
 
 
Hi, I'm Dr. Kristie Pretti-Frontczak and this is the first of four recordings in the Stress 
Detective Series for Leaders. This is all built upon attachment science and the work 
of Dr. Dan Siegel and Dr. Tina Payne Bryson. We're going to talk about four S's. All of 
these S's when they come together, allow us to be more effective in our leadership 
and achieve the hopes and the dreams that we've set forth and really stay 
passionate about that mission that drives us each and every day. 

We're going to start with the first S, which is safety. Across our life, the brain is always 
on the lookout for threats to our safety. What do we mean about feeling safe or that 
there is a threat to our safety? We definitely know that all that there's something 
about our physical safety, but what does it mean sort of in a broader context? 

When we say that we feel safe, it means that there is the absence of fear. That there's 
no harm, no threats, we're not frightened or guarded. We're not even being 
controlled by someone else and that we really feel that it's okay to be vulnerable. It's 
okay with whatever's kind of going on and that we have this sort of sense of 
knowing, we know what to expect. We know what to do. We know what's going to 
happen next. 

That we kind of really understand what people are saying, or doing, or thinking, or 
what their facial expressions mean. When it comes down to it, being safe or feeling 
safe, is it that this internal alarm is not going off. Even if it goes off, we're able to then 
say, "This is nothing that you need to be worried about right now." 

We know that there are lots and lots of things that can cause us to feel anything but 
safe. Our job as leaders is to really help ensure that the providers, the professionals, 
the staff members, the families, the children to that matter, really feel safe. 

We're going to talk a little bit about what, not only constitutes a safety, but what we 
can do to create what Dan Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson refer to as creating a safe 
harbor. Where we're ensuring that we aren't the source of threat or fear. 

We've got this sort of idea of what safety means, synonyms, if you will, but let's talk 
about what are all the different threats? Because you might say, "Well, when am I 
ever a threat to somebody? Who would ever fear me? I'm the nicest person around." 
What does it really look like when we think about being the source of threat or fear 
for someone else? 

When we think about threats and our need for safety, let's kind of go beyond that 
notion of physical safety, but let's think about threats of knowing. Do you know how 
something will turn out or how it will be received by someone else? Do you know 
what's going to happen next? Do you know what somebody is thinking? Do you 
know what an action, or a word, or a gesture actually means? This sense of knowing, 
if you don't have that, you will not feel safe. 
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There are also emotional threats. This is kind of that big one that's sort of like other 
people are trying to control you by using guilt, or intimidation, or manipulation. We 
may not even notice it, but it's like, if you don't do something, something bad is 
going to happen to you, that's a threat. Or even if we say, "If you do this, you'll get 
this." 

Even in our just day to day world, in terms of grants, funding, stars for quality, 
promotion, raise, titles, affirmation, friendship all these things, there can be this sort 
of emotional threat that something, or someone is trying to control us through 
manipulation, intimidation, and guilt. It's just sort of how things go oftentimes in the 
world that we live in. 

Then there's a whole sort of things that are threatening to our ego. Even if it's not our 
ego, it's our sense of justice or our sense of what is right and what is wrong, that's a 
threat. If we're outside of our comfort zone, if we're outside of our routine, if we don't 
get what we prefer, our body says, "Hey, that's a threat." Even if you were to order 
something at your favorite restaurant, think about a time when we went to 
restaurants, and they were out of your favorite meal, you can sort of be like, "We're 
out, we're done. Let's go. Let's go family. We're not eating here tonight." That 
reaction comes from not feeling safe. That you're outside of your comfort zone, your 
routine, or what you had preferred to have for dinner that night. You can see that 
these threats are ever present and coming in big and small waves. 

