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How can business leaders build and nurture a culture of 
organizational trust and psychological safety in times of the 
corona crisis?

The Corona crisis may influence important 
aspects of organizational culture

COVID-19 response: Psychological safety and trust 

Few have experienced a crisis with such 
substantial consequences for public 
health, society, and the economy as the 
world is undergoing with the coronavirus 
disease (COVID-19) outbreak. Overnight, 
governments decided to lock down 
countries. Social distancing, travel 
restrictions, and predominantly remote 
ways of working became, for most of us, 
unfamiliar constraints to our everyday life.

We are experiencing a time of considerable 
uncertainty. The aspects of life that are 
important to us, that motivate us, and 
that we pay attention to have changed 
dramatically both in our personal and 

professional lives. For many, staying 
healthy, and having a secure job that is 
providing steady income is now more 
important than self-realization and 
personal growth. It seems we have moved 
a few levels down in Maslow’s famous 
hierarchy of needs. 

It is our natural instinct to react with 
“fight or flight” in times of crisis 
In 2008, the neuroscientist David Rock 
introduced the SCARF Model – a brain-
based model that explains the way we 
collaborate with, and are influenced 
by, others1. Rock’s theoretical model 
distinguishes between five distinct social 

domains that influence our behavior in 
social situations. The first social domain is 
Status, which refers to how important we 
perceive ourselves compared to others. 
The second domain is Certainty, which 
describes our perceived ability to predict 
the future. The third is Autonomy, which 
defines our perception of having control 
over our environment. The fourth domain 
is Relatedness, which refers to how much 
we feel we fit in an belong to the people in 
our personal and professional lives. The 
fifth domain is Fairness, our perception of 
being treated fairly. 



Rock found that when we feel that any of 
these five social domains are threatened 
or constrained, the same threat responses 
get triggered in our brain as the ones that 
we need for physical survival (for instance 
fight-or-flight response). We experience 
the same primal physical and emotional 
reactions in social as well as physically 
threatening situations because the same 
parts of the brain get activated. Our brain 
signals that we are in danger and releases 
cortisol, often referred to as “stress 
hormone”.

These days, we might experience threats 
across all the SCARF-model’s five social 
domains. For example, we feel less certain 
about our private and professional 
future (certainty). Some of us might feel 
their status at work is challenged as we 
start comparing the value of our work 
contributions to the contribution of our 
colleagues - especially if we fear being laid 
off (status). We might start questioning 
our belonging and perceive a lower level 
of psychological safety in our work groups 
(relatedness). These stressors may cause 
our brain to respond by releasing cortisol. 
Over time, high amounts of stress levels 
reduce our productivity, ability to think 
creatively, problem solving abilities, 
efficiency at work and harm our health2,3.

Impact on organizational culture 
Research on organizations that have 
experienced crises in the past shows that 
our natural “fight-or-flight” response to a 
crisis may lead to undesired consequences 
for the organizational culture. 

Organizational culture is a pattern of 
shared basic assumptions learned by a 
group as it solves its problems of external 
adaptation and internal integration – 
hence, a product of joint, organizational 
learning4. It is about how a group of people 
who together face tasks and challenges 
that come from outside the group, jointly 
define and handle these tasks in ways 
that are considered acceptable by the 
collective – “the ways we do things around 
here”. There is no universal “best practice” 
organizational culture. Business leaders 
need to build and nurture an organizational 
culture that enables the organization 
to reach its strategic ambitions and 
to respond to challenges facing the 
organization.

An organizational culture that supports the 
organization’s strategy plays an important 
role in maintaining employees’ morale and 
motivation, leverages wanted behavior and 
creates a sense of belonging and being 
valued.

Our natural “fight-or-
flight” response to a crisis 
may lead to undesired 
consequences for the 
organizational culture.
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These changes to the cultural web reduce 
organizational trust and perceptions of 
psychological safety among employees, 
which are essential elements of an 
organizational culture to constructively 
respond to crisis5,6. 

