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Abstract

Psychological safety —a shared belief that the team environment is safe for interpersonal risk-taking
—has emerged as a pivotal factor in team success. High-performing teams often distinguish themselves
not only by skill and talent, but by an atmosphere of trust and openness where members feel safe to
voice ideas and concerns. This study examines how psychological safety contributes to the effectiveness
of high-performing teams in organizations. It builds on literature and empirical findings to understand
the mechanisms through which psychological safety enhances team communication, learning,
innovation, and overall performance. Teams with high psychological safety show significantly better
communication, more learning behaviors, greater innovation, and improved performance outcomes
than teams with low psychological safety. Psychological safety facilitates open discussion of errors and
ideas, leading to more effective decision-making and problem-solving. Empirical evidence indicates
positive correlations between psychological safety and team performance, engagement, and well-being:
for example, companies high in psychological safety report 50% higher productivity and 76% more
employee engagement on average. The findings suggest that psychological safety is a foundational
element of high-performing teams, enabling interpersonal risk-taking, collaborative learning, and
resilience. Key antecedents include inclusive leadership and a trustful, no-blame culture, which
together create conditions for psychological safety to flourish. Practical implications are discussed for
leaders aiming to build psychologically safe and high-performing teams. Psychological safety plays a
critical role in team effectiveness by fostering an environment where members can speak up, innovate,
and learn without fear. Organizations that cultivate psychological safety are better positioned to
achieve sustained high performance.

Keywords: High-Performing Teams, Inclusive Leadership, Innovation, Organizational Behavior,
Psychological Safety, Team Learning, Team Performance.

Introduction performance outcomes [8, 9]. One cultural
factor that has received growing attention is
psychological safety, defined as a “shared
belief held by members of a team that the team
is safe for interpersonal risk-taking” [1,6]*. In
a psychologically safe team, individuals feel
confident that they will not be punished or
humiliated for speaking up with ideas,

High-performing teams are the cornerstone
of organizational success in today’s
knowledge-driven economy. Researchers and
practitioners have increasingly recognized that
beyond individual talent and technical skills,
team climate and culture significantly influence
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questions, concerns, or mistakes [6, 1]. This
concept is not equivalent to mere group
cohesiveness or “being nice” — it does not imply
the absence of accountability or the presence of
uncritical positivity [1072. Rather,
psychological safety is characterized by mutual
trust and respect, where members believe their
team will give them the benefit of the doubt
when they take interpersonal risks [1].

As a principal at a leading technical institute
in Guyana, | have witnessed firsthand the
transformative role of psychological safety in
shaping high-performing teams. In an academic
and technical training environment, staff and
students face constant pressures—ranging from
curriculum changes to industry demands and
resource limitations. Creating a climate of
psychological safety became essential in
enabling my team of educators, administrators,
and support staff to work collaboratively,
embrace innovation, and overcome challenges.

Psychological safety has been identified as a
critical ingredient for team learning and
performance.  Edmondson’s  foundational
research demonstrated that teams with higher
psychological safety engage in more open
communication, learning behaviors (such as
discussing errors and seeking feedback), and
adaptive performance [11]. Conversely, in
teams lacking psychological safety, members
are more likely to stay silent, withhold ideas or
concerns, and avoid taking risks, which can
stifle learning and hinder performance [12].
The notion of psychological safety was initially
introduced in the context of individual
engagement at work, describing it as a
condition where people feel free to express
themselves without fear of damage to self-
image or career [13]. It was later extended the
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concept to the team level, emphasizing its role
in enabling team learning and quality decision-
making in organizations [6]. Over the past two
decades, a substantial body of literature has
developed around psychological safety, linking
it to outcomes ranging from better team
effectiveness and error reduction to higher rates
of innovation and employee well-being [4, 5].
Psychological safety allowed teachers and
staff at the technical institute to voice their
concerns, share ideas, and propose
improvements without fear of criticism or
reprisal. For example, during curriculum
reform discussions, team members felt
empowered to challenge traditional teaching
approaches and suggest ® integrating more
industry-relevant, technology-driven strategies.
This open exchange not only improved the
quality of program delivery but also fostered
ownership and commitment among faculty [3]*.
Notably, industry case studies have
reinforced academic findings. A famous
example is Google’s two-year internal study
known as “Project Aristotle.” Google examined
over 180 teams to determine what distinguished
the highest performers, expecting factors like
team composition or individual intelligence to
matter most. To their surprise, the analysis
revealed that the single most important factor
for high team performance was psychological
safety [14]. The highest-performing teams at
Google shared a climate of trust where
members felt safe to take risks and make
mistakes without retribution [14]. This insight
reports that psychological safety is consistently
one of the strongest predictors of team
performance, quality, and innovation across a
range of industries [9]. When present, it
substantially contributes to better decision-
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making, higher engagement, and improved
overall team effectiveness [4]. In fact, a
McKinsey global survey found that 89% of
employees consider psychological safety
essential in the workplace [15].

