
How leaders can support 
the improvement work 
The role of psychological safety

(Psykologisk Tryghed)



Psychological Safety
What is it, why is it important, 

and what can I do about it?



Complex work requires people to work collaboratively to 
achieve shared goals

‘Psychological Safety’ is an important factor in understanding 
how people collaborate to achieve a shared goal



In organisational change…

“Psychological safety is a counterbalance for the 

ambiguity and insecurity that comes with change”
(Edgar Schein & Warren Benni, 1965)

In learning…

“Psychological safety helps individuals overcome their ‘learning anxiety’”
(Edgar Schein, 2004)

Psychological Safety…



Share information and 

knowledge

It helps to explain why employees:

Collins & Smith, 2006; Siemsen et al. 2009



Speak up with suggestions for 

organisational improvements

It helps to explain why employees:

Detert & Burris, 2007; Liang et al. 2012



Take initiative to develop new products 

and services

It helps to explain why employees:

Baer & Frese, 2003



Have a sense of confidence that the team will not 

embarrass, reject or punish 

someone for speaking up

It helps to explain why employees:

Detert & Burris, 2007; Liang et al. 2012



Enables teams and organisations to learn and 

perform

Psychological Safety…

Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010; Carmeli 2007; Carmeli & Gittell 2009; Edmondson 1999; Tucker et al. 2007; 



“Team psychological safety positively impacts team learning, which in turn 
positively impacts team performance”

(Amy Edmondson, 2003)
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“An individuals perceptions of the 

consequences of taking 

interactional risks in a particular context”

Psychological Safety…



No one wants to look: It’s easier to manage:

Ignorant

Incompetent

Intrusive

Negative

When we go to work…

Don’t ask questions

Don’t admit weakness or mistakes

Don’t offer ideas

Don’t critique the status quo



“An individuals perceptions of the consequences of taking 
interactional risks in a particular context”
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“Team performance involves satisfying customer needs and expectations”

Hackman, J. R. (1990) Groups that work (and those that don’t).
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Model of antecedents & consequences of team 
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Organisational factors influence team psychological safety, which in turn 
impacts on team learning and team performance?
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Psychological Safety…
• Does NOT imply a ‘cosy’ (hygge) environment with friends

• Nor the absence of pressure or problems

but…

• A climate which focuses on productive discussion

• Enables early prevention of problems & accomplishment of 
shared goals

…without focusing on SELF-PROTECTION



What will YOU do to improve the organisational factors that shape your team 
psychological safety, team learning, and team performance?
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Leadership Behaviour

“I’m not pro failure, I’m pro learning”

Astro Teller, Google X (2016)



Leadership Behaviour



Leadership Behaviour



The Leaders Toolkit for building Psychological safety
Category 1. Setting the stage 2. Inviting Participation 3. Responding Productively

Leadership 
tasks

Frame the Work
• Set expectations about 

failure, uncertainty, and 
interdependence to clarify 
the need for ‘voice’

Demonstrate Situational Humility
• Acknowledge gaps

Express Appreciation
• Listen
• Acknowledge and thank

Emphasize Purpose
• Identify what’s a stake, why 

it matters, and for whom

Practice Inquiry
• Ask good questions
• Model intense listening

Destigmatize Failure
• Look forward
• Offer help
• Discuss, consider, and 

brainstorm next steps

Set up Structures and Processes
• Create forums for input
• Provide guidelines for 

discussion

Sanction Clear Violations!

Accomplishes Shared expectations & meaning Confidence that ‘voice’ is 
welcome

Orientation towards continuous 
learning & improvement



Framing the Role of the Leader

Default Frames 
(ways of thinking)

Reframe

The Boss

Has answer
Gives orders / instructions

Sets direction
Invites input to clarify & improve

Assesses others’ performance Creates conditions for continued 
learning to achieve excellence

Others Subordinates who must do what 
they’re told

Contributors with crucial 
knowledge & insight

Amy Edmondson (2018)



Take home message(s)



Organisational factors influence team psychological safety, which in turn 
impacts on team learning and team performance?
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3. Respond 
Productively

2. Invite 
Participation

1. Set the stage

Team 
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Tak for i dag
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