
For the invitation to connect with you today

about Psychological Safety. A topic close to

my heart.

Thank you |

Presentatie NNR 26 April 2021



Agenda

▪ The Why of psychological safety:
impact on safety, risk, (team &
organizational) performance and
human thriving.

▪ What is psychological safety?

▪ What if...? we could create deeply
inclusive professional environments
where people fearlessly challenge,
question and contribute the very best
of themselves?
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The Why of psychological safety
Impact on safety, risk, (team & organizational) performance and 
human 



“We are living in a time of extraordinary

change. In this Fourth Industrial Revolution,

every individual, business, industry and

government is being impacted by

breakthroughs in computing power,

connectivity, artificial intelligence,

biotechnology and other innovative

technologies. This is a revolution without

boundaries spreading across the world

with incredible velocity.”

1. Context | Klaus Schwab Chairman WEF
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Proposal  to The Ministry of Agriculture Ethiopia 5

# complexity

Hyper-competition, matrix 

organisations, constant 

innovation,…

# individualisation

Satisfaction-seeking, integrating 

new generations, …

# uncertainty

Unstable environment,, 

disruptions, customer versatility, 

reduction in product/service life 

cycles

Need to anticipate, respond, 

agile  decision-making 

processes

Need for meaning and 

adaptation

Need for co-construction, 

autonomy, reconciliation of 

different frames of reference

Demands on Leaders

1. Context |Challenges & Demands



Proposal  to The Ministry of Agriculture Ethiopia 6

Need to pay attention to 

weak signals, crisis 

management, suitable modes 

of regulation

Need to develop « Test & 

Learn », creativity, exploration 

of possibilities, agility

Demands on Leaders

# interdependency

Domino effect, globalisation, 

multiplication of stakeholders, 

power of communities and 

social movements

Need for connectivity, mutual 

trust, build community 

Butterfly effect, exponential 

spreading of information on 

platforms, “black swans”, 

volatility

# speed and impact of 
unexpected events

# ambiguity

Iterative and non-sequential 

logics (feedback loops),

mimetic desire…

1. Context |Challenges & Demands



1. Context | Paul Polman
former CEO Unilever 

“The issues we are facing today are 
so challenging that none us can go 
it alone – by which I mean no single 
company, industry or sector.”

This VUCA world calls for radical 
teaming
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1. Teaming requires psychological safety | Google research

2012 Google Project Aristotle 
✓ Studied 180 teams to understand what 

leads to high performance.

✓ Two year program with the company’s 

best statisticians, organizational 

psychologists, sociologists and 

engineers.

Key to High Performing Teams?

✓ Psychological Safety 

Defined as

✓ Share of Voice and Ostentatious 

Listening
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1. Voice means? | Vignettes
Prof. Amy Edmondson Harvard

▪ A NURSE on the night shift in a busy urban hospital notices
that the dosage for a particular patient seems a bit high.
Fleetingly, she considers calling the doctor at home, to
check the order. Just as fleetingly, she recalls his
disparaging comments about her abilities, last time she
called him at home. All but certain the dose is in fact fine
— the patient is, after all, on an experimental protocol,
which justifies the high dose — she gets the med and goes
towards the patient’s bed.

▪ A SENIOR EXECUTIVE executive who has recently been
hired by a very successful consumer products company to
join the top management team, has grave reservations
about a planned takeover. New to the team, feeling like
an outsider, everyone else is so enthusiastic about the
plan, he doesn’t say anything.

▪ Far from both of these stories, a YOUNG PILOT in a military
training flight notices that his senior officer might have
made a crucial misjudgment. He lets the moment go by.
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1. So why does Giving Voice matter? |Impact on Safety, 
Risk, Performance

• It matters because every one of these moments, every time we 
withhold, we rob ourselves and our colleagues of small moments of 
learning, and we don’t innovate. 

• We don’t come up with new ideas. 

• We are so busy, unconsciously, for the most part, managing 
impressions that we don’t contribute to creating a better 
organization. 

• The nurses don’t call, the executive doesn’t say anything,

• …… the pilot doesn’t speak up
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So WHY does this 
matter?

You
Your Team
Your Organization



1. So why does this matter? |Impact on Safety, Risk, 
Performance

• It matters because every one of these moments, every time we 
withhold, we rob ourselves and our colleagues of small moments of 
learning, and we don’t innovate. 

• We don’t come up with new ideas. 

• We are so busy, unconsciously, for the most part, managing 
impressions that we don’t contribute to creating a better 
organization. 