Beyond performance metrics, psychological
safety has important implications for employee
mental health and retention. Teams with
psychologically safe climates tend to have
members who are more engaged and less
stressed. According to Accenture data,
companies that cultivate high psychological
safety experience 74% less stress among
employees and 27% lower turnover, alongside
greatly improved engagement and productivity
[6]. Employees in such environments are more
likely to report higher job satisfaction and
“bring their full selves” to work, contributing
positively to team morale and creativity [4]. On
the other hand, low psychological safety can
create a “culture of silence” where problems
fester. High-profile organizational failures
(e.g., the Volkswagen emissions scandal or
ethical breaches at financial institutions) have
been partly attributed to climates where
employees felt afraid to speak up about issues
[16, 17]. These cases underscore that
psychological safety is not a “soft” issue, but a
fundamental aspect of organizational risk
management and learning.

In practice, | have found that modeling
vulnerability and openness as a leader—by
admitting mistakes and actively listening—
helped normalize risk-taking and honest
dialogue. This encouraged staff to experiment
with new teaching methodologies and student
engagement strategies, even when outcomes
were uncertain. In turn, these efforts
contributed to stronger student performance,
higher retention rates, and greater alignment
between the institute’s training and national
workforce needs.

Moreover, psychological safety proved
critical during periods of organizational stress,
such as funding shortfalls or rapid
technological transitions. Instead of

disengaging, my team leaned on trust and
collaboration ~ to  generate  solutions,
demonstrating resilience in the face of
uncertainty. This experience underscored that
high performance is not merely the product of
technical expertise, but also of a supportive
environment where individuals feel respected,
valued, and safe to contribute.

Research gap and Relevance: While the
importance of psychological safety is well
recognized, organizations often struggle with
how to build and sustain it, particularly under
pressures for performance. Surveys indicate
that only about one quarter of leaders
consistently exhibit behaviors that foster
psychological safety in their teams [18]. There
is a need to better understand the concrete ways
in which psychological safety drives team
excellence and how leaders and team members
can actively cultivate this quality. This study
focuses on the role of psychological safety in
high-performing teams, synthesizing current
knowledge and  identifying  practical
implications. We address how psychological
safety contributes to team effectiveness (in
terms of performance, innovation, and
collaboration), what factors promote or hinder
psychological safety, and what can be done to
enhance it in organizational settings.

Research Obijectives

To guide this inquiry, the research aims were
defined as follows:

1. Obijective 1: To examine the concept of
psychological safety and its relevance to
team effectiveness, including definitions
and theoretical foundations (drawing on
foundational works like Edmondson, 1999
and Kahn, 1990).

2. Objective 2: To analyze empirical
evidence linking psychological safety with
high team performance and other positive
outcomes  (e.g.  decision  quality,
productivity,  innovation),  including
findings from recent studies and meta-
analyses.



3. Objective 3: To identify key factors and
antecedents that foster or hinder
psychological safety in teams — such as
leadership ~ behaviors,  organizational
culture, team norms, and structural
elements — based on literature and case
examples.

4. Objective 4: To explore practical
strategies and implications for managers
and organizations to cultivate
psychological safety in teams, thereby
enhancing overall team performance and
well-being. This includes discussing
interventions, training, or leadership
practices recommended in the literature.

Through these objectives, the study seeks to
provide a comprehensive understanding of why
psychological safety matters for high-
performing teams and how it can be nurtured,
aligning with university-level academic inquiry
and practical relevance for management.

Methodology

Research Design: This study is qualitative
literature-based research structured as a
narrative review and thematic analysis. Rather
than collecting primary data existing scholarly
work and reported evidence on psychological
safety in teams were systematically reviewed.
The approach follows academic conventions
for an integrative review, aiming to synthesize
knowledge and derive insights applicable to
management practice.

