
Change minds. Change business.

SAFE-SEEN
The Leadership Model That Changes How
Feedback Feels

By Dale Smith, Cultural and Behavioural Realist | Creative Director,
Bridge | insidebridge.com

Feedback has always been one of the most important

things a leader can get right. Not just in how it’s delivered,

but in whether it actually reaches the person it’s intended

for. That question — the gap between intention and

impact — is what SAFE-SEEN was built to close.

I’ve been working in leadership development and

organisational culture for a long time, and my passion for

this subject runs deep. It’s rooted in neuroscience, in what

I’ve seen in organisations, and honestly, in my own

experience. It’s because of that I wanted to make this

framework available to other leaders.

When feedback doesn’t land as intended

A few years ago, someone I trusted told me very openly that I didn’t always take feedback well. That

comment has stayed with me. I’ve held it in regard, sat with it, and over time I’ve been able to watch

myself in real time. I started noticing the moment feedback arrived, paying attention to where I feel it and

how I react to it. What I’ve come to understand is that my response was never really consistent. It

depended entirely on who was delivering it, how it was framed, and what history, conscious or not, I

associated with them.

What I’ve come to learn is that I wasn’t necessarily reacting to the feedback alone. I was also reacting to

everything that feedback had ignited at a much deeper level. The psychology that supports RSD goes

well beyond the words being said in the moment.

I have ADHD tendencies. I’ve never been formally diagnosed, but I recognise the patterns clearly, and

they’re part of how I came to understand this so personally. They’re also part of why this work matters to

me as much as it does.

For some people, particularly those with ADHD, neurodivergent profiles, or histories of repeated

criticism, feedback can arrive not as information but as threat. The nervous system has learned, often



over many years, to associate feedback with loss: loss of belonging, loss of approval, loss of safety.

When that system is activated, it becomes very difficult for what’s being said to reach the person it’s

intended for, however carefully it’s been prepared.

The reaction isn’t to the comment. It’s to the accumulated history behind it. The
nervous system isn’t reacting to now. It’s reacting to then.

Understanding Rejection Sensitivity — and why it matters for leaders

Rejection Sensitivity (RS) is a neurologically rooted pattern in which a person becomes highly attuned

and highly reactive to any signal that they may be criticised, excluded, or perceived as failing. It exists

on a spectrum.

Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria (RSD) sits at the more acute end. The D stands for Dysphoria, a

profound emotional pain triggered by the sense of having failed or disappointed someone. It is not a

choice. It is not overreaction. It is a nervous system response, shaped by accumulated experience.

RSD is strongly associated with ADHD. Research suggests a significant majority of adults with ADHD

experience meaningful rejection sensitivity, and many describe it as one of the most impactful aspects

of their daily life, often more so than the more visible ADHD symptoms themselves.

This isn’t only an ADHD story. Anyone who has grown up in an environment of frequent criticism,

inconsistent leadership, or where speaking up felt risky may carry a heightened threat response into

feedback conversations. That includes a significant proportion of most teams.

The language many of us absorbed growing up did its quiet work over years:

• “Why can’t you just focus?”

• “You’re too sensitive.”

• “You’ve really let me down.”

• “What’s wrong with you?”

None of those are abusive in isolation. That’s the danger. The nervous system doesn’t store them as

individual events. It stores them as patterns. And patterns become predictions. The result shows up

later: in how feedback is experienced at work, how safe it feels to speak up, and how cultures either

allow people to thrive or quietly teach them not to try.

Introducing SAFE-SEEN

SAFE-SEEN was built with this neuroscience as its foundation. It doesn’t require leaders to become

therapists or to diagnose anyone. It asks them to understand that the nervous system responds to

perceived threat before the conscious mind can intervene, and to build their approach with that in mind.



The model works in two layers. The first, SAFE, is a conditions check. Before any feedback

conversation, it asks: is this environment actually ready for this conversation? The second layer, SEEN,

guides the conversation itself in a way that helps the person feel understood rather than assessed.

The word order isn’t accidental. SAFE comes first because safety is precisely what people with

heightened rejection sensitivity are most vigilant about. Before anything else can land, the person needs

to genuinely feel that they are not in danger of losing belonging, approval, or standing. SEEN follows

because the goal isn’t to deliver a verdict. It’s to show the person that you’ve noticed them, that you

understand something of their experience, and that you’re in this with them.

Together, SAFE and SEEN describe the full arc of what feedback, at its best, actually requires.

