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Psychological Safety
The strongest known predictor of team performance
WHAT IT IS
Psychological safety, from Harvard's Amy Edmondson, is a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk. You can ask a question, admit a mistake, flag a concern, or challenge the plan without getting embarrassed or punished. It's a property of the team, not of individuals. And it is not the same as being nice. High-safety teams argue more, not less, because disagreement is safe.
WHY IT WORKS
Google's Project Aristotle found psychological safety was the top differentiator of its best teams, which echoed Edmondson's original finding: better hospital teams reported more errors. Not because they made more. Because they surfaced them. Safety determines whether the information your team already has actually reaches you: the near-miss, the doomed timeline, the better idea from the quietest person in the room.
HOW TO BUILD IT
1. Frame the work as learning. Say it out loud: “we haven't done this before, we're going to miss things, and I need to hear about them fast.”
1. Go first on fallibility. “Here's what I got wrong last quarter” from the manager does more than any poster ever will.
1. Ask real questions, then wait. “What are we missing?” “Who sees this differently?” Then hold the silence a full five seconds. The first answer to a rushed question is always “looks good.”
1. Respond to bad news with thanks before fixes. The first ten seconds after someone reports a problem sets the price of the next report.
1. Run blameless post-mortems. “What made this mistake possible?” not “whose fault was it?” Systems questions produce learning. Blame questions produce silence.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Confusing safety with comfort. Safety plus high standards produces learning. Safety without standards is a pleasant place to underperform.
1. Punishing the messenger subtly. You don't have to yell. A sigh, a skipped promotion, a “negative” label. The team keeps score.
1. Declaring instead of demonstrating. “My door is always open” is a claim. How you reacted to the last piece of bad news is the evidence everyone actually uses.
Shortcut: for one month, respond to every piece of bad news with “thank you for telling me” before anything else. Watch what starts reaching you.
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Team Safety Check
Run this as a 20-minute team discussion once a quarter. Anonymous written answers first, then talk.
THE FOUR QUESTIONS (COLLECT WRITTEN ANSWERS BEFORE DISCUSSING)
1. When did you last hold back a question, concern, or idea in a team setting? What stopped you?
 
 
2. What happened the last time someone on this team admitted a mistake?
 
 
3. Who spoke least in our last three meetings, and what might we be losing?
 
4. What's one thing that would make it easier to raise bad news here?
 
 
MANAGER SELF-CHECK (PRIVATE, BEFORE THE SESSION)
1. ☐ In the last month, did I thank someone for bad news before problem-solving it?
1. ☐ In the last month, did I admit a mistake of my own to the team?
1. ☐ In our last decision, did I ask “who sees this differently?” and wait?
Two or more unchecked boxes: the team's answers above will explain the pattern.
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