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Introduction 
‘Larry’ was preparing for his team’s upcoming strategy retreat. He expressed some 
apprehension about how the two days would go. He anticipated that he was going to have 
to fight hard to keep his resources, and he wasn’t optimistic about the likely outcome. He 
reflected that in the past he’d willingly given up resources for the team, but that wasn’t going 
to help him now.  

‘Larry’ didn’t feel like his peers would ‘have his back’ but instead that they were going to be 
looking after their own best interests. He was predicting a high level of competition. His focus 
was on identifying tactics to defend his resources.  

When I asked him whether his boss had or would establish some rules of play to guide the 
team’s discussion, he said that he didn’t see any evidence for this. He said “We don’t really 
work as a team, everyone is self-protective and there isn’t a frame for us to be any other 
way.”  

When he articulated what his key concerns were about, it came down to two things. The first 
was an established, unhelpful, team dynamic and the second was a lack of an explicit frame 
for having a constructive conversation about contentious issues. His energy and morale 
were being sapped in advance of this important meeting. 

‘Jasmine’ is an early-career scientist in a large pharmaceutical company. When she listens 
to the team’s conversation, she’s concerned. She’s sensing what she believes are significant 
problems with a batch in production. She’s the only woman working in a team of more 
experienced men, and none of them have expressed any concern. So she doesn’t voice her 
concerns. She says to herself, ‘If I can see it, they must be able to, there must be something I 
don’t know that means it’s all OK.’ She trusts that her more experienced colleagues have 
things under control. She doesn’t express her thoughts out loud because of identity threat: 
she doesn’t feel safe to express her concerns and name the issue she sees because she is a 
highly visible minority team member [1]. The batch fails, a week’s production is lost and with 
it, hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

Minutes before the 1997 airline disaster, where Korean Airlines flight 801 crashed into a 
mountain, the first officer and engineer could see that the flight was in trouble. There was 
poor visibility and the instrument readings didn’t match where they thought they were. It was 
only when it was clear that they were about to crash into a mountain that the two finally 
spoke up, telling the pilot to pull up and start their landing again. By then, it was just too late. 
The analysis of this terrible crash, and others experienced by the same airline, pointed to 
strict hierarchical and cultural norms as preventing the first officer and engineer from raising 
their concerns sooner, and with greater vigour. Despite the dire situation, the norms about 
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speaking up in front of superiors were so entrenched that life-threatening information was 
not shared [2]. 

People in organisations often don’t feel powerful and confident to speak up, even to 
raise serious problems and issues, because they don’t feel safe to do so [3]. 

People don’t feel powerful to speak up because they anticipate there will be serious 
repercussions when they do. It may be seen as ‘career limiting’ or there’s the potential for 
embarrassment or humiliation if you get it wrong. 

Dominant senior leaders, particularly in strongly hierarchical organisations or cultures, can 
easily crowd out other voices, not leaving room for those lower in the organisation to be 
heard. People become reluctant to challenge those in authority. As we’ve seen above, at its 
worst, this has devastating consequences. Where there is too much power and dominance, 
which projects invulnerability, safety is corroded. 

Cultures aren’t always as inclusive as they could be. Catering to the psychological safety of 
the majority is one thing, but ensuring psychological safety for minority members requires 
more, and different, attention. Minority members may experience identity threat which 
means that they are even less likely to speak up.  

And it’s not always about fear. Sometimes, people may feel uncertain about their own 
position, perhaps they don’t have clear-cut evidence, and therefore don’t offer their 
contribution. Giving voice to their ideas isn’t seen as dangerous, it just seems out of place. 

Why is psychological safety so important? 

You don’t just need talent and capability in an organisation, you also need people to 
contribute their best ideas, to share information, and to report mistakes.  

That takes psychological safety. 

When people feel safe, they feel connected, they’ll take risks and be vulnerable. They 
are therefore more likely to learn and to innovate. The table below contrasts the 
differences between what prevents and what generates learning.  