Inclusion Criteria: Sources were included
if they specifically addressed psychological
safety at the team or organizational level and
reported on its impact on performance or
related outcomes (learning, innovation, etc.), or
if they examined factors influencing
psychological safety. Studies of all types were
considered — quantitative (e.g., surveys,
experiments, meta-analyses) and qualitative
(e.g., case studies, interviews) — to capture a
holistic view. Given the focus on high-
performing teams, particular attention was paid
to research in organizational settings where

team performance could be objectively or
subjectively  assessed  (corporate  teams,
healthcare teams, project teams, etc.). Notably,
literature from high-risk industries (healthcare,
aviation, public safety) was included as they
often highlight the critical role of speaking up
and its performance consequences, offering
generalizable insights [12, 19].

Data Extraction and Thematic Analysis:
For each selected source, key findings and
conclusions were extracted. Using a thematic
analysis approach, these findings were coded
into categories corresponding to the research
objectives. Emergent themes included:
communication openness, error reporting and
learning, team  innovation,  employee
engagement and well-being, leadership
influence, and cultural factors (like trust and
blame). The analysis was iterative; as we
reviewed more sources, we refined themes and
identified patterns of agreement or discrepancy
across studies.

Quality and Bias Consideration: The
credibility of sources were assessed by favoring
peer-reviewed and highly cited works. Meta-
analytic and review were used to ground claims
in aggregated evidence. Where practitioner
sources are cited (e.g., HBR or industry
surveys), they are triangulated with academic
findings. Since this is a literature review, there
is an inherent bias towards published positive
results; an attempt to note any conflicting
findings or nuances (such as potential
downsides of psychological safety or boundary
conditions) were reported in the literature.

Limitations: No new empirical data were
collected, so the study is limited by what has
been examined in existing research. Also,
psychological safety research often relied on
self-reported perceptions and correlational
designs, which were acknowledged when
interpreting causality. Nonetheless, including
experimental evidence (such as a randomized
field experiment) helped strengthen causal



arguments [2]°. The methodology s
appropriate for the exploratory nature of our
objectives, allowing a rich, evidence-based
discussion suitable for an academic journal
article.

Results

Psychological Safety as a Catalyst for
Team Performance

The literature consistently shows that
psychological safety is a catalyst for multiple
dimensions of team performance. High levels
of psychological safety are associated with
better team task performance, more effective
decision-making, and  higher  overall
productivity [2, 5]. For instance, in a field study
it was found that teams where individuals felt
safe to voice their ideas had significantly higher
performance and innovation outcomes than
those that did not [2]. The same study
implemented an intervention and observed
improvements in perceived innovativeness and
leadership quality when managers focused on
meeting employees’ psychological needs,
underscoring that psychological safety can be
intentionally fostered to boost performance [2].
These findings align with a broad consensus:
teams thrive when members feel free to speak
up. According to a McKinsey explainer,
psychological safety is “consistently one of the
strongest predictors of team performance,
productivity, quality, safety, creativity, and
innovation.” [9] In other words, psychological
safety is not just a “nice-to-have” — it has
tangible performance payoffs across diverse
contexts.

Decision-making and error management:
Teams high in psychological safety make better
decisions under complex and uncertain
conditions. When individuals trust that they
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will not be ridiculed or penalized, they are more
likely to share unique information, admit
uncertainties, and collaboratively evaluate
alternatives. This reduces the risk of
“groupthink” and leads to more well-informed,
diverse perspectives feeding into decisions [7].
Studies show that psychological safety allows
team members to take moderate risks and “stick
their neck out” with novel ideas or dissenting
opinions, which are exactly the behaviors that
often lead to market breakthroughs and process
improvements °. In a classic example, it was
found that teams with high task conflict
(differing ideas) only translated that conflict
into better performance when psychological
safety was high. In teams lacking psychological
safety, conflict tended to be unproductive or
suppressed altogether; but in a psychologically
safe climate, conflict could be harnessed
constructively to improve outcomes [1].
Psychological safety also plays a crucial role
in error management and learning.
Edmondson’s early research in healthcare
teams observed a paradox: teams with higher
psychological safety reported more errors, but
they also performed better in the long run
because those errors were openly discussed and
learned. It turned out that psychologically safe
teams did not necessarily make more mistakes
[7] — they were simply more willing to report
and confront mistakes, turning them into
opportunities for improvement. Subsequent
studies in hospitals confirmed that units with
higher psychological safety have higher rates
of error reporting and lower actual error harm
rates, thanks to continuous learning cycles. By
contrast, teams in low safety environments
often hide or ignore errors due to fear, which
prevents learning and can degrade performance
over time. As was noted in a recent review, a
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“culture of trust, transparency, and open
communication fosters greater psychological
safety and improved teamwork and well-
being,” [11] whereas overly rigid, punitive
climates suppress voice and hinder innovation

