online Appendix Table A1), and leader
feedback-sharing was a significant positive predictor of leader per-
formance (b � 0.37, SE � 0.14, β � 0.34, t � 2.70, p < 0.01; see Online
Appendix Table A1). There was not a significant interaction be-
tween feedback-seeking and feedback-sharing in predicting leader
performance. Thus, neither feedback-seeking nor feedback-sharing
compromised leader performance.
2 There were no significant differences by condition in response
rates at T1, F(3, 106) � 1.69, p � 0.17, or T2, F(3, 106) � 0.87, p � 0.46.
To assess nonresponse bias, we conducted a wave analysis (Rogelberg
and Stanton 2007). Time stamps for survey completion did not correlate
significantly with psychological safety at T1 or T2 (r � 0.07 and −0.08).
3 To test measurement invariance in psychological safety across the
two points in time, we conducted multigroup confirmatory factor
analyses (see Online Appendix Table A2). The configural model
achieved good fit with the data, x2(28) � 52.60, CFI � 0.95, SRMR �
0.057. As we constrained factor loadings, factor variances, error var-
iances, intercepts, and factor means to equality at the two points in
time, each successive model fit no worse than the previous model
(see Online Appendix Table A2). These results meet the key criteria
for measurement invariance (Vandenberg and Lance 2000).
4 Given the longitudinal measurement of team psychological safety,
we also conducted a repeated-measures ANOVA. There was a sig-
nificant time-condition interaction, F(3, 88) � 3.42, p < 0.05. The
effect of feedback-seeking on team psychological safety did not
vary significantly over time, F(1, 88) � 0.02, n.s., but the effect of
feedback-sharing did, F(1, 88) � 6.56, p � 0.01. Team psychological
safety increased significantly over time in the feedback-sharing con-
dition, t(18) � 2.56, p < 0.05, but not in the feedback-seeking

condition, t(24) � −0.74, n.s., the control condition, t(25) � −0.69,
n.s., or the combined condition, t(21) � −1.47, n.s.
5 We were surprised that teams with female leaders reported lower
psychological safety at T2 (b � −0.42, SE � 0.16, t � −2.65, p < 0.01;
see Table 6) but not at T1 (b � 0.15, SE � 0.14, t � 1.09, ns; see
Table 5). We did not identify any variables that correlated with
leader gender and psychological safety. Because our data cannot
shed light on omitted variables or mediators of this effect, we en-
courage future research to explore it further.
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Coté S (2005) A social interaction model of the effects of emotion
regulation on work strain. Acad. Management Rev. 30(3):509–530.

DeCelles KA, Aquino K (2020) Dark knights: When and why an em-
ployee becomes a workplace vigilante. Acad. Management Rev.
45(3):528–548.

DeVellis RF (1991) Scale Development: Theories and Applications
(Sage, Thousand Oaks,CA).

De Vries G, Jehn KA, Terwel BW (2012) When employees stop talk-
ing and start fighting: The detrimental effects of pseudo voice
in organizations. J. Bus. Ethics 105(2):221–230.

Detert JR, Burris ER (2007) Leadership behavior and employee
voice: Is the door really open? Acad. Management J. 50(4):
869–884.

Detert JR, Edmondson AC (2011) Implicit voice theories: Taken-for-
granted rules of self-censorship at work. Acad. Management J.
54(3):461–488.

Diddams M, Chang GC (2012) Only human: Exploring the nature
of weakness in authentic leadership. Leadership Quart. 23(3):
593–603.

Dindia K, Allen M (1992) Sex differences in self-disclosure: A meta-
analysis. Psych. Bull. 112(1):106–124.

Dutton JE, Heaphy ED (2003) The power of high-quality connec-
tions. Cameron KS, Dutton JE, Quinn RE, eds. Positive Organi-
zational Scholarship: Foundations of a New Discipline, vol. 3
(Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., San Francisco, CA), 263–278.

Dutton JE, Ashford SJ, O’Neill RM, Hayes E, Wierba EE (1997)
Reading the wind: How middle managers assess the context
for selling issues to top managers. Strategic Management J. 18(5):
407–423.

Edmondson A (1996) Learning from mistakes is easier said than
done: Group and organizational influences on the detection
and correction of human error. J. Appl. Behav. Sci. 32(1):5–28.

Edmondson A (1999) Psychological safety and learning behavior in
work teams. Admin. Sci. Quart. 44(2):350–383.

Edmondson AC (2003) Speaking up in the operating room: How
team leaders promote learning in interdisciplinary action teams.
J. Management Stud. 40(6):1419–1452.

Edmondson AC (2004) Psychological safety, trust, and learning in
organizations: a group-level lens. Kramer RM, Cook KS, eds.
Trust and Distrust in Organizations: Dilemmas and Approaches
(Russell Sage Foundation, NY), 239–272.

Edmondson AC, Lei Z (2014) Psychological safety: The history, re-
naissance, and future of an interpersonal construct. Annual Rev.
Organ. Psych. Organ. Behav. 1(1):23–43.

Edmondson AC, Bohmer RM, Pisano GP (2001) Disrupted routines:
Team learning and new technology implementation in hospi-
tals. Admin. Sci. Quart. 46(4):685–716.

Ely RJ, Meyerson DE (2010) An organizational approach to undoing
gender: The unlikely case of offshore oil platforms. Res. Organ.
Behav. 30:3–34.

Evans JB, Slaughter JE, Ellis AP, Rivin JM (2019) Gender and the
evaluation of humor at work. J. Appl. Psych. 104(8):1077–1087.

Fast NJ, Burris ER, Bartel CA (2014) Managing to stay in the dark:
Managerial self-efficacy, ego defensiveness, and the aversion to
employee voice. Acad. Management J. 57(4):1013–1034.

Frazier ML, Fainshmidt S, Klinger RL, Pezeshkan A, Vracheva V
(2017) Psychological safety: A meta-analytic review and exten-
sion. Personnel Psych. 70(1):113–165.

Gates M (2019) The Moment of Lift: How Empowering Women Changes
the World (Flatiron Books, New York).

Gibson KR (2018) Can I tell you something? How disruptive self-
disclosure changes who “we” are. Acad. Management Rev. 43(4):
570–589.

Gibson KR, Harari D, Marr JC (2018) When sharing hurts: How and
why self-disclosing weakness undermines the task-oriented re-
lationships of higher status disclosers. Organ. Behav. Human De-
cision Processes 144:25–43.

Gioia DA, Thomas JB, Clark SM, Chittipeddi K (1994) Symbolism
and strategic change in academia: The dynamics of sensemak-
ing and influence. Organ. Sci. 5(3):363–383.

Gnepp J, Klayman J, Williamson IO, Barlas S (2020) The future of
feedback: Motivating performance improvement through
future-focused feedback. PLoS One 15(6):e0234444.

Goffman E (1959) The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Doubleday,
Garden City, NY).

Grant AM, Wall TD (2009) The neglected science and art of quasi-
experimentation: Why-to, when-to, and how-to advice for orga-
nizational researchers. Organ. Res. Methods 12(4):653–686.

Howard MC, Van Zandt EC (2020) The discriminant validity of
honesty-humility: A meta-analysis of the HEXACO, Big Five,
and Dark Triad. J. Res. Personality 87:103982.

Huang K, Yeomans M, Brooks AW, Minson J, Gino F (2017) It
doesn’t hurt to ask: Question-asking increases liking. J Personali-
ty Soc. Psych. 113(3):430–452.

Kahn WA (1990) Psychological conditions of personal engagement
and disengagement at work. Acad. Management J. 33(4):692–724.

Kaiser RB, Hogan J (2011) Personality, leader behavior, and overdo-
ing it. Consulting Psych. J. 63(4):219–242.

Kelly AE, McKillop KJ (1996) Consequences of revealing personal
secrets. Psych. Bull. 120(3):450–465.

Kim S, Liu PJ, Min KE (2020) Reminder avoidance: Why people hes-
itate to disclose their insecurities to friends. J Personality Soc.
Psych., ePub ahead of print July 27, https://doi.org/10.1037/
pspi0000330.

Klinger E, Cox WM (2004) Motivation and the theory of current
concerns. Cox WM, Klinger E, eds. Handbook of Motivational
Counseling (Wiley, New York), 3–27.

Kluger AN, DeNisi A (1996) The effects of feedback interventions
on performance: A historical review, a meta-analysis, and a
preliminary feedback intervention theory. Psych. Bull. 119(2):
254–284.

Coutifaris and Grant: Leader Feedback-Seeking and Feedback-Sharing
Organization Science, 2022, vol. 33, no. 4, pp. 1574–1598, © 2021 INFORMS 1597

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 in
fo

rm
s.

or
g 

by
 [

15
8.

13
2.

13
.1

63
] 

on
 0

6 
Ju

ne
 2

02
4,

 a
t 2

0:
21

 . 
Fo

r 
pe

rs
on

al
 u

se
 o

nl
y,

 a
ll 

ri
gh

ts
 r

es
er

ve
d.

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/31/business/questbacks-lead-strategist-on-his-user-manual.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/31/business/questbacks-lead-strategist-on-his-user-manual.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/31/business/questbacks-lead-strategist-on-his-user-manual.html
https://hbr.org/2020/05/why-ceos-should-model-vulnerability
https://hbr.org/2020/05/why-ceos-should-model-vulnerability
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000330
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000330


Koenig AM, Eagly AH, Mitchell AA, Ristikari T (2011) Are leader
stereotype masculine? A meta-analysis of three research para-
digms. Psych. Bull. 137(4):616–642.

Kramer M, Allyn BJ, Blight JG, Welch DA (1990) Remembering the
Cuban missile crisis: Should we swallow oral history? Internat.
Security 15(1):212–218.

LeBreton JM, Senter JL (2008) Answers to 20 questions about inter-
rater reliability and interrater agreement. Organ. Res. Methods
11(4):815–852.

Lord RG, de Vader CL, Alliger GM (1986) A meta-analysis of the re-
lation between personality traits and leadership perceptions:
An application of validity generalization procedures. J. Appl.
Psych. 71(3):402–410.

Martin SL, Liao H, Campbell EM (2013) Directive vs. empowering
leadership: A field experiment comparing impacts on task pro-
ficiency and proactivity. Acad. Management J. 56(5):1372–1395.

Mayer RC, Davis JH (1999) The effect of the performance appraisal
system on trust for management: A field quasi-experiment. J.
Appl. Psych. 84(1):123–136.

McCambridge J, De Bruin M, Witton J (2012) The effects of demand
characteristics on research participant behaviours in non-
laboratory settings: A systematic review. PLoS One 7(6):e39116.

McFarlin DB, Sweeney PD (1996) Does having a say matter only if
you get your way? Instrumental and value-expressive effects of
employee voice. Basic Appl. Soc. Psych. 18(3):289–303.

Miles MB, Huberman AM (1994) Qualitative Data Analysis: An Ex-
panded Source Book, 2nd ed. (Sage, Beverly Hills, CA).

Moore C, Lee SY, Kim K, Cable DM (2017) The advantage of being
oneself: The role of applicant self-verification in organizational
hiring decisions. J. Appl. Psych. 102(11):1493–1513.

Morrison EW (2011) Employee voice behavior: Integration and
directions for future research. Acad. Management Ann. 5(1):
373–412.

Morrison EW, Milliken FJ (2000) Organizational silence: A barrier to
change and development in a pluralistic world. Acad. Manage-
ment Rev. 25(4):706–725.

Mulvey PW, Veiga JF, Elsass PM (1996) When teammates raise a
white flag. Acad. Management Exec. 10(1):40–49.

Murphy SE, Ensher EA (1999) The effects of leader and subordinate
characteristics in the development of leader–member exchange
quality. J. Appl. Soc. Psych. 29(7):1371–1394.

Nadler A, Ellis S, Bar I (2003) To seek or not to seek: The relation-
ship between help seeking and job performance evaluations as
moderated by task-relevant expertise. J. Appl. Soc. Psych. 33(1):
91–109.

Nembhard IM, Edmondson AC (2006) Making it safe: The effects of
leader inclusiveness and professional status on psychological
safety and improvement efforts in healthcare teams. J. Organ.
Behav. 27(7):941–966.

Rogelberg SG, Stanton JM (2007) Introduction: Understanding and
dealing with organizational survey nonresponse. Organ. Res.
Methods 10(2):195–209.

Rosenthal R (1994) Interpersonal expectancy effects: A 30-year per-
spective. Current Directions Psych. Sci. 3(6):176–179.

Rosette AS, Leonardelli GJ, Phillips KW (2008) The white standard:
Racial bias in leader categorization. J. Appl. Psych. 93(4):758–777.