You can deepen your learning culture by making the climate safer, sooner. People will feel 
confident and powerful to fully contribute their ideas and their concerns. When people feel 
safe together, they click together and there’s an ease to how they work with each other. This 
is what teaming is all about.  
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According to Amy Edmondson, psychological safety is a climate where people feel able to 
express and be themselves. One where: 
• Skills and talents are valued and used;
• Efforts are not undermined;
• You can ask others for help;
• It’s safe to take a risk;
• Being different is accepted;
• You can bring up problems and issues; and
• Mistakes are not held against you. [4]

When team members experience psychologically safety, the team is well-positioned to 
adapt to the future. In an increasingly volatile world, a safe climate that generates high value 
learning is a catalyst for increased agility [5]. 

Adaptability can be fostered by leaders who act as guides, being clear, open and 
responsive to ideas and issues-raising from voices throughout their organisation. Senior 
leaders need to role model psychological safety leadership, reinforcing the key practices 
that set the groundwork, here and now, for a safe climate.  

They provide support to leaders at all levels to do the same. 

If these practices are embedded in the routine of leadership work, then high levels of 
psychological safety can be attained and maintained. 

Learning Culture: Prevents Generates

Focus Control, fear Growth, confidence

Power Hierarchical, status-based, 
self-serving

Agile, knowledge-based, 
involving 

Time The past: What we know The future: How we could 
innovate

Actions Mistakes are hidden to protect 
against failure

Mistakes are explored to seek 
learning from error

Mindset Cautious and closed Candid and transparent
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Psychological safety protects and expands human needs at work 

People have five fundamental human needs. They are what feeling psychologically safe is all 
about. When people know that their needs are protected, they will contribute at their 
absolute best.  

People need to believe that 
their presence matters, to feel 
like they are a part of the team, 
that they have something of 
value to contribute, that what 
they do makes a difference, 
and that they are recognised 
and respected for who they 
are.  

These needs span both the desire to stand out for what makes ‘me’ uniquely ‘me’, and at the 
same time to fit in so that I am well connected within the team.  

Achieve high 
levels of  

psychological 
safety

Generate high 
value learning

Practice 
psychological 

safety 
leadership

Clarity, 
openness and 
responsiveness

Future

Support Adapt

Present

A
psychologically 

safe
climate
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Am enabled
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WIPRO found that its retention rate for new hires in the notoriously low retention call-centre 
world increased 250% when they added a one hour training session to their induction. The 
training consisted of small signals designed to build belonging, such as an exercise that 
allowed the trainees to show their individual skills, and a sweatshirt embroidered with their 
name. It provided a foundation for psychological safety, working with both identity and 
connection [6].  

Human needs are protected and expanded at work through a safe climate. 

What level of safety do your team members currently experience? 

What do you know about the level of safety team members experience? The best way to 
find out whether team members’ human needs are being met is to ask them.  

Do you know how comfortable people in your team feel? Seek their views on: 

• What is it like to work in this team?
• How valued and comfortable do you feel here?
• How likely are you to take an interpersonal risk, ask a question, seek feedback, report a

mistake or propose a new idea?

Psychological safety and trust aren’t the same thing 

Both psychological safety and trust rely on a willingness to be vulnerable to others. 
Psychological safety is linked to learning, while trust is linked to monitoring others’ behaviour 
[7].  

In one sense, it’s a moot point as to whether or not they are different, as both are important. 
Trust is a key component that helps to create a safe climate. However, what is helpful to 
know is how they are different, so that leaders can make sure they are working the right 
angle. 