SAFE-SEEN: Feedback That Builds Trust. Not Threat. SAFE-SEEN Leadership Reference Guide

Layer 1: SAFE — The Conditions Check

S — Setting

Is this the right time, the right place, the right moment? Feedback in public, mid-conflict, or delivered in a

rush is unlikely to land well. Wherever possible, ask rather than assume: ‘Where would feel right for you

to have this conversation?’ Their answer tells you something important before you’ve said a word.

A — Attachment



Does this person genuinely believe you’re on their side? Feedback without relational trust can activate a

threat response rather than a growth one. If that foundation isn’t fully there yet, building it first is the

work. Amy Edmondson’s research on psychological safety is clear on this: the conditions for honest,

productive communication have to be created deliberately. They don’t happen by themselves.

F — Framing

Lead with your intent, not the issue. ‘I want to share something because I believe in you’ lands in an

entirely different nervous system than moving straight into what went wrong. Invite them into the

conversation from the start: ‘I’d like to talk something through with you, is now okay?’

E — Emotional State

Are they regulated enough to hear this, and are you regulated enough to deliver it well? Heightened

emotion on either side makes genuine exchange very difficult. It’s always okay to pause and return.

‘How are you doing today?’ is not small talk. It’s a conditions check.

Layer 2: SEEN — The Conversation

S — Specific

Name the behaviour, not the character. ‘I noticed you went quiet after the meeting’ is something a

person can work with. ‘You seem disengaged lately’ is something they have to defend against.

Specificity is also an act of respect. It shows you were paying attention, not making assumptions.

E — Explore

Ask before you tell. ‘What was going on for you in that moment?’ opens the conversation. Starting with

an assessment closes it. Curiosity signals something important: that their perspective is part of the

picture, not an obstacle to it.

E — Empower

‘What would make this easier?’ or ‘What do you need from me?’ shifts the dynamic from correction to

collaboration. People act on what they’ve co-created far more than what they’ve been told. This isn’t

about softening the message. It’s about making change genuinely possible.

N — Next

Close with one clear, agreed step. One conversation is rarely enough on its own. What builds trust over

time is the pattern, whether this person comes to learn that feedback from you consistently leads to

support, not consequence. The N in SEEN is a commitment, not a closing line.

Putting it into practice

SAFE-SEEN isn’t a script. It’s a shift in how a leader shows up, from feedback as something you deliver,

to feedback as something you create the conditions for together.



In practice, that means running the SAFE check before every significant feedback conversation, not just

the difficult ones. It means being willing to pause if any of the four conditions aren’t genuinely in place. It

means asking, not just assessing, because your read of the conditions and the other person’s

experience of them can be very different. Both matter.

What recalibrates a nervous system from threat to trust isn’t a single well-prepared conversation. It’s

consistency. Repeated experiences of safety. A pattern of interactions that teaches, over time, that

feedback from this leader leads to support rather than consequence, to growth rather than judgement.

Safety before performance. Connection before correction. Growth through
understanding.

Who is this for?

SAFE-SEEN was developed with rejection sensitivity and RSD in mind, and in particular the challenges

faced by people with ADHD, for whom the experience of feedback can carry years of accumulated

weight. The model applies far more broadly than that. It applies to any team, any relationship, any

leader who genuinely wants the feedback they give to reach the people it’s intended for. The protective

responses people bring into feedback conversations, the deflection, the over-explanation, the

professional composure held just a little too firmly, were never consciously chosen. They were built

incrementally, one small experience at a time, often by well-meaning people who had no idea what they

were constructing.

What SAFE-SEEN offers is a way to better understand how feedback might be perceived, and the

conditions that sit around its delivery and acceptance. Safety before message. Curiosity before

correction. Relationship before performance, not just for those who carry a heightened sensitivity to

judgement, but for everyone in the room.

About Bridge

Bridge is a leadership and employee engagement consultancy specialising in the human side of culture,

the part that engagement surveys don’t capture and training programmes rarely reach. We work with

leaders and organisations to build environments where people feel genuinely safe to show up, speak

up, and grow. SAFE-SEEN is one of a suite of Bridge frameworks designed to give leaders practical,

evidence-based tools for the moments that matter most.

If you’d like to find out more about how to use SAFE-SEEN with your team, explore the full three-part

series on the Bridge blog at

insidebridge.com/blog/build-the-foundation-first-feedback-and-psychological-safety, or visit

insidebridge.com for resources, leadership tools, and more.

If this has resonated with you, whether as a leader, as someone working in people and culture, or as

someone who has been on the receiving end of feedback that didn’t land, please share it with someone

you think would value it. The conversation matters.