There's also threats that come in the form of demands that are made upon us. 
Anytime that we feel, to use Brene Brown's famous word, vulnerable. If we're afraid 
that we're going to be judged or that we'll get hurt so that we start feeling sort of like 
we have to shut down or in some way protect ourselves. That's more signals that we 
don't feel safe. If that wasn't enough, we can also feel that these alarms are going to 
go off or we can feel threatened, or we can feel fear just by a look, just by a gesture, 
just by a movement, or a sound. Then on top of that, we can even feel fear when 
there's a lack of a gesture, a movement, or a sound. 

We have these synonyms for what safe means, and we know that that sounds good. 
Then we just listened to this whole list of things that are causing us to hear alarms 
that we aren't safe. As leaders, we have this challenge and maybe even it's just an 
honor of creating a safe harbor for those that we support. We also have to remember 
that we have to put our own mask on, literally and figuratively, before helping others. 

In a way, while we might be thinking about how do I create a safe harbor for those 
that I support, we also have to think about how do I reside in a safe harbor? How do I 
take my boat and keep it in a safe harbor so that I can then help others. 

I heard the other day that people said, "We're not all in the same boat. We're in this 
together, but we're not together in the same boat. We're in the same storm, but in 
very different boats. If our boat is capsized, if our boat is running into the shore, if our 
boat is spinning around in circles, we can't possibly offer a safe harbor for those that 
we are trying to lead." 
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What can we do to create a safe harbor? In some ways we can do some of these for 
ourselves and or we can ask those around us to do them for us to really help make 
sure that we are living, and working, and leading from a place that we feel safe and 
that we're creating a safe harbor for others. There's also a download of this particular 
handout. I'm just going to hit a few highlights of how we can create a safe harbor. 

One thing we can do is validate emotions. The older the adult, the harder this one is 
often times for us to do. I read somewhere the other day that it was like, "I don't need 
you to fix it. I just need you to be nice to me while I cry." That sort of said to people, 
my husband, this is a way you can validate emotions. You can validate my emotions 
by a gesture, by a look of empathy, by just being quiet for a heartbeat where you 
don't try to come in and I'm going to feel judged no matter what you say. There's a 
whole broad range of ways that we can validate emotions, but it's one of the most 
powerful things we can do for another human. It really automatically says, "This is a 
safe place." 

Another thing we can do is really slow down and give time to process emotions and 
to process what the information actually is. My friend, Alyssa Blask Campbell of Seed 
and Sew, talks a lot about being an emotion coach. She talks about how there's 
these four steps and the fourth step is where you actually engage in collaborative 
problem solving. Before that, you're actually offering coping strategies. 

What that is, is a coping strategy. Isn't how do I cope through this problem? How do 
I deal this problem? No, no, no, that's problem solving. Coping strategies are how do 
I deal with this emotion? How do I process this input? That's coming into my body 
saying, this is a big alarm. It's not judging the emotion. It's not judging my body's 
response, but it's allowing me to find a way to process the emotion so that I can get 
through it and now in that safe harbor, I can find a solution. That can happen in a 
blink of an eye, even just a look or a non look. If you just show empathy, my body 
says, "Oh, okay. That emotion, you don't have to worry. It's not that big. It's okay. Let's 
go ahead and keep continuing with the meeting." 

When we pause and create space for ourselves to think, feel, and understand the 
perspective of others, we're creating a safe harbor. Stuart Shanker would invite us to 
always ask why? And why now? And the minute we ask why? And why now? Not 
with a tone like why are you doing that? Why are you doing that again? Why are you 
crying? Why are you acting that way? Not that kind of why, but a true sense of 
curiosity, that why question triggers our prefrontal cortex. That little space between 
another person's response and our response, allows for all of us to maybe trigger 
that upstairs brain, to think a little bit. To process how we feel and to really take the 
perspective of others. 

Again, it's our job as leaders to engage in things that help people feel all four S's safe, 
seen, soothed, and secure. We're starting off with how do I help others feel safe 
knowing that there are hundreds of thousands of ways that are going to trigger 
humans to say, "I am not safe," but what can we do in that moment to create a safe 
harbor. 
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