When Christina, a nurse in a critical care unit, fails to ask the team’s director physician about 
a medication she believes might be warranted, but which has not been prescribed for a new 
patient, her concern is with the immediate consequences of asking her question. Because 
the physician has humiliated her in the past when she’s asked a question, she doesn’t feel 
particularly safe now. Because there’s not a safe climate in this physician’s team, Christina’s 
primary concern is whether or not she will be berated or humiliated again: what’s right for 
the patient diminishes in focus. Even though we know as we read this story that that’s not the 
right focus to take, in a team climate like Christina’s, that’s the way it usually plays out. [4] 
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Trust pertains to whether Christina believes the doctor can and will do the right thing for the 
patient. She relies on his expertise: she places her trust in the physician to know what he’s 
doing. While the prescription seems to be missing something, she supposes that he knows 
the right regime in this particular instance, and lets it go. 

Jasmine’s example showed a similar pattern. She didn’t feel psychologically safe. She feared 
being belittled if she raised her issue and predicted that she would not be given the benefit 
of the doubt. She placed her trust in her more experienced team members, expecting that 
she could rely on their ‘greater’ expertise, and gave them the benefit of the doubt. 

Psychological safety is about the consequences for you personally, while trust is about 
what you expect others will do. You might trust one colleague in your group but not 
another, or you might trust a division or another department to uphold particular standards. 

Most people in a group will have the same perception of whether or not the climate is safe. If 
people feel belittled or disregarded, or that they won’t be given the benefit of the doubt when 
they ask questions, make mistakes or raise concerns, that pervades the whole group, and 
most people will diminish their voices.  

These are the distinctions between psychological safety and trust [7]: 

Safety catalyses high performance 

Creating a safe zone in an organisation isn’t about being ‘soft’, or comfortable. It’s about 
setting up learning, a critical pre-condition for sustainable high performance.  

According to Amy Edmondson [4], when both safety and performance standards are low, 
then apathy results. If safety is high but standards are low, that might be comfortable, but it’s 
not productive.  

Psychological safety is Trust is

Experienced at a group level Experienced in interactions between 
specific individuals and groups

An expectation about immediate 
interpersonal consequences

An expectation that someone or thing 
can be relied on

Whether or not others give you the 
benefit of the doubt

Whether or not you give others the 
benefit of the doubt
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When safety is low and performance 
standards are high, then the culture is 
pervaded by anxiety.  The higher the 
leap off the trapeze, the stronger the 
safety net needs to be. Wisely, people 
won’t risk the challenge of swinging 
out on the trapeze if there isn’t a 
safety net. Anxiety is quelled when you 
can rely on a strong safety net. 

Pace-setting leaders can be surprised 
when their focus on setting, modelling 
and demanding very high standards 
falls flat [8]. This style almost always 
reduces commitment, because it 
undermines learning. Mistakes are not 
well-tolerated. Bad news is not welcome. The safety zone is missing. 

If the climate is not safe, people do not bring bad news, as they fear the consequences. If 
there’s no bad news or there don’t appear to be any mistakes, the leader might get the 
illusion of success; at least in the short term. A culture of silence might be the result. And 
that’s not good. From her analysis of corporate failures, Edmondson concludes that 
early warning about shortcomings can nearly always mitigate the size and impact of 
future, large-scale failure. Early identification can shape recovery from smaller errors and 
that reduces the potential for big ones, like the Korean Airlines disaster.  

Another watch out is excessive confidence in authority. This again is most likely when the 
safety zone is low and standards are high. Christina’s story is a good example. She had high 
confidence in her physician’s authority to the extent that she questioned her own, with the 
potential for a poor patient outcome. 

High standards shouldn’t be confused with good management, for the simple reason that 
high standards are not enough. It takes high standards and a high level of safety to get 
the right level of learning that contributes to high performance. 

Duhigg raised awareness of the importance of psychological safety when he published an 
article describing the findings of Google’s Project Aristotle. The purpose of the project was to 
examine how workers transform productivity, particularly, how to build the perfect team. The 
research looked at what distinguished those teams that gelled and performed well from 
those that didn’t. High levels of psychological safety was the significant differentiator [9]. The 
very best performing teams didn’t do so because they had smarter members, they 
performed better because members felt safer [6]. 
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Safety leadership is the catalyst for learning 

 
What does it take to create that high safety/high standards zone? What does good safety 
leadership look like? 
 