[71

Impact on Innovation and Learning
Behaviors

Psychological safety is a wellspring for team
learning behaviors, creativity, and innovation.
When team members feel safe, they are more
likely to ask questions, seek feedback, and
share half-formed ideas — behaviors that are
essential for learning and creative problem-
solving [3]. Research has shown that in high-
tech enterprises demonstrated a direct link
between team psychological safety and
employee innovative performance, mediated by
open communication behaviors’. In the study of
580 employees, teams with  greater
psychological  safety (characterized by
collaboration, information  sharing, and
equitable “give-and-take” in dialogue) showed
significantly higher innovation performance at
the individual level. The reason, as they found,
was that psychological safety encouraged more
robust communication: team members freely
exchanged ideas and built on each other’s
suggestions, fueling creativity. Communication
acts as a critical conduit and it was observed
that psychological safety’s effect on innovation
was largely indirect, through enhanced
communication quality [5]. This underscores
that one of psychological safety’s primary
benefits is unleashing information flow and
knowledge sharing in teams, which in turn
drives innovation.

Broader literature supports these findings. A
meta-analysis covering 117 studies confirmed

 The impact of team psychological safety on
employee innovative performance a study with
communication behavior as a mediator variable |
PLOS One,
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371
/journal.pone.0306629

that psychological safety is positively related
not only to task performance but also to
learning behavior in teams [6]. Teams with
psychologically safe climates are more willing
to engage in knowledge-sharing activities, seek
feedback, experiment, and reflect on outcomes.
As a result, they adapt and improve more
quickly than teams with defensive, low-safety
climates [9]. Similarly, it was found that
psychological safety significantly improves
team learning and team efficacy, which then
boosts team productivity [7]. Their survey of
professional teams showed that psychological
safety was favorably correlated with
perceptions of team effectiveness, supporting
the idea that learning behaviors serve as a
mechanism linking safety to performance [7].
Psychological safety thus mitigates the
personal risk involved in innovation, creating a
zone where failing fast and learning fast is
accepted as part of the creative process [28°].

Employee Engagement, Well-Being, and
Retention Outcomes

Another set of results link psychological
safety to employee engagement and well-
being, which are themselves determinants of
team performance. When team members feel
psychologically safe, they tend to be more
engaged in their work [13]. They invest more of
themselves — cognitively and emotionally —
because they do not fear interpersonal danger in
the team context. Empirical support that
psychological safety consistently correlates
with higher job satisfaction, commitment, and
intent to stay with the organization. In essence,
a psychologically safe team is a more satisfying
team to work in, which can reduce turnover and
preserve team knowledge and cohesion.
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Data from organizational surveys provide
striking evidence: According to research cited
by McKinsey, nearly 90% of workers believe
it’s the responsibility of leadership to create a
safe environment, and when that exists,
engagement soars °. Accenture’s findings
quantify this: teams with high psychological
safety see 76% more engagement and 27%
lower turnover than those with low safety [6].
They also see significantly lower stress and
burnout rates [6]. These statistics align with
academic findings that psychological safety
helps meet humans’ intrinsic needs for
inclusion and esteem at work, thereby
improving mental health. In high-stress
professions, like frontline healthcare and public
safety, the presence of a psychologically safe
climate has been tied to lower psychological
distress among employees and greater
willingness to utilize peer support [11]. For
instance, hospitals with strong psychological
safety norms not only report better patient
outcomes but also lower nurse burnout and
higher job fulfillment [7].

From a team performance standpoint,
engaged and healthy team members are more
productive and collaborative. Thus,
psychological  safety’s  contribution to
engagement and well-being creates a positive
feedback loop: engaged employees contribute
more proactively to the team, further enhancing
performance. It is noted that inclusive
leadership (leaders who are open, accessible,
and attentive) increases psychological safety,
which in turn raises employee involvement in
creative tasks and organizational citizenship
behaviors. Such behaviors — going above and
beyond basic duties — are indicators of high
engagement and directly benefit team
functioning. The practical implication is that
psychological safety is not just a moral or
health concern; it is strategically linked to

9 The Benefits of Psychological Safety: Boosting
Employee Well-Being and Performance | Cooleaf

retaining talent and maximizing their
contributions within teams.