• The nurses don’t call, the executive doesn’t say anything,

• …… the pilot doesn’t speak up
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1. Psychological 
Safety | Impact when 
its not present 
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➢ Tenerife 1977 a Boeing 747 from KLM and PAN AM collide on 
the runway

➢ 583 people are killed 

➢ Challenger safety – the permission to speak truth to 
power not present in the Cockpit between the pilots 



151. Psychological Safety | 
Impact when not present

Space Shuttle Challenger Disaster | 
Permission to challenge NASA Senior 
Leadership about critical safety issues, to 
speak truth to power not present. 7 crew 
died. Approximately 17 percent of the US 
population witnessed the launch on live 
television broadcast because of the presence 
of high school teacher Christa McAuliffe, who 
would have been the first teacher in space. 
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The Boeing 737 MAX passenger airliner was grounded worldwide between March 2019 and 

November 2020 - longer in many jurisdictions - after 346 people died in two crashes, Lion Air Flight 610 

on October 29, 2018 and Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302 on March 10, 2019

1. Psychological Safety | A “culture of concealment” at Boeing and a 
desire to put profits before safety. Congressional Report March 2020
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1. Psychological Safety | 2017 VW plead guilty to weaving a vast conspiracy to 
defraud the US government and obstruct a federal investigation. Fined US$2.8 billion criminal 
fine and US$1.5 billion in civil penalties. 



1. Psychological Safety |
Impact performance in modern

tertiary care hospitals

▪ Research Question: “Do better hospital
patient care teams make fewer mistakes?”
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▪ Better teams were making more mistakes, not
fewer.

▪ Research carried out by trained nurse
investigators researching in situ every couple
of days for six months coupled with
quantitative survey data.

▪ The results?

▪ “Maybe the better teams aren’t making
more mistakes, maybe they’re more willing to
discuss them.”

▪ What if the better teams have a climate of
openness that allows them to report and
even get to the bottom of these things?



The What of psychological safety



2. Psychological Safety | What do we mean? | Research 
definitions

Psychological safety is being able to show and employ oneself 

without fear of negative consequences to our: self-image, status or 

career. 
Kahn, William A. (1990). "Psychological Conditions of Personal Engagement and Disengagement at 

Work". Academy of Management Journal. 33 (4): 692–724 

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. It is also the most studied 

enabling condition in group dynamics and team learning research. 
Edmondson, Amy (1999). "Psychological Safety and Learning Behavior in Work Teams". Administrative Science 

Quarterly. 44 (2): 350–383.
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2. Psychological Safety | What do we mean? | Research 
definitions

Teamwork begins by building trust. And the only way to do that is to overcome our 
need for invulnerability. Great teams do not hold back with one another. They are 
unafraid to air their dirty laundry. They admit their mistakes, their weaknesses, and their 
concerns without fear of reprisal.

Patrick Lencioni, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team: A Leadership Fable (2002)

The only way for the leader of a team to create a safe environment for his team 
members to be vulnerable is by stepping up and doing something that feels unsafe 
and uncomfortable first. By getting naked before anyone else, by taking the risk of 
making himself vulnerable with no guarantee that other members of the team will 
respond in kind, a leader demonstrates an extraordinary level of selflessness and 
dedication to the team. And that gives him (her) the right, and the confidence, to ask 
others to do the same.

Patrick Lencioni, The Advantage: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else In Business 
(2012)
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Psychological Safety is 
Essential to Teaming.

So, what gets in the way?
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2. Interpersonal Risk |  We are our own image consultants and best 
image protectors

NOBODY  WANTS TO SEEM… IT’S EASY TO MANAGE!

IGNORANT DON’T ASK QUESTIONS
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2. Interpersonal Risk |  We are our own image consultants and best 
image protectors

NOBODY  WANTS TO SEEM… IT’S EASY TO MANAGE!

IGNORANT DON’T ASK QUESTIONS

INCOMPETENT DON’T ADMIT WEAKNESS OR MISTAKES
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2. Interpersonal Risk |  We are our own image consultants and best 
image protectors

NOBODY  WANTS TO SEEM… IT’S EASY TO MANAGE!

IGNORANT DON’T ASK QUESTIONS

INCOMPETENT DON’T ADMIT WEAKNESS OR MISTAKES

INTRUSIVE DON’T OFFER IDEAS
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2. Interpersonal Risk |  We are our own image consultants and best 
image protectors

NOBODY  WANTS TO SEEM… IT’S EASY TO MANAGE!