Let’s start with what it’s not. Excessive confidence in authority can come from ego-driven 
leadership that takes or closely guards power and authority. This is the danger zone for 
safety: it is unlikely to feature on the agenda, or at best it does so randomly. There’s likely to 
be an all-in competitive, adversarial climate, and a notable absence of care. The ‘leadership’ 
of safety is likely to be capricious or erratic.    
 
(Excessive confidence in authority might also come from individuals’ prior experience of 
authority rather than the way leaders currently behave and that’s discussed below.) 
 
At the other extreme, when leaders are guided by humility, they create a care zone within 
which they actively grant their power to the team and are role models for high levels of 
safety.  This image highlights the distinction between ego-driven and humility-driven 
behaviours and leadership role-modelling, and how they collectively impact culture. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A learning culture is created where leaders actively promote psychological safety, by 
granting their power and authority for the good of the team, and being active 
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catalysts for safety. Where they do this consistently, and cascade it through the 
organisation, they achieve a self-generating climate of safety leadership that is the 
wellspring for learning. 

It’s not all about the current leader’s actions. While threats to safety may be triggered by real 
and immediate events, they may also be triggered by witnessing what happens to others 
when they speak up, and more abstractly, by having a construct of what a boss is like that’s 
different from the present boss. As the leader, you may be genuinely open, yet find that 
some team members are reluctant to speak up. 

In the same way that unconscious biases work, outside of our awareness, people may have 
implicit voice theories that are largely self-protective and generally not tested against the 
evidence. If a person believes that speaking up in public is risky, even if they have a good 
boss and a supportive climate, they still may not speak up.  

You can counter this with these tactics to override implicit self-protection, if you think it’s at 
play: 
• Say: “I want to hear about concerns even if you don’t have any solutions yet, because we

can work on solutions together”;
• Say: “I want you to speak up honestly at all times when you have a problem or an idea,

no matter who is in the room”;
• Explicitly identify the value of speaking up, when and how it has helped you or others;
• Model speaking up, why you did it and how it worked out; and
• Reward speaking up. [3]

Lead safety by being clear, open and responsive 

Leaders guide the team’s behaviour by being clear, open, and responsive. 

How well leaders do this will determine how 
connected, confident and committed teams 
are to learning. 

The first thing the leader needs to do is to 
create clarity about the game to be played. 
Knowing what’s expected, how and when, 
authorises the need for and importance of 
safety. This clarity means people feel 
connected into valuing their own contribution, 
and the contributions of others.  
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They understand the rules of the game. Team members know that it is, and why it is, 
important to ask questions, raise concerns, express doubts and ask for help. They have a 
clear guide to the rules of play, that prepares them to get in the game. 

The leader shows that he or she is open. He/she deliberately creates the fields within which 
people can contribute. There may be both formal playing fields, and informal ones. Particular 
types of meetings such as town halls or agenda items within weekly meetings may be 
specifically designated for raising issues and making contributions. The leader shows that 
he/she will listen and affirm inputs as they are contributed.  

People then have the confidence to say what they feel and think, and to raise their issues. 

The leader confirms that he/she is responsive to the suggestions and input of others. As this 
continues over time, it establishes a pattern that people can commit to. They know it’s safe 
to contribute. 

Steps to create a psychologically safe workplace 

How do you do all of the above? These are the practical steps that Amy Edmondson’s 
research indicates is most effective to create psychological safety: set clear expectations, 
invite participation and respond productively [4]. 

1. Set expectations

Setting expectations helps the team to understand why psychological safety is important, 
how it works and what they will need to do. What are the expectations you will have of each 
other? What will it mean to be working together to ensure a safe climate for teamwork?   

