
LEAP Programme
Team Psychological Safety



LEAP Programme — Team Psychological Safety

1

“ We’ve never been here 
before; we can’t know 
what will happen; we’ve 
got to have everyone’s 
brains and voices in 
the game.”

Amy Edmondson
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Background to Team 
Psychological Safety (TPS)
In 2015, Google published the results of a two-year 
study, which aimed to answer the question: 
What makes a Google team effective?

While the study found that their more successful teams demonstrated 
intuitive dynamics such as dependability and structural clarity, 
one dynamic proved to be the most important: psychological safety.

Harvard Business School professor, Amy Edmondson, coined the term. 
She describes psychological safety as ‘a shared belief that the team is 
safe for interpersonal risk taking’. As a graduate student she studied 
medical teams in hospitals to find out what distinguished the best 
performing groups. She assumed she’d find that the top teams made the 
fewest medication errors. To her surprise, she found exactly the opposite: 
better performing teams seemed to be making more errors than the worse 
performing ones. The best teams were admitting to errors and discussing 
them more often than other groups. High levels of psychological safety 
facilitated a climate of openness and learning.

So how do you know if you are operating in a psychologically safe 
environment? Real safety in a team is best measured by how willing 
team members are to speak up with confidence, knowing that they will 
not be rejected or diminished in some way for doing so. The paradox of 
understanding what is happening in your team is that if you lack safety, 
by definition no one will tell you! 

David Rock, a mindfulness and brain researcher says: “Psychological safety 
is not only the absence of something, but the presence of something as well. 
When safety is present, mistakes are not only tolerated, but presented 
for learning.”

Naturally, team members can be reluctant to display behaviours that could 
negatively affect how others perceive their competence, awareness or 
positivity. Simply saying ‘I don’t know’, or ‘I’m not sure I agree with that’, 
could be risky. Self-protection is elevated to the most important factor, 
and the status quo is preferred. 
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However, this position is detrimental to effective teamwork. The safer team 
members feel with one another, the more likely they are to admit mistakes, 
to partner and to take on new roles.

So, what are the components of a psychologically safe team. Research 
suggests that the leader plays a key role in its development. Leaders who 
are inclusive, and those who encourage others to learn from failure foster 
psychological safety in workplace units. The most effective business leaders 
possess high degrees of self-awareness about the emotional states they are 
experiencing, expressing, and thereby inducing in others in the organisation.

Furthermore, Peter Cauwelier, expert on the topic of team psychological 
safety, suggests there are seven elements that constitute team psychological 
safety and that are evident among members of the team, regardless of the 
leader’s role. These are:

 — Appreciation: Team members feel their skills and talents are valued 
and utilised

 — Mutual support: Team members support one another and don’t act 
to undermine others’ efforts

 — Reaction to mistakes: Making mistakes is not held against team members
 — Dealing with issues: Team members can bring up problems safely
 — Accepting diversity: Team members are not rejected for being different
 — Taking risks: Team members feel it is safe to take risks
 — Asking for help: It is easy to ask others in the team for help

So, in a psychologically safe team, team members feel that their skills 
and talents are valued and utilised. In a psychologically safe team, team 
members feel they can bring up problems safely, and so on and so on. 
The opposite is true for teams where psychological safety is low.

The great thing about the component elements of TPS is that it provides a 
focus and a language for teams to engage in the conversation around TPS.
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Mapping the TPS Elements 

Please take some time to look at the wheel below.
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For each of the elements, record the extent to which the element of 
psychological safety is demonstrated or exists in your team. I.e., if you 
believe there is strong evidence of ‘Mutual Support’ (based on your 
experience and the detail laid out in the definition above), you might record 
a number in the region of 8, 9, or 10. If you experience little ‘Appreciation’, 
you might score that at a 2, 3, or 4.

ELEMENT OF TPS SCORE (1–10)

Mutual Support

Appreciation

Reaction to Mistakes

Dealing with Issues

Taking Risks

Asking for Help

Accepting Diversity

Once you have scored each of the elements, have a look at what you 
have recorded. Then reflect on the following questions:

What do you notice about the higher scoring elements? 
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How about the lower scoring elements? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Which of the elements might you as a team benefit from having 
a conversation about? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Is there anything that would be helpful to share with the leader 
of your team? 
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