
Psychological Safety
The importance of psychological safety to high performance 
teams and organisations.

Please reference me if you use any of this content in your 
presentations: 
@tom_geraghty
tom@psychsafety.co.uk
https://psychsafety.co.uk
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Grace Hopper

Psychological Safety
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The first computer bug

Psychological Safety
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“Humans are allergic to 
change. They love to 

say, "We've always done 
it this way."”

Psychological Safety
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“You manage things, 
you lead people.”

Psychological Safety
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Chernobyl
1986



What is Psychological Safety?
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Psychological Safety
“Psychological safety is a belief that one will not 

be punished or humiliated for speaking up with 

ideas, questions, concerns, or mistakes.”

“”

Dr Amy Edmondson
1999
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Think about the best 
team that you’ve been 

a member of.

Psychological Safety
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And the worst.

Psychological Safety
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Google Project 
Aristotle

DEPENDABILITY
Team members get things done on time and meet

Google’s high bar for excellence

STRUCTURE AND CLARITY
Team members have clear roles, plans and goals

MEANING
Work is personally important to team members

IMPACT
Team members think their work matters and creates 

change

Why Psychological Safety? PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
Team members feel safe to take risks and be vulnerable in 

front of each other



Not associated with team effectiveness:
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• Colocation of teammates (i.e., sitting together in the 
same office)

• Consensus-driven decision making
• Extroversion of team members
• Individual performance of team members
• Workload size**
• Seniority
• Tenure
• Team size**

Side note

**Data is restricted to Google teams only



Why Psychological Safety?
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“...an organisational culture that optimises for 

information flow, trust, innovation, and 

risk-sharing is predictive of performance.”

“”

Source: Accelerate: State of DevOps 
2019



Why Psychological Safety?
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*From the Accelerate State of DevOps Report 2019 at https://services.google.com/fh/files/misc/state-of-devops-2019.pdf



Why Psychological Safety?
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Paul O’Neill, CEO of Alcoa
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https://davidburkus.com/2020/04/how-paul-oneill-fought-for-safety-at-alcoa/



The Andon Cord



Is your team psychologically safe?
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• On this team, I understand what is expected of me.
• We value outcomes more than outputs or inputs, and nobody needs to 

“look good”.
• If I make a mistake on this team, it is never held against me.
• When something goes wrong, we work as a team to find the systemic cause.
• All members of this team feel able to bring up problems and tough issues.
• Members of this team never reject others for being different and nobody is 

left out.
• It is safe for me to take a risk on this team.
• It is easy for me to ask other members of this team for help.
• Nobody on this team would deliberately act in a way that undermines my 

efforts.
• Working with members of this team, my unique skills and talents are valued 

and utilised.

Measuring Psychological Safety

Adapted from The Fearless Organization, Amy C. Edmondson (2018) https://fearlessorganization.com/ - find out more at https://psychsafety.co.uk  

https://fearlessorganization.com/
https://psychsafety.co.uk




When people have psychological safety, you might hear:
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1. - I need some help

2. - I have an idea

3. - I think we have a problem

4. - I disagree

5. - I'd like to challenge our ways of working

6. - I made a mistake

7. - I made a really big mistake

“”



Antipatterns to psychological safety (what not to do)
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• Blaming a person rather than a system or process
• Always having the answers rather than asking questions.
• Having no team values or principles
• Breaking your own social contract
• Shutting down debate and productive conflict
• Dismissing ideas or concerns from team members
• Hiding or hoarding information
• Excessively “sheltering” the team
• Pushing for perfection on the first try
• Using “toxic positivity” to silence concerns
• Tolerating poor behaviour from team members
• Carrying out annual performance reviews instead of 

frequent conversations
• Over-reliance on metrics instead of feedback from 

people

Building Psychological Safety

Find out more at https://psychsafety.co.uk



How to foster Psychological Safety in your teams
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• Get the basics right
• Break the Golden Rule
• Be inclusive in decision making
• Define team values and behaviours
• Hold retrospectives and RCAs
• Create Communities
• Admit fault first
• Invite feedback (or advice)
• Show vulnerability and emotion
• Be firm with negative behaviours
• Provide financial and job security
• Be patient

Building Psychological Safety

Find out more at https://psychsafety.co.uk



Psychological Safety in Distributed & Remote teams
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1. Set the stage - surface any challenges.
2. Make sure everyone knows what to do.
3. Focus on outcomes, not outputs. 
4. Build a culture of appreciation.
5. Embrace routine and ritual.
6. Establish work boundaries.
7. Use the many species of video call.
8. Be actively inclusive, or risk being passively 

exclusive.
9. Adopt Hanlon’s razor.

10. Put your own oxygen mask on first.

Building Psychological Safety

Find out more at https://psychsafety.co.uk and https://bit.ly/2WpDZhO - Human at a Distance: An Open Organization Guide to Distributed Teamwork. https://mobiusloop.com/ 

https://psychsafety.co.uk
https://bit.ly/2WpDZhO
https://mobiusloop.com/




Psychological safety in meetings

1: Start with short introductions or 
warm up exercises

2: Admit a mistake

3: Have someone chair the meeting

4: Invite women to speak first

5: Appreciate every contribution

6: Manage your start and finish times
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Building Psychological Safety
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The 4 stages of psychological safety

1. Member 

2. Learner 

3. Contributor 

4. Challenger

“”

From The Four Stages of Psychological Safety, Timothy R. Clarke (2020) https://www.leaderfactor.com/4-stages-of-psychological-safety



Building Psychological Safety
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Tuckman’s model

1. Forming

2. Storming 

3. Norming 

4. Performing

“”

Tuckman, B.W., 1965. Developmental sequence in small groups. Psychological bulletin, 63(6), p.384.
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● Intrinsic - personal skill
● Extraneous - external unknowns
● Germane - problem solving

Working with Psychological Safety

Cognitive Load

Find out more at https://psychsafety.co.uk
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The 
Performance 
Quadrant

Working with Psychological Safety
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Find out more at https://psychsafety.co.uk
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Inclusion
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Feedback
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https://www.psychsafety.co.uk/giving-feedback-with-psychological-safety/



Resilience Engineering and Learning 
Organisations

"The intrinsic ability of a system to 
adjust its functioning prior to, during, 
or following changes and 
disturbances, so that it can sustain 
required operations under both 
expected and unexpected conditions."

http://erikhollnagel.com/ideas/resilience-engineering.html & https://tomgeraghty.co.uk/index.php/resilience-engineering-and-devops/ 

Working with Psychological Safety

http://erikhollnagel.com/ideas/resilience-engineering.html
https://tomgeraghty.co.uk/index.php/resilience-engineering-and-devops/
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You don’t have to be 
told you’re a leader, 

to be a leader.

Working with Psychological Safety

Grace Hopper



End of presentation
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