IGNORANT DON’T ASK QUESTIONS

INCOMPETENT DON’T ADMIT WEAKNESS OR MISTAKES

INTRUSIVE DON’T OFFER IDEAS

NEGATIVE DON’T CRITIQUE THE STATUS QUO



Which Image 
Protector do 
you recognize 
in yourself?



2. Psychological Safety | understanding the Neurobiology

Evolutionary perspective, we humans are wired for Belonging. The human baby is 

wired for connection. Without it s(he) won’t survive

Anything that threatens our sense of belonging is perceived as an existential 

threat. 

This stress prompts our fight, flight or flee response. 

Fear activates the amygdala alerting it to detect threats. Evolutionary perspective 

we are wired to be alert for threats to survival. Negative experiences have a 

heavier impact than positive. 

Fear shuts down the Prefrontal Cortex which narrows our perspective and shuts 

down our reasoning abilities, our creative insight and our problem-solving abilities
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2. Psychological Safety | 

understanding the 

Neurobiology

Autonomic nervous system determines the 
degree of arousal X axis Energy

Activation: Fight (nor-Adrenaline) Flight 
(Adrenaline) High Energy

Relaxation: Freeze (Acetylcholine) Low Energy

Neuroendocrine system determines the  
quality of the emotional experience Y axis 
‘affect’

Positive emotion (anabolic state)  is 
underpinned by a range of hormones; one in 
particular being DHEA 
dehydroepiandrosterone.

Negative emotion (catabolic state) is 
underpinned by cortisol, the body’s main stress 
hormone.

30



Breathe …slowing down 1 min... Sense into a challenge. 

How do I ‘know’ / recognise psychological unsafety: in my body? In my thinking? 
In my emotional field? In my conscious awareness?

I am the rest 
between two 
notes
Rainer Maria Rilke
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2. Psychological Safety | understanding the Neurobiology

Within a team, the stakes are even higher:

✓ In primal terms, being rejected from a group can mean struggling 

to find resources alone—a fight for survival. It’s an existential 

threat.

✓ But whilst our evolutionary drive is to crave acceptance and nod 

along, the world (of business) needs us to speak out when things 

go wrong, adapt, take risks, fail and grow together.
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2. Psychological Safety | Asymmetry of Silence over Voice

✓ The basic asymmetry of the psychological and societal forces favouring

silence over voice or self-protection over self-expression will always be with us.

✓ “Speaking up is effortful and might make a difference in a crucial moment—

but it might not. Silence, in contrast, is instinctive and safe. When people are

willing to speak up, it’s usually because considerable effort has been put into

creating a culture of candor, learning, and innovation that facilitates the open

sharing of ideas, questions, and concerns.”
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2. Psychological Safety | Polarity Belonging

✓ In primal terms, being rejected from a

group can mean struggling to find

resources alone—a fight for survival. It’s

an existential threat

✓ Evolutionary drive to crave

acceptance, crave belonging (even if

its false belonging)

✓ So we put on our masks to protect

ourselves from truly being seen

✓ But self protection remains a hollow

victory compared to the fulfillment

that comes from actively serving an

inspiring purpose and being part of a

team that’s able to accomplish an

ambitious goal
34

✓ We LONG for true belonging

✓ Long to be seen & heard for who we

really are

✓ Long for that which we can contribute

to be (not just “good enough” ) but

marvelously welcomed and built on;

✓ Long to be part of a deeply inclusive

environment where we can embrace

life fully and contribute fearlessly

✓ To creating something meaningful that

is bigger than ourselves

✓ This is true psychological safety…. true

Belonging



What if….? 
What if...? we could create deeply inclusive professional 
environments where people fearlessly challenge, question and 
contribute the very best of themselves? 



Breathe …slowing down 1 min... Sense into a challenge. 

How do I ‘know’ / recognise psychological safety: in my body? In my thinking? In 
my emotional field? In my conscious awareness?

I am the rest 
between two 
notes
Rainer Maria Rilke
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3. How to create it

Psychological safety is a condition in which human beings feel
1. included,
2. safe to learn,
3. safe to contribute, 
4. safe to challenge the status quo – all without fear of being embarrassed, 

marginalized, or punished in some way. 

