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PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY FOR EMPLOYEES



T r a d i t i o n a l  n o t i o n  o f  
l e a d e r s h i p  h a s  b e e n  t h a t  i t ’ s  a  
“ m i n d ”  j o b  a n d  t h e r e  i s  n o  
r o o m  f o r  “ h e a r t ” .  
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PSYCHOLOGICAL 
UNCERTAINTY

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY



WHAT IS PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY?
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Challenge 
the status 
quo

Vulnerable Ask Included



Have you ever  wondered:
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W h y  s o m e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a r e  m o r e  s u c c e s s f u l  t h a n  o t h e r s  i n  
c r e a t i n g  e f f e c t i v e  t e a m s ?

W h y  s o m e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  s e e m  t o  h a v e  i n n o v a t i o n  w o v e n  i n  t h e i r  
c u l t u r e ?

W h y  s o m e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  l i k e  G o o g l e  a r e  v o t e d  a s  t h e  b e s t  p l a c e  
t o  w o r k  f o r  1 0  y e a r s  i n  a  r o w ?  



I n  a  k n o w l e d g e  e c o n o m y  c o m p e t i t i v e  e d g e  c o m e s  
f r o m  i n n o v a t i o n .

A n d  i n n o v a t i o n  h a p p e n s  b y  l e v e r a g i n g  t h e  
p a s s i o n  a n d  c a p a b i l i t i e s  o f  p e o p l e  t o  s o l v e  
c o m p l e x  p r o b l e m s .
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G O O G L E ’ S  P R O J E C T  A R I S T O T L E

W h a t  m a k e s  a  s u c c e s s f u l  t e a m ?
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People Operations (HR)

• Dubbed Project Aristotle
• 2 year study
• 200+ interviews
• 250 attributes
• 180+ active Google teams 



G o o g l e  s p e n t  t w o  y e a r s  s t u d y i n g  1 8 0  t e a m s  
c o n d u c t i n g  i n t e r v i e w s  a n d  a n a l y z i n g  2 5 0  
d i f f e r e n t  t e a m  c o m b i n a t i o n s  a n d  a t t r i b u t e s  t o  
h e l p  c o d i f y  t h e  s e c r e t  t o  t e a m  e f f e c t i v e n e s s .

T h e  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h i n g  w a s  t h a t  t h e  a n s w e r  w a s n ’ t :
• T h o s e  w i t h  t h e  m o s t  s e n i o r  p e o p l e
• T h o s e  w i t h  t h e  h i g h e s t  I Q
• T h o s e  t h a t  m a d e  t h e  l e a s t  m i s t a k e s
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PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

Team members feel safe to take risks and be 
vulnerable in front of each other

DEPENDABILITY

Team members get things done on time and 
meet Google’s high bar for excellence

STRUCTURE  AND CLARITY

Team members have clear roles, 
plans and goals

MEANING

Work is personally important 
to team members

IMPACT

Team members think 
their work matters and 
creates change



P e o p l e  o n  t e a m s  w i t h  h i g h e r  
p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s a f e t y :
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• Have a h igher  sense of  be longingness

• Are less l ike ly  to  leave Google

• Harness the power of  d iverse people and 

ideas

• Are able to  br ing in  more revenue

• Are rated twice as effect ive by the execut ives



Psychological safety does not mean 

low accountability

Psychological safety is not equal to:

Politeness

Agreeing with one another

Being nice

Avoiding conflict
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WHAT A  PSYCHOLOGICALLY SAFE 

CULTURE LOOKS LIKE?

q No need to look good

q Whole self at work

q Default trust

q Place for all voices

q It is about candour and creating 

space for productive disagreement 

and open exchange of ideas.
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What if  leaders create a culture where?

Overcome their 
barriers to 
change

Be open about 
their doubts 
and concerns

Call out the elephant of 
the room without the fear 
of being sidelined

See their mistakes not as 
problems but as 
opportunities for growth

Overcome their barriers to 
change

Be open about their doubts 
and concerns

Call out the elephant of the room 
without the fear of being sidelined

See their mistakes not as 
problems but as opportunities 
for growth
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C U R R E N T P A N D E M I C  S I T U A T I O N

• Covid-19 is  a  threat  to  everyone a l ike

• We want  to  reach out  for  reassurance,  suppor t  and 

in teract ion

• I t  has l imi ted our  opt ions - loss of  choice and contro l  

increases st ress and f rustrat ion.



Y e t  s o m e  i n d i v i d u a l s  f a r e  b e t t e r  
t h a n  o t h e r s  e v e n  i n  a  c r i s i s !  
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B E N E F I T S  O F  C R E A T I N G  P S Y C H O L O G I C A L  
S A F E T Y

Greater sense of 
belongingness

Healthy interpersonal 
relationships

Higher engagement

Higher ability to take 
risks, innovation

Learning environment

Greater collaboration 
and sharing of ideas
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• Be approachable

• Show respect  even to  jun iors

• Acknowledge smal l  contr ibut ion

• Be present ,  l is ten wi thout  d is t ract ion

• Faci l i ta te  par t ic ipat ion,  seek input

• Pr ior i t iz ing effect iveness over  eff ic iency
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• Be open to being quest ioned

• Inst i l l  fear lessness and cur ios i ty  as team norms

• Encourage jud ic ious r isk tak ing and a cu l ture of  

fa i l ing forward

• Focus on larger  team good than se l f  centered 

in terests

• Be t ru thfu l  wi th  compassion,  t ransforming feedback

• Focus on team learn ing and team per formance



THANK YOU!
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