Key Empirical Findings Summary
Discussion

How Psychological Safety Drives Team
Effectiveness

The results from this study affirm that
psychological safety is a linchpin of high team
performance, functioning through multiple
interrelated pathways. First, drawing on
Edmondson’s theoretical lens, psychological
safety promotes a learning-oriented team
climate. In a psychologically safe team,
members actively share information and ask for
help without fear [8]. This free flow of
information increases the team’s collective
knowledge and its ability to self-correct. Teams
can detect and address errors or inefficiencies
early, which improves reliability and quality (a
phenomenon noted in healthcare teams where
high psychological safety led to improved
patient outcomes via more error reporting and
learning). In essence, psychological safety
transforms mistakes and divergent ideas from
potential crises into learning opportunities.
Over time, this accelerates team development
and adaptation, crucial for remaining high-
performing in dynamic environments.

Second, psychological safety enhances
interpersonal risk-taking in service of the
team’s goals. This includes speaking up with
novel ideas, admitting lack of knowledge, or
challenging the status quo. These behaviors are
often risky for individuals because they expose
one to possible embarrassment or conflict.
However, they are also the behaviors that drive
innovation and continuous improvement. When
team members do not fear negative
consequences, they contribute more creatively.
As one study phrase puts it, “psychological
safety is the assurance to take interpersonal

https://www.cooleaf.com/blog/the-benefits-of-
psychological-safety-boosting-employee-well-
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risks without fearing adverse consequences”,
which “promotes innovation, collaboration,
and continuous learning.” *°. High-performing
teams, by contrast, often display a blame-free
culture where the emphasis is on problem-
solving, not punishing the messenger of bad
news [4].

Third, psychological safety contributes to
building team efficacy and cohesion, which
reinforce performance. When members feel
safe, they develop a stronger belief in the
team’s capability to handle challenges
(collective efficacy), because they know
everyone can contribute without trepidation.
Psychological safety improved team efficacy
perceptions which then boosted productivity
[17]. Additionally, trust and mutual respect are
strengthened in a psychologically safe
environment, because people see that their
colleagues have positive intentions toward
them. Over time, this can deepen team cohesion
— but importantly, it’s a form of cohesion that
does not stifle dissent (unlike groupthink), but
rather one that supports constructive dissent.
The discussion climate is respectful yet candid.
It is found at the technical institute that teams
with inclusive leaders (who encourage input
from all members) had higher psychological
safety and in turn displayed more team
involvement and innovation. Their work
highlights that leadership inclusiveness fosters
both safety and a shared commitment to
excellence, which is a recipe for high
performance.

While psychological safety clearly boosts
team effectiveness, it is not a panacea or an
excuse to avoid accountability. It was
emphasized — and our findings bear repeating —
that psychological safety and accountability for

10 Enhancing Psychological Safety with
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results must coexist for optimal team
performance [7]. A potential misinterpretation
of psychological safety is that it could lead to
complacency or an overly ‘“comfortable”
culture where poor performance is tolerated.
However, true psychological safety is about
candor in the pursuit of excellence. As noted, a
psychologically safe workplace is “one in
which interpersonal fear is unwelcome”,
enabling better performance and learning ™. It
does not mean that standards are lowered or that
conflict is eliminated; rather, conflict is
approached in a collaborative manner and
standards can be even higher because the team
can openly discuss how to meet them. High-
performing teams often balance a “high safety,
high accountability” environment [7] members
feel safe to take risks and know they are
expected to? deliver. In such teams, if someone
underperforms or an idea fails, it’s discussed
openly and factually (no finger-pointing) and
used to strategize improvements, maintaining
accountability while preserving dignity.*®

Antecedents and Enablers of

Psychological Safety

Understanding what enables psychological
safety in teams is crucial for leaders aiming to
build high performance. The literature points to
several key antecedents:

1. Leadership Behavior: Perhaps the most
significant factor is leadership style.
Consistent findings show that inclusive,
supportive, and transformational leaders
create conditions for psychological safety
[7]. Leaders who are approachable, admit
their own fallibility, and invite input signal
that it’s safe for others to speak up [15].
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This behavior is often termed “leader
inclusiveness.”

. Transformational leaders — those who
inspire, coach, and foster an open dialogue
— also elevate psychological safety by
building trust and a shared vision where
speaking up is seen as contributing to the
mission [15]. In contrast, authoritarian or
punitive leadership tends to crush
psychological safety. Leaders who react
angrily to bad news or dismiss suggestions
quickly create a chilling effect. It was
found that “overly rigid hierarchies often
suppressed employee  voice  and
innovation,” Whereas ethical, inclusive
leadership was strongly associated with
high psychological safety levels [1]. A
practical tip emerging from Edmondson’s
work is for leaders to model vulnerability,
e.g., start meetings by saying “I may miss
something; T need your input” thereby
normalizing fallibility and inviting others
to contribute [7, 11]. This flattens the
power distance and encourages a
participative climate.