Psychological safety is “a shared belief held 
by members of a team that the team is 
safe for interpersonal risk-taking”7. While 
psychological safety refers to a climate 
in which people are comfortable being 
and expressing themselves, trust is the 
expectation that others’ future actions 
will be favorable to one’s interests. Trust 
exists in organizations where employees 
are confident that other organizational 
members will not exploit each other’s 
vulnerability or put each other at risk8. 
Trust and psychological safety are 
complementary phenomena9. Both 
phenomena relate relating positively 
to organizational learning, innovation, 
collaboration, and performance10,11.

Three conditions of the current crisis 
make it especially challenging to build and 
nurture trust and psychological safety. 
First, the social distancing requirements 
challenge our conventional ways of building 
trust (e.g. intimate and intensive face-to-
face communication, informal talks with 
accessible leaders and organizational 
actors at the coffee machine, or social 
events where we exchange personal 
information12). It is more challenging 
to observe social and emotional clues 
through the video camera than in daily 
physical interaction at the office. We 

In times of crisis, business leaders driven by 
the natural instinct to “fight-or-flight” tend 
to execute drastic changes to the elements 
of the cultural web such as:

• Leader’s Beliefs and Behaviors:  
The focus of leadership and 
management attention shifts towards 
enhancing efficiency, detailed control 
of operations, and short-run resource 
constraints.

• Influence and Decision Making: 
Governance models change such that 
power and influence become more 
centralized.

• Process and Systems:  
Quality processes and systems change 
with more focus on details. 

• Stories and Communications: 
Management restricts information 
processing as a response to 
information overload and the desire to 
centralize power.

• Structures and Informal Networks: 
Power structures may play out 
differently, such that sources 
of authority becomes more 
predominant.

• Symbols, Rituals, and Routines: 
Daily interactions and routines change 
introducing a new set of rules for what 
is considered acceptable behavior and 
not. 

The consequences of these changes are 
conservation of resources and investments 
(i.e. organizational decline and deferring or 
cancellation of social events) and greater 
behavioral rigidity in organizations14. 

must pay more attention to interpreting 
factors such as tones of voices, the choice 
of words, the meaning of silence and the 
tone of written communications, which 
many of us have little experiences with. 
When not used correctly, instruments of 
virtual communication could prevent the 
establishment or preservation of trust, 
hence have an impact on the organizational 
culture. 

Second, the drastic governmental 
measures to slow down the spread of 
the SARS-CoV-2 (“corona”) have changed 
customer behavior significantly. The fall in 
demand in several industries has forced 
many companies to temporarily suspend 
or lay off employees. Organizational 
downsizing damages organizational 
trust and increases insecurity, anxiety, 
and concern among both remaining and 
temporarily suspended employees.

Third, the considerable uncertainty 
towards future market developments 
and the unpreceded, sudden change of 
demand for products and services has 
led to a global financial shortage in most 
markets. Business leaders are increasingly 
concerned with the conservation of 
resources, often with the good intention 
to avoid downsizing. Driven by fear of 
committing to unnecessary expenses, 
business leaders might implement 
interventions that limit employee 
autonomy and span of decision making. 
A consequence is that employees feel 
less included in decision-making and not 
trusted by their leaders, which decreases 
psychological safety perceptions among 
employees13.

Organizational culture is created and maintained by a web of interconnected elements (Deloitte, 2017)

Stories and Communications
Who and what we choose to tell stories about 

through formal and informal communications (as 
heroes or villains, and the lessons learned) says a lot 
about what’s valued and contributes to building and 

reinforcing shared beliefs. 

Symbols, Rituals and Routines

Structures & Informal Networks
The formal and informal relationships for how work is 
managed/gets done. Defined by both the organizational 
chart and influence/relationship networks   

Physical attributes of the organization 
workplace, branding, and dress codes; rituals 
and routines such as awards or key meetings 

signify norms and convey what is valued most

Influence & Decision Making

Processes and Systems

How decisions are made, both formally and informally.  
This includes the governance processes, forums and 
decision rights ; who is involved, and what is taken into 
account in decision making. 

Recognition and Reward

The way we run the business.  These include 
planning; reporting; budget allocation; 
performance tracking; operational data and 
processes. 

Leaders´ beliefs and behaviours
What do leaders pay attention to? 
What do their behaviours convey as 
being most important?

What behaviours are encouraged or penalised 
through formal processes such as recruitment, 

development, promotion and bonuses, and 
informal recognition from colleagues and leaders?