Rosette AS, Mueller JS, Lebel RD (2015) Are male leaders penalized
for seeking help? The influence of gender and asking behaviors
on competence perceptions. Leadership Quart. 26(5):749–762.

Schein EH (2013) Humble Inquiry: The Gentle Art of Asking Instead of
Telling (Berrett-Koehler Publishers, San Francisco).

Sherf EN, Morrison EW (2020) I do not need feedback! Or do I?
Self-efficacy, perspective taking, and feedback-seeking. J. Appl.
Psych. 105(2):146–165.

Sherf EN, Gajendran RS, Posner BZ (2020a) Seeking and finding jus-
tice: Why and when managers’ feedback-seeking enhances jus-
tice enactment. J. Organ. Behav. 42(6):741–766.

Sherf EN, Parke MR, Isaakyan S (2020b) Distinguishing voice and si-
lence at work: Unique relationships with perceived impact,
psychological safety, and burnout. Acad. Management J.
64(1):114–148.

Sherf EN, Tangirala S, Venkataramani V (2019) Why managers do
not seek voice from employees: The importance of managers’
personal control and long-term orientation. Organ. Sci. 30(3):
447–466.

Simons T (2002) Behavioral integrity: The perceived alignment be-
tween managers’ words and deeds as a research focus. Organ.
Sci. 13(1):18–35.

Smith CA, Kirby LD (2009) Putting appraisal in context: Toward a
relational model of appraisal and emotion. Cognition Emotion
23(7):1352–1372.

Strauss A, Corbin J (1990) Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded
Theory Procedures and Techniques (Sage, Newbury Park, CA).

Sutton RI, Rafaeli A (1988) Untangling the relationship between dis-
played emotions and organizational sales: The case of conve-
nience stores. Acad. Management J. 31(3):461–487.

Tynan R (2005) The effects of threat sensitivity and face giving on
dyadic psychological safety and upward communication. J.
Appl. Soc. Psych. 35(2):223–247.

Uhl-Bien M, Riggio RE, Lowe KB, Carsten MK (2014) Followership
theory: A review and research agenda. Leadership Quart. 25(1):
83–104.

Vandenberg RJ, Lance CE (2000) A review and synthesis of the mea-
surement invariance literature: Suggestions, practices, and rec-
ommendations for organizational research. Organ. Res. Methods
3(1):4–70.

VandeWalle D, Cron WL, Slocum JW Jr (2001) The role of goal ori-
entation following performance feedback. J. Appl. Psych. 86(4):
629–640.

Van Quaquebeke N, Felps W (2018) Respectful inquiry: A motiva-
tional account of leading through asking questions and listen-
ing. Acad. Management Rev. 43(1):5–27.

Vaughan D (1996) The Challenger Launch Decision: Risky Culture,
Technology, and Deviance at NASA (The University of Chicago
Press, Chicago).

Walker AG, Smither JW (1999) A five-year study of upward feed-
back: What managers do with their results matters. Personnel
Psych. 52(2):393–423.

Weick KE (1979) The Social Psychology of Organizing, Topics in Social
Psychology Series (McGraw-Hill Humanities, Columbus, OH).

Wong SI (2019) Influencing upward: Subordinates’ responses to
leaders’ (un)awareness of their empowerment expectations. In-
ternat. J. Human Resources Management 30(10):1604–1634.

Constantinos G. V. Coutifaris is a doctoral candidate at
The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania. His
research interests include organizational and team culture,
socialization, leader mindsets, psychological safety, and
proactivity.

Adam M. Grant is the Saul P. Steinberg Professor of Man-
agement and Professor of Psychology at The Wharton
School of the University of Pennsylvania. His research inter-
ests include work motivation, job design, prosocial and pro-
active behaviors, and the role of character in performance.

Coutifaris and Grant: Leader Feedback-Seeking and Feedback-Sharing
1598 Organization Science, 2022, vol. 33, no. 4, pp. 1574–1598, © 2021 INFORMS

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 in
fo

rm
s.

or
g 

by
 [

15
8.

13
2.

13
.1

63
] 

on
 0

6 
Ju

ne
 2

02
4,

 a
t 2

0:
21

 . 
Fo

r 
pe

rs
on

al
 u

se
 o

nl
y,

 a
ll 

ri
gh

ts
 r

es
er

ve
d.

 


	TF1
	TF2
	TF3
	TF4
	TF5
	TF6
	TF7
	TF8
	TF9

