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The term ‘psychological safety’ has 
become familiar in organisations, 

and the concept has become 
increasingly important during these 
times of a changing world, with 
impacts on individuals and teams. 
But what does it really mean, and 
how can we ensure our people 
experience high levels of it?

Amy Edmondson, the Harvard 
academic who coined the term, 
defines it as:

“Being able to show and employ 
one’s self without fear of negative 
consequences of self-image, status 
or career. It can be defined as 
a shared belief that the team is 
safe for interpersonal risk-taking. 
In psychologically safe teams, 
team members feel accepted 
and respected.”

Why is it important for 
organisations?
Google undertook an extensive 
internal research project, called 
Project Aristotle, to determine the 

main elements of highly effective 
teams at Google. To the surprise of 
the researchers, the top-rated 
element was psychological 
safety, before any of the more 
traditional elements.

How do we build Psychological 
S.A.F.E.T.Y™?
Psychological S.A.F.E.T.Y™ is 
determined by how we experience 
the world, and this begins with our 
brains. From a mix of life experience 
and upbringing, we decide what 
is safe and what poses a potential 
threat. Our brains have five times 
more threat circuitry than reward 
circuitry – a legacy from the days 
when physical danger was a more 

likely and immediate challenge than 
in today’s world. 

Work from the Academy of Brain-
based Leadership has identified six 
domains that influence people’s 
Psychological S.A.F.E.T.Y™. 

Each of us has a unique mix of 
triggers and rewards that we bring 
to our interactions with colleagues. 
A Psychological S.A.F.E.T.Y™ threat 
can create as strong a response as 
a physical threat, just on an internal 
level, so it might not be obvious to 
people around us.

Jenny McDonald, Director at 
Continuum Consulting Group, 
explores psychological safety 
and what role leaders can play 
to ensure teams are supported. 

A leadership approach 
to psychological safety



	    WINTER 2021              HUMAN RESOURCES      37

How can the leader 
support the team in being 
psychologically safe?
A team discussion about these 
domains and how our own profile 
affects our wellbeing at work will 
let people have robust discussions 
about ways to decrease negative 
psychological impacts and maximise 
the benefits from all team members 
feeling they are safe to contribute 
and feel valued, which in turn 
enhances team decision-making 
and effectiveness. 

One of the first organisational 
conditions for Psychological 
S.A.F.E.T.Y™ across the team is team 
leader behaviour: how does the 
leader demonstrate openness and 
appreciation of all views? The role of 
the leader can both demonstrate and 
support psychologically safe work 
practices and conversations.

By way of starting a team discussion 
and identifying the strengths and 

weaknesses of the current level of 
psychological safety factors, the 
following simple quiz, if completed 
by members of the team using a 1–5 
rating scale, will inform where the 
team conversation needs to start. 

1.	 If you make a mistake on this 
team, it is often held against you.

2.	 Members of this team are 
able to bring up problems and 
tough issues.

3.	 People on this team sometimes 
reject others for being different.

4.	 It is safe to take a risk on 
this team.

5.	 It is difficult to ask other 
members of this team for help.

6.	 No one on this team would 
deliberately act in a way that 
undermines my efforts.

7.	 Working with members of this 
team, my unique skills and 
talents are valued and utilised.

Source: Amy Edmondson

Discussing the responses to each 
of these items, coupled with an 
understanding of the team members’ 
personal S.A.F.E.T.Y™ drivers, will 
lead to the ability to identify and 
agree the collective role in making 
work a place where psychological 
safety is taken as seriously as physical 
safety, for both the wellbeing of 
individuals and the team as a whole. 
Giving everyone a chance to feel 
safe and to contribute fully creates a 
place for greater contribution to the 
effectiveness of the organisation.

Jenny McDonald is Director of 
Continuum Consulting Group. 
If you are interested in 
learning more then please go 
to https://ablsafety.com/. 

If you are interested in getting 
a high-level S.A.F.E.T.Y profile for 

yourself then please call Jenny 021 499 3320.

•	 What role does wellbeing play in today’s organisations?  – watch HR chats

•	 HR issues for Directors right now – watch HR chats

•	 How HR practice is vital to the wellbeing of Māori – watch HR chats

•	 Why HR needs to pay attention to Sustainable Development Goals –  
watch HR chats

•	 HRNZ’s business plan for 2021 – HR Chats

Have you watched these popular podcasts?

https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.aspx?facId=6451&view=featured-work
https://ablsafety.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DqExjcPyGOc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UOlseaBp4M4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=92N6MNSgUsY&list=PLloV5EMcOjrAH6XSvwcDg_MFeEPW762fa
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rwql2vqAca8
https://hrnz.org.nz/resources/hr-chats-with-te-radar
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DqExjcPyGOc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UOlseaBp4M4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=92N6MNSgUsY&list=PLloV5EMcOjrAH6XSvwcDg_MFeEPW762fa
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rwql2vqAca8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nxGWrp7PRoQ