. Team Interpersonal Climate: Teams that
develop norms of mutual respect, trust, and
open communication naturally cultivate
psychological safety [13]. Trust is both a
precursor and a product of psychological
safety —initial trust allows people to test the
waters by speaking up, and if that goes
well, psychological safety grows, which
further reinforces trust. It was noted at the
technical institute  that  reducing
interpersonal  fear  (i.e., increasing
psychological safety) was essential for
creating a climate where people could
accept and act on honest feedback, which is
fundamental for any team learning or
change. The review indicates that teams
which intentionally practice supportive
communication  behaviors —  active
listening, constructive feedback,
appreciation of contributions — build a safe
atmosphere. For instance, teams that

conduct after-action reviews (post-project
debriefs) in a non-blaming way see
improvements in psychological safety over
time. Conversely, if team interactions are
riddled with  sarcasm, blame, or
dismissiveness, members learn quickly that
vulnerability is dangerous, undermining
safety. Team diversity can also interplay
with psychological safety: diversity of
perspectives has huge performance
benefits if psychological safety is high
(because diverse members feel included
and can voice unique ideas), but diversity
without safety can lead to factionalism or
silence from minority voices. Thus,
inclusive team practices (rotating meeting
facilitation, ensuring everyone speaks,
addressing microaggressions) are
important to maintain safety in diverse
teams.

. Organizational Culture and Structures:

At a higher level, organizational context
sets the tone for team psychological safety.
Companies that espouse and enact learning
culture values; e.g., “we learn from
failure,” “speaking up is valued”’; empower
teams to be safe. Rewards and evaluation
systems that do not punish (or that even
reward) people for raising issues can
incentivize candor. Some tech firms, for
example, have instituted “best failed idea”
awards to celebrate employees who took
smart risks that didn’t pan out, reinforcing
that the organization stands behind risk-
takers. Hierarchical structure also matters.
While some hierarchy can provide clarity,
overly steep hierarchies are inimical to
psychological safety. In very hierarchical
settings (military, hospitals), deliberate
efforts like team training in “flattening”
communications (e.g., using first names in
simulations, encouraging junior staff to
question senior staff through structured
protocols) have been used to increase
psychological safety. The highlighted that
in high-risk fields, strict hierarchies often



prevent  lower-rank members  from
speaking up, whereas organizations that
cultivated more egalitarian communication
norms saw higher psychological safety and
better team outcomes™. Organizational
policies such as open-door policies,
anonymous feedback channels, and visible
executive support for employee voice (e.g.,
CEOs holding town halls and thanking
employees for tough questions) all
contribute to a broader culture that feeds
team-level psychological safety.

5. Shared Experiences of Success in
Speaking Up: One often overlooked
enabler is teams shared past experiences. If
a team has early experiences where
someone spoke up about a problem and the
team handled it well (listened and solved it
rather than shooting the messenger), that
becomes a “safe precedent,” reinforcing
psychological safety [7]. This suggests a
practical point: when forming new teams,
how leaders handle the first instances of
risk-taking or error reporting can set the
climate for the future. Leaders should treat
these moments carefully — thank the
person, address the issue constructively —
to bank trust. Over time, accumulated
positive interactions create a self-
reinforcing spiral: psychological safety
begets more speaking up, which, when
handled supportively, further strengthens
psychological safety.

Practical Implications for Building
High-Performing Teams

The convergence of evidence on
psychological safety offers clear practical
guidelines for managers and organizations
seeking high-performing teams:

1. Demonstrate Supportive Leadership:

Leaders at all levels should actively
cultivate an environment of openness. This

14 Antecedents of Workplace Psychological Safety
in Public Safety and Frontline Healthcare: A

can be done by explicitly inviting input,
asking questions like “What are we
missing?” or “Does anyone see risks or
have a different perspective?” on team
decisions.  Leaders  must  respond
appreciatively to input — especially critical
or dissenting input. Even if an idea is not
adopted, saying something like “Thank you
for raising that concern — it’s important we
consider all angles,” reinforces safety.

Leaders should also share their own

thought process and even mistakes. As one

Google leader quoted, “There’s no team

” By acknowledging their
own missteps (“I was wrong about X,
here’s what I learned...”), leaders’ model
that it’s acceptable to be fallible [14]. This
approach echoes transformational
leadership behaviors — individualized
consideration and intellectual stimulation —
which have been empirically tied to higher
team psychological safety [7].