Discuss the value of sharing ideas and suggestions openly, and how doing so will make a 
positive contribution to the team’s and the organisation’s purpose. Discuss the value of 
understanding when small errors and mistakes exist, and how identifying them early makes 
work easier and more enjoyable for everyone. Encourage people to see value in voicing 
uncertainties. 

One way to set expectations is to have some ground-rules or a team charter to guide 
conversations in the team. This makes expectations explicit and creates awareness of what 
needs to be done, and how to do it. These are best described in behavioural terms – this is 
what we will all commit to do.  

Make sure you reinforce the value of contributing. 
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2. Invite participation

Having set expectations, then Invite participation. People need to know how and where they 
can contribute. As the leader, you need to build their confidence that their voice will be 
welcome. 

You can set up structures for getting input – make sure you use them. Special meetings, 
items on existing meeting agendas, chat areas in your intranet, suggestion walls are just 
some of the options. You don’t necessarily need special structures for seeking input, but you 
do need to signal very clearly where and how people can contribute their ideas. And then 
leave the space for them to do so. 

To invite and keep open the channels for input takes humility.  If you model the behaviour 
you seek, it signals how to do it. You can show that you don’t have all the answers, 
acknowledge the gaps in knowledge, and ask for suggestions. You can say, I don’t know, I 
need help, I made a mistake, I’m sorry. What am I missing? What do you think? 

You can ask good questions, even if you have the answer, and listen carefully to the answers 
that others give you. There might be valuable ideas and suggestions you haven’t thought of.  

You can offer help. What can I do to help? What are you up against? What are your 
concerns? Share tips on how to do things, how you learn, how you deal with uncertainty. 
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If no-one raises alternatives, concerns or objections when new ideas are discussed, or when 
projects are reviewed, find a way to shift the conversation and brainstorm some. Change the 
place and the manner of the conversation, mix it up, and encourage people to think more 
broadly. If this is not how the team usually works, it may be initially difficult to get the 
conversation going. In some teams, people don’t volunteer suggestions about someone 
else’s ‘patch’, as this would be seen as ‘interfering’. Encourage your team members to think 
differently. Challenge the silo thinking, and replace it with collaboration. Persist! Encourage 
the suggestions that are raised, and keep working on it. 

Pay attention to the dynamics in your team. Manage equal turn taking, so that everyone’s 
voice is heard. Balance the amount of challenge versus support in the conversation.  

Make sure you notice the contributions that are made. 

3. Respond productively

Even if you don’t agree, or won’t implement some of the suggestions that are raised, thank 
people for making them. The focus isn’t on doing everything that everyone suggests, but on 
continuous learning. Respond positively and constructively from the point of view of how 
people engage with learning. Your appreciation will go a long way: use it regularly. 

There needs to be an acceptance of mistakes and tolerable failures. Learning can’t happen 
without error; what’s important is to be able to notice error early, to investigate why the error 
occurred, and then to take corrective action. Reskill, change the resourcing, stop doing some 
things, start others. Offer to help. The smaller the mistake and the error, the more agile and 
responsive the team can be to perform well. 

When there are clear violations of safety, timely sanctions are necessary. You need to call it 
out, address it and by whatever action you take, make sure people understand that it’s not 
acceptable. 

And it cuts both ways, if safety is breached call it out, and if people have been courageous 
make sure you call that out too. This builds a commitment to the process and an ongoing 
willingness to be involved. 

When it comes to the crunch 

This process works a lot of the time. The challenge is when there’s an emergency or crisis, or 
you don’t have enough time or are too stressed. You need to stick with the plan as best you 
can. Apologise later if you were the one who didn’t listen to a suggestion or became 
intolerant when you saw a mistake in the work. Call yourself out and ask for forgiveness. 
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What will you do to make sure it doesn’t happen next time? Be human and approachable. 
Keep your commitment to your team.  

The roles that leaders play in creating and sustaining psychological 

safety 

Leaders are catalysts helping the team to understand why effort should be placed on 
creating a safe psychological climate. Doing so will generate high value learning. 