The 4 stages of psychological safety is a universal pattern that reflects the natural 
progression of human needs in social settings. When teams, organizations, and 
social units of all kinds progress through the four stages, they create deeply 
inclusive environments, accelerate learning, increase contribution, and stimulate 
innovation

Clark, Timothy R (2020). The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety: Defining the Path to Inclusion and Innovation 
Berrett-Koehler. ISBN 9781523087686
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3. Clark Model | 
Level 1

Inclusion Safety 

➢Informal admittance 
to the ‘team’. 

➢You cross the 
boundary from 
Outsider to Insider



3. Clark Model | 
Level 2

Learner Safety

➢Safe to engage in the 
discovery process:

➢Ask questions;

➢Experiment; 

➢Make mistakes.

➢This is the boundary 
(threshold) to feel safe 
to have ‘beginners 
mind’, safe to cross 
into the unknown



3. Clark Model | 
Level 3

Contributor safety

➢Invites the individual 
to contribute and to 
perform. 

➢Linked with 
credentials, title, 
position, authority



3. Clark Model | 
Level 4

Challenger safety

➢Permission to 
challenge the status 
quo. 

➢Confidence to 
speak truth to 
power.

➢This is the threshold 
(boundary) to 
accessing the 
creative process



Accountability

Comfort Zone

Apathy Zone

HIGH

LOW

LOW HIGH

P
sy

c
h

o
lo

g
ic

a
lS

a
fe

ty
Learning Zone

Anxiety Zone

Teaming as learning |Source : Edmondson, A., “The Competitive Imperative 

of Learning”, HBR 86, 2008



What kind of safety do you experience? | In your Professional 
Context? Organization? Team? 

2 31 4

Inclusion Safety 

part of the team

Learner Safety

Ask questions

Make mistakes

Contributor Safety Challenger Safety

Truth to Power 

Its OK to challenge the 

status quo



What if...? you could create 
deeply inclusive professional 
environments where people 
fearlessly challenge, question 
and contribute the very best 
of themselves? 



▪ Awareness & Understanding

▪ Acknowledge that you have a leadership role to play in creating 
psychological safety with and for the team (your professional context).  

▪ Create safety for yourself first, the O2 mask on a plane analogy. 

▪ Understanding your triggers; What makes me feel (un)safe?; 
Understanding what resources you. 

▪ Rigorous practice (leadership is top sport)

▪ Make it discussable within your team (research Amy Edmondson)

▪ Create awareness & understanding

▪ Frame the context of the work that you do as  responding to this 
VUCA world. We’ve got to have everybody’s brains and voices in the 
game (Paul Polman quote on teaming). This creates the rationale for 
speaking up.

▪ Acknowledge that you are fallible, I need to hear your challenges, 
questions and contributions. Creates safety to voice.

• Model curiosity. Ask open questions. This creates the necessity for 
voice.
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3. How to create it? | SELF

SELF

TEAM

ORGANISATION

ECOSYSTEM



Copyright © 2017 Oxford Leadership.

Come on Inner Peace….

I don’t have all day!



Living on the left- hand side, 

where emotional ‘affect’ is 

experienced as positive, 

requires us to develop the 

state of being of ‘coherence’. 

Coherence is the biological 

underpinning of ‘the flow state’.
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Leadership is Topsport!

Requires rigorous practice 



▪ Awareness & Understanding

▪ On the team agenda

▪ Creative dialogue to reveal how the team 
experiences safety / what creates / what 
diminishes?

▪ Team diagnosis & Rules of Engagement; team 
mandate & purpose

▪ Address negative team dynamics

▪ Call RedZebra
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3. How to create it? | Team - Teaming

SELF

TEAM(ING)

ORGANISATION

ECOSYSTEM
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▪ Awareness & Understanding

▪ On senior leadership agenda

▪ Culture Transformation – call RedZebra

▪ “Safety is just culture” – call Benno Baksteen

50

3. How to create it? | Organization

SELF

TEAM(ING)

ORGANISATION

ECOSYSTEM
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Doctors make mistakes, can we talk

about that? TED talk Brian Goldman

(2010). Brian Goldman is an emergency

room physician who has worked at

Mount Sinai Hospital in downtown

Toronto for more than 20 years. He is

also a prominent medical journalist and

the host of CBC Radio’s White Coat,

Black Art.

VIDEOGRAPHY

The Power of Vulnerability. TedX talk
Brené Brown (2010). Huffington
Foundation's Brené Brown Endowed
Chair at the University of Houston's
Graduate College of Social Work.
Visiting professor in management at
McCombs School of Business at the
University of Texas at Austin.
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How do you build Psychological Safety?

Professor Amy Edmondson. Harvard

University



Thank you
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