2. Establish Norms of Open
Communication: Teams can set ground
rules such as “We critique ideas, not
people,” “Every idea is worth hearing,” and
“It’s okay to say ‘I don’t know’ or to ask
for help.” Such norms, when reinforced in
every meeting, create a consistent
expectation of safety. Techniques from
agile project management like
“retrospectives” (Where teams discuss
what went well and what didn’t, in a
blameless way) help normalize
constructive feedback. Encouraging equal
participation is also key — tools like round-
robin sharing or anonymous idea
submissions (which can then be discussed)
ensure that quieter members or those lower
in status have a voice. Research shows that
teams where a few people dominate
conversation are often less collectively
intelligent than teams with more equal

without trust.

Scoping Review, https://mww.mdpi.com/1660-
4601/22/6/820



turn-taking,  which  correlates  with
psychological safety allowing everyone to
contribute. Thus, managers should be
vigilant for any signs of silencing or
imbalance and intervene to re-open the
space.

. Avoid Blame and Emphasize Learning:
When failures or issues occur, managers
should approach them with a learning
mindset rather than a blame mindset. This
may involve conducting a post-mortem
analysis focusing on process
improvements (“What can we learn? How
do we prevent this in future?”) instead of
singling out individuals for punishment. By
systematically doing this, teams internalize
that pointing out a problem will not result
in scapegoating. A powerful practice from
high-risk industries is the use of “Just
Culture”  principles —  separating
blameworthy acts (like willful negligence)
from human errors or system failures. In a
Just Culture, employees are treated fairly
and are actually rewarded for speaking up
about near-misses or mistakes, because
doing so improves safety for all. This
approach has clear parallels to fostering
psychological safety. Adopting such
principles can improve overall
organizational performance; for example,
some airlines and hospitals attribute their
excellent safety records to creating an
atmosphere where front-line staff can halt
operations or report problems without fear
(resulting in proactive fixes). For a
corporate team, this might translate to
empowering any team member to voice
ethical concerns or quality issues
immediately, assured that leadership will
address the message, not shoot the
messenger.

.Train and Coach Teams on
Interpersonal Skills: Sometimes, the lack
of psychological safety is not due to
hostility but due to team members simply
not knowing how to communicate

supportively or how to respond to conflict.
Organizations should invest in training
programs that include active listening,
giving and receiving feedback, conflict
resolution, and inclusive  meeting
facilitation. Role-playing exercises can be
effective — for instance, practicing how to
react when someone criticizes your idea, or
how to challenge an idea constructively.
Such training builds confidence and shared
understanding among team members on
maintaining a  respectful  dialogue.
Coaching can also be directed at leaders to
increase self-awareness of their reactions;
even subtle non-verbal cues (eye-rolling,
sighing) or  micro-comments  can
undermine safety, and leaders might not
realize they do it. Through coaching and
feedback (e.g., 360-degree feedback where
employees rate managers on creating an
open climate), leaders can improve.
According to a McKinsey study, only 26%
of leaders consistently behave in ways that
support  psychological safety [18],
indicating a large gap that training and
development can address.

. Measure and Monitor Psychological

Safety: As the adage goes, “what gets
measured gets managed.” Teams and
organizations should consider periodically
assessing psychological safety
(anonymously) using survey instruments
(Edmondson’s 7-item Team Psychological
Safety Scale is a common validated tool).
By including items like “If you make a
mistake on this team, it is often held against
you” (reverse-scored) or “Members of this
team are able to bring up problems and
tough issues,” managers can gauge the
current level of safety. The results can
pinpoint problem areas or subgroups that
feel less safe. Monitoring over time also
shows if interventions are working (e.g.,
after  leadership  training or a
reorganization). Some companies
incorporate psychological safety metrics



into broader employee engagement surveys
and treat them as leading indicators of team
performance. If a drop in psychological
safety is detected, it should prompt
managerial inquiry and action (much like a
rise in defect rates would prompt
investigation in a production process).

Limitations and Boundary Conditions

While extolling the virtues of psychological
safety, it is important to note boundary
conditions. Most research finds positive effects
for psychological safety, but there are a few
nuances:

1. Cultural Context: The expression and
impact of psychological safety might differ
across cultures. In more collectivist or high
power-distance cultures, employees may
be naturally reticent to voice dissent to
authority, so building psychological safety
could be more challenging or require
culturally tailored approaches (like
leveraging group consensus-building to
surface issues). Some studies in East Asian
contexts, for instance, suggest that even
with psychological safety, employees may
prefer indirect ways of speaking up (such
as through an intermediary) to save face.
Managers need cultural intelligence to
adapt practices that foster safety without
clashing with deep-seated norms of
respect.

2. Nature of Work: In creative and
knowledge-intensive work, psychological
safety has near-universally positive
impacts on  performance through
innovation and learning. However, in
certain high-compliance or routine tasks
(say, a strict assembly line or military drill),
constant questioning might not be as
welcomed during the execution phase
(though it would be during training and
debriefing). The key is balancing when
divergence is useful versus when
convergence and discipline are needed.
Even in such environments, though,

psychological safety is crucial when
anomalies or improvements need reporting
— SO it is more about timing and context of
voice rather than whether voice is allowed
at all.

3. Overconfidence  Risk: A highly
psychologically safe team might become
overconfident in its ideas if not paired with
healthy external feedback. Teams should
remain open to external critique -
psychological safety should extend to
inviting feedback from outside the team as
well, to avoid group isolation. As long as
the team doesn’t equate safety with “we’re
always right,” this is manageable.
Encouraging a humble, learning orientation
is the antidote to any complacency;
psychological safety actually enables
humility, because people can admit flaws.
Leaders should continuously reinforce that
safety exists so that we can improve and
reach ambitious goals, not to make things
comfortable.

In summary, when implemented with these
considerations in mind, psychological safety
becomes a powerful engine for team
effectiveness.

Conclusion

This research set out to explore the role of
psychological safety in high-performing teams,
and the evidence gathered leads to a clear
conclusion:  psychological safety is a
fundamental driver of team excellence. High-
performing teams thrive in climates where
members feel safe to contribute their ideas,
voice concerns, and take interpersonal risks in
the pursuit of team goals. Such climates unlock
critical behaviors — open communication,
continuous learning, innovation, and mutual
support — that directly enhance performance,
adaptability, and innovation.

Key conclusions drawn from the literature
include:

1. Psychological safety enables superior
team performance by fostering open



dialogue and learning. Teams that cultivate
psychological safety make better decisions
and avoid catastrophic errors, as
individuals are more likely to speak up
about potential issues and share
information that others need to hear [9].
Over time, this leads to measurable gains in
productivity, quality, and innovation,
distinguishing high-performing teams from
their peers.

. The impact of psychological safety is
multi-faceted: it not only improves task
performance outcomes but also boosts
team processes and human factors such as
engagement, creativity, and resilience. A
psychologically safe team is more engaged
and resilient in the face of challenges,
meaning it can sustain high performance
even under  pressure.  Moreover,
psychological safety contributes to the
“agility” of a team — its ability to rapidly
learn and pivot — which is increasingly
crucial in  today’s  fast-changing
environment.

. Building psychological safety is both an
individual and organizational
responsibility. Leaders play a pivotal role
in modeling and rewarding the behaviors
that create safety, but every team member
contributes to the climate through daily
interactions. Organizations must support
these efforts by aligning culture, structure,
and systems (e.g., performance
management) with the values of openness
and respect. When an organization’s
espoused values and actual practices both
promote voice and learning (for example,
celebrating lessons learned from failures),
psychological safety becomes embedded
and self-reinforcing at all levels.

. Practical strategies can effectively
enhance psychological safety, leading to
better team outcomes. Interventions
highlighted in the literature — from
leadership training in inclusive behaviors
to team charters on communication norms

— have demonstrated positive results in
increasing psychological safety (and
subsequent  performance) [2]. This
indicates that psychological safety, while
rooted in trust which takes time, can indeed
be developed rather than being seen as a
fixed trait of a team.

For management practice, these conclusions
underline that investing in psychological safety
iS an investment in sustainable high
performance. Teams with technically skilled
members may falter if psychological safety is
lacking; conversely, teams of moderate talent
can outperform expectations if they have a
strong safety net to leverage every member’s
contribution fully. Ideally, of course, an
organization wants talented people and a safe
environment — that combination is the hallmark
of the most innovative, effective teams studied
(e.g., at Google, Pixar, etc.).

From an academic perspective, this study
contributes a literature-backed narrative that
reinforces psychological safety’s central place
in organizational behavior theory and
highlights areas for future research. Future
studies could delve deeper into longitudinal
effects (how psychological safety developed
early in a team’s life influences outcomes years
later), cross-cultural validations of these
concepts, and the interaction of psychological
safety with virtