The Engine of AT
Performance

How Psychological Safety
Transforms Learning,
Adaptation, and
Organizational Resilience.




Brilliant individuals
routinely fail as a team

$1

Trillion

The Crisis of Complexity: Organizations operate in
accelerating uncertainty. Al, hybrid work, and rapid shifts
demand collective sense-making.

The Cost of Silence: Gallup (2024) reveals global
employee engagement is stuck at 20%. The economic
fallout is a $10 trillion annual loss in productivity.

The Missing Ingredient: Most workers withhold

questions, ideas, and mistakes out of interpersonal fear.
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The hospital error paradox

Hospital A Hospital B
(Low Safety) (High Safety)
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The 1996 Discovery: The Reality:

Amy Edmondson They weren't
observed that the making more

best hospital nursing mistakes; they were
teams seemed to simply more willing
make more mistakes. to talk about them.
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Actual
Errors

Actual
Errors
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/j — Better teams report more errors because they do not fear the consequences of transparency.
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Anatomy of a shared climate

Shared Belief

High Internal Consistency:
Cronbach's alpha = .82.
Intraclass correlation = .39.

A shared belief held by members
of a team that the team is safe

for interpersonal risk taking.

(Edmondson, 1999)

Team Level

Members of the same team
converge in their perceptions.
It is not an individual trait.
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Interpersonal Risk

The structural reality dictating

“the way things are around here".
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Diagnosing the psychological safety construct

Psychological safety is frequently misunderstood as a mandate for workplace harmony or reduced
accountability. The academic literature strictly differentiates it from three common conflations:
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vs. Group Cohesiveness

vs. Interpersonal Trust

vs. “Niceness”

Cohesiveness relies on
harmony and risks
Groupthink (Janis, 1982).

Safety embraces friction
and dissent.

Trust is dyadic (1:1) and
predicts individual behavior.

Safety is a collective climate
predicting group behavior.

Niceness avoids hard
truths and lacks
accountability.

Safety demands radical
candor and high standards.
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The engine of performance, not the fuel

Mediation Engine Flow Diagram

Input: The Mediator:

Psychological Team Learning - Output:
Safety Behaviors # Team Performance
(Context Support + (Feedback seeking, ' & Innovation
Leader Coaching) : dlscus§|ng errors,
©  experimenting)
] [ |
The Mediation Model: The Mediator: The Evidence:
Psychological safety alone does not It functions strictly as an enabler for Baek et al. (2020) confirmed a full-
directly satisfy customers or produce team learning behaviors. mediation effect in field sales teams.
better products (Edmondson, 1999). Safety is the engine; learning is the
process; performance is the output.
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Threat-rigidity versus collective sense-making

Low Safety (Publications Team)

High Safety (Stain Team)

Members report “lack of trust” and being
“put down for being different.”

Result: Insular behavior and threat-rigidity.

Feedback is interpreted as partnership. “They want
to work together to make the product better.”

Result: Cognitive flexibility.




The evidence-based organizational playbook

The literature reveals five structural and behavioral interventions drawn from elite global
organizations that systematically engineer psychological safety.

1. Leader Coaching & Micro-behaviors (Case: Google) o

2. Structural Design & Support (Case: Pixar)

//

3. Error-Embracing Cultures (Case: Anglo American)

4. Investing in Team Efficacy (Case: Toyota)

5. Transparent Organizational Narrative (Case: Microsoft)
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Pillar I: Leader coaching and mic’fo‘—béhaviors

The Mechanism

Teams are hypersensitive to leader responses. A single |
dismissive reaction erodes months of trust.

.

One Google team opened\\
Actionable Behaviors < every meeting by naming a

Frame work accurately (acknowledge uncertainty), / risk taken that week.
model vulnerability (“I don't know"), ask genuine /

questions, and respond productively to candor.

Result: +6% psychological
safety rating, +10% ;
structure/clarity rating. /""

The Impact

Google's Project Aristotle found psychological safety to N
be the single strongest predictor of team effectiveness. |
Sales teams high in safety exceeded targets by 17%.




Pillar II: Structural design and context support' ,

) Pixar Braintrust Architecture Diagram
The Mechanism

Teams with adequate resources,
information, and flattened
communication structures

naturally decrease Candid Feedback “ The
defensiveness. from Peers & ; Difact
| | Senior Creatives i\ rector
i R » Separation of evaluation
DeS|gn for from hierarchy
Interdependence:
Tasks requiring genuine
|/ collaboration create natural |
gge&g;"'t'es UG Full Decision-Making Authority
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Pillar III: Error-embracing cultures

Lifecycle of an Error
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Low Safety
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- The Mechanism

Normalizing intelligent failure over
blameworthy failure. Teams must
celebrate early detection, even when
uncomfortable.

Compound

Concealment

Catastrophe

High Safety

> > >
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Early System
Detection Discussion Improvement
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The Stain Team Practice

@ The Cultural Context

Using “blind feedback”
techniques—nbringing in outsiders
without revealing the specific issue to
get unbiased quality assessments.

Anglo American adopted the traditional
South African lekgotla (village assembly)
after workplace fatalities. This rebuilt
safety by contextualizing voice within a
culturally legitimate format.

.......
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Pillar IV: Investing in team efficacy

The Mechanism:

Efficacy is the complementary
belief that the team is capable of
performing its work. Members
speak up only when they feel safe
believe the team can actually
utilize the information.

~_The Andon |

/ Cord

The Toyota
Production System:

Combines rigorous
performance standards
with mechanisms like the
the andon cord.

Stopping the line is treated as an act of quality commitment, not as a disruption.
High accountability + High psychological safety.
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Pillar V: Transparent organizational narrative
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'‘Know-it-all’' Culture

Closed loops, rigid metrics, narratives of self-protection.

Open loops, experimental pathways, continuous iteration.
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The Mechanism

The Microsoft Transformation

The Impact

How teams tell their story sustains or erodes
safety. Narratives of shared purpose vs.

narratives of self-protection. culture.

Under Satya Nadella, Microsoft deliberately
shifted from a know-it-all to a learn-it-all

This narrative shift created organizational
permission for curiosity, experimentation, and
the admission that existing approaches were
insufficient for the Al era.
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The synthesis: Candor and rigor coexist

' The overarching insight of the modern literature: Psychological safety is not an alternative to
accountability. It is the prerequisite for adapting to high-stakes complexity.
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Psychological Safety

Accountability/Safety Matrix (Edmondson, 2019)




Sustainable architecture for continuous learning

Psychological | 70N — Distributed
Contract [ —hOE= > > Leadership:
Recalibration: A L T , . | \
Measure V' / < / \ Safety must be
\fafety > 7 A ' \ distributed, not
Safety is shaped by = 59 ' bottlenecked by

history. Changes in

leadership disrupt

| ‘ \ ¥ ,' formal leaders.
climates. It ' Adaptation requiresaclimate || \| | Theorganizations

requires ‘.‘ of interpersonal courage. || that thrive will be
continuous J those where “|
measurement (using —n / | Y/, ' A made a mistake” is

the 7-item scale) and
recalibration.

met with curiosity,
not punishment.
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