People’s beliefs and behaviours

The culture web 
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So, what can business leaders do to 
build and nurture a culture of trust 
and psychological safety in these 
challenging times? 
Leaders of surviving firms are more 
focused on the external environment and 
actively bring about fit between strategy, 
structure, and external constraint. They 
focus on the output environment and 
critical success factors (i.e. buyer power, 
demand, customer characteristics) rather 
than short-run problems in the input 
environment (i.e. internal costs). Successful 
leaders involve employees across all 
organizational hierarchies in decision 
making, conduct short-term planning, and 
ensure undistorted communication. They 
stay focused on the long-term perspective 
and set measures into place that foster 
collaboration within the organization 
but also actively reach out for external 
collaboration opportunities. 

Leaders of surviving firms don’t move 
the organization to a “fight-or-flight 
response” but increase agility and 
explorative activities in search of new 
business opportunities. A Harvard 
Business Review assessment found that, 
during past recessions, those firms that 
cut costs fastest and deepest also had 
the lowest probability of outperforming 
competitors after the economy 
recovered15. Organizations in crisis need to 
be ambidextrous in terms of maintaining 
a steady focus on efficiency and 
effectiveness, as well as being innovative 
and creative to gain a competitive 
advantage. (Read more about how to 
combat COVID-19 with resilience here).

Leaders can rebuild and preserve trust 
and psychological safety among remaining 
and temporary suspended employees by 
applying the 6 following measures (partly 
based on Gustafsson and colleagues 2020):

1) Develop a shared understanding 
of the situation and need for change 
in a way that cognitively connects 
the organization’s past, present, and 
future.  
Leverage on the sense of urgency and 
case for change. Provide information on 

how the organization will transition from 
the uncertainty of today towards a more 
positive vision for the future (positive 
change vision). Communicate a compelling 
and heartfelt change story of how the 
organization will get through the crisis and 
model optimism. Own the narrative.

2) Mobilize and actively play out the 
established foundations of trust in the 
organization.  
Translate traditional social practices (e.g. 
social gatherings, celebrations, informal 
meetings) to the virtual space to bring 
a sense of familiarity into the uncertain 
present and future. Reemphasize 
traditional values and principles, retell 
stories, and maintain rituals. 

3) Create social environments where 
employees feel safe to be vulnerable, 
to share their emotions, and to ask for 
help to work through them. 
 While we can cope with environmental 
changes cognitively very quickly, 
emotionally adjusting to a new situation 
often takes more time. Allow time for 
peer coaching with the aim to shift 
the employees’ insecurity towards a 
steady belief in their own capabilities 
and belonging. Make discussing the 
emotional state a habitual element in team 
meetings and continually gauge stress and 
engagement levels.

4) Involve employees in decisions and 
give them collective voices.  
Employee involvement is important to 
enhance employees’ sense of personal 
control as well as perceived fairness. 
Additionally, when employees feel 
empowered, their perceived capacity 
to cope with uncertainty is enhanced.
Employee involvement can be done by 
e.g. strengthening the dialogue with 
labor union representatives or engaging 
sounding boards to discuss ideas and 
receive anonymous questions and 
comments from the workforce. All opinions 
and questions should be welcomed and 
taken seriously, and innovative thoughts 
encouraged.

5) Ensure that employees know that 
their effort is important and valued by 
keeping regular contact and providing 
feedback 

6) Utilize shared leadership 
models when communicating and 
collaborating virtually 
Virtual collaboration and communication 
demand more planning and coordination 
than face-to-face interaction. Leaders 
can quickly become the bottleneck that 
slows down the communication flow 
and frequency of interaction. Introduce 
shared leadership models by delegating 
leadership responsibilities, matching 
buddies and peer coaches with colleagues, 
sharing and rotating power depending on 
team member competence and integrate 
a routine of ongoing feedback. Shared 
leadership structures create perceptions 
of mutual support and inclusiveness, 
antecedents of psychological safety and 
trust.

Our Danish colleague, Martin Søegaard 
proposes that in times of crisis, culture is 
the organization’s biggest asset. We agree 
with his catchy statement that “culture 
eats crisis for lunch” but want to add to 
his statement: “A culture high in trust 
and psychological safety eats crisis for 
breakfast, lunch, and dinner”.
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