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5 Signs Your Team is Operating in Survival Mode

A practical guide for healthcare and public-sector leaders who want to move beyond burnout
management and build a real psychological safety strategy rooted in trauma-informed culture.

WHAT THIS GUIDE DOES

Names the pattern

Helps leaders recognize
when high performance
has quietly shifted into
chronic survival mode.

WHAT THIS GUIDE ADDS

Gives next steps

Pairs warning signs with
concrete leadership
actions that can be taken
this quarter.

BEST USE

Leave-behind resource

Works as a downloadable
resource for decision-
makers, presentations, and
intake conversations.

The leadership shift

'Psychologicul safety is not a perk

highly skilled.

and sustainable excellence.

What this means in practice

When teams feel unsafe, the body prioritizes protection over innovation — less flexibility,
narrower thinking, more conflict, lower trust, and weaker collaboration even when staff are

A strong strategy creates the conditions for better judgment, steadier leadership, safer care,

e People speak up earlier, reducing avoidable errors.

Leaders make better decisions with less-guarded teams.
Innovation increases when staff aren't in self-protection mode.
Retention improves when trust and dignity define the workplace.

The Three Gears Model

— How our nervous system shapes our leadership ———

Our internal state influences how we think, decide and lead
#wareness helps us choose the gear that best serves the moment.

GREEN GEAR

Optirnal Leadertiip State

YELLOW/RED GEAR

Overdrive State

@ Connected
& Thoughtful
O Relational
@ Innavas ive

O Reactive
@ Pressured

© Urgent

© Conflictprone,

Awareness = Choice = Impact
Leadership is a choice. e i pac
_ Better for you. Betser for your team
O MNotice your gear. Regulate your state. Lead with intention. Batter for our Comamunities.

(.

BLUE GEAR

Underwhelm State

© Numb
© Depleted

© Disengaged
@ Shut down

“Psychological safety is not
a perk — it is the foundation
of every high-performing,
sustainable healthcare
culture.”

— Becoming Institute, Trauma-
Informed Leadership Framework
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5 signs of survival mode

Always urgent, rarely strategic Conflict cycles without repair

Everyone is busy, everything feels important — Tension shows up as blame, defensiveness,
but the organization has lost its ability to slow avoidance, or overcontrol. The same relational
down, reflect, and make coherent long-range injuries repeat because the culture has no
decisions. mechanism for repair.

Leadership response Leadership response

Audit false urgency. Clarify decision rights, Train leaders in co-regulation and repair. Build

reduce competing priorities, and create regular follow-up conversations into conflict

strategic pause points. management rather than treating resolution as
a one-time event.

‘ High performers are exhausted or flat ‘ Innovation has stalled

Your strongest people are still producing but People stick to what is familiar. Risk-taking
detached, brittle, cynical, or visibly depleted — drops, honest feedback disappears, and teams
overfunctioning under strain, not resilience. become compliant instead of creative.

Leadership response Leadership response
Stop rewarding chronic overextension. Review Rebuild trust by inviting input early, responding

workload design, role clarity, staffing pressure, non-defensively, and visibly acting on feedback
and the norms that glorify self-abandonment. where possible.

Burnout is treated as an individual problem

The organization keeps offering wellness resources, but the conditions producing distress remain
unchanged. Staff are told to cope better while the system continues to overload, fragment, and
deplete them.

Leadership response

Move from wellness messaging to systems design. Examine policies, expectations, leadership habits,
communication patterns, and equity issues that undermine safety.
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5 actions leaders can take this quarter

1. Run a safety scan: identify where unpredictability, fear,

overload, or silence are showing up. Teams become trauma-
informed when power, policy,

environment, and daily

. . practice support dignity,
3. Redesign one harmful pressure point: choose one workflow or trust, predictability, and

meeting pattern producing chronic stress. human regulation.

LEADERSHIP REMINDER

2. Train managers in nervous-system basics: give leaders
language for regulation and survival states.

4. Normalize repair: set expectations for follow-up after conflict,

rupture, or leadership missteps.
BRING PSYCHOLOGICAL

5. Measure what matters: track trust, retention risk, conflict load, SAFETY STRATEGY INTO

and team recovery capacity.

PRACTICE
Mini readiness check Becoming Institute supports
healthcare and public-
Can your organization answer yes to these questions? sector organizations moving
1. Do leaders understand the difference between performance from reactive wellness to
pressure and nervous-system overload? trauma-informed culture

change — leadership
development, systems work,
and certification.

2. Do staff have safe ways to raise concerns, ask for help, and
challenge decisions?

3. Are conflict and rupture followed by structured repair rather

than silence or blame? . Co
<] info@becominginstitute.ca

4. Do policies, workflows, and communication patterns support
dignity and predictability?

Book a Free Consultation

5. Is burnout addressed as a systems issue rather than an
individual resilience issue?
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