Leaders are the guides to show the team how. They are the role models, as they practice 
psychological safety and signal to the team the steps to take to achieve safety. When these 
practices are embedded in the climate, the leader takes on the innovator role, accessing the 
benefit of having a safe climate.   

Cascade and localise to intensify relevance 

Responsibility for psychological safety doesn’t rest solely with the CEO, or the team leader. 
While there can, and should, be an overarching culture that sets the expectations for 
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psychological safety, each team or project needs to reiterate these, and emphasise their 
relevance and practice in this particular group.  

Top down approaches to promoting 
psychological safety, on their own, are 
less effective than team-based 
approaches [10]. The relationship 
between the leader and the team 
moderates anything that the 
organisation might do.  

The focus on safety needs to be 
established in each team.  

Individuals can ‘show up’ in their teams with the intention of increasing the safety climate. 
Given that climate belongs in the team, individuals themselves are more powerful 
than they think to affect the climate positively.  

An eight person team in a start-up accelerator program had a revolving-door director. 
They’d had four directors in two years, with significant gaps between each. There were 
tensions in the team around roles and responsibilities and the work program. Not 
surprisingly, the tensions were primarily about who had authority to do what, and what they 
could expect from each other. At a team strategy workshop, attention was given to 
psychological safety in the team. They made the collective decision to manage it actively 
themselves. Rather than passively wait for the next director to arrive and hope for the best, 
they decided that they could relieve the heat from their interactions and work much more 
constructively together if they took greater responsibility for psychological safety.   

These are the things that everyone can do, regardless of their role or authority levels, to help 
build and maintain psychological safety: 
• Maintain eye contact in team discussion;
• Engage in short, energetic exchanges;
• Don’t interrupt, unless you are brainstorming, and it’s clearly an ‘all-in’ situation;
• Ask lots of questions;
• Listen intently, actively, show you’ve heard;
• Use humour and laughter;
• Say thank you for big things and small things;
• Pay attention to building a sense of belonging– is everyone a part of this?;
• Take turns, give everyone a go;
• Don’t worry about who is in charge, just who contributes;
• Work on hard problems, as well as easy ones;

Intensify
relevance 
to this
team

Reinforce 
psychological 

safety

Guide 
psychological

safety

Cascade Localise
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• Encourage high levels of candour and feedback;
• Keep reminding each other that this is a safe place for being open and honest.

Remember, teams don’t achieve great results because of how smart members are but 
because of how safe it is. Cohesion happens in a team when there are clear, steady 
signals of safe connection [6]. 

On the downside, individuals can also negatively affect the climate. Individualistic, 
competitive or manipulative individuals can and do drain the life from a team, and 
significantly interfere with its safety. While team members may be able to affect this, dealing 
with such behaviour needs to be face management sanctions. 

And repeat…. 

Maintaining psychological safety is something that requires continuing attention. You can’t 
just set and forget. Humans require a lot of signalling; our sense of belonging is pretty fragile. 
It is easy to destroy and hard to build. We need regular information that confirms it is still 
safe in this team.  

Safety is like a spider’s web that while barely visible, needs to be regularly maintained, tidied 
and mended. And just like spider silk, highly elastic and with the tensile strength of steel, while 
fragile, psychological safety gives people room to be themselves, within a strong net that 
they can rely on. 

What action will you take? 

What might you do to increase the psychological safety in your team and organisation? 

What do you already know about how safe people currently feel? Are there skills that you or 
your team members need that will help them to participate more readily? What should your 
focus be: finding out more about psychological safety, finding out more about how your 
team members experience safety, setting or clarifying expectations, providing forums for 
people to have their say, making sure there’s good follow through when people make 
suggestions and raise issues? Clarify your next priority. 

A focus on psychological safety will fulfil your team members’ human needs for both identity 
and belonging. When these are fulfilled, your team will connect and cohere, and you lay the 
ground work for high levels of learning and superior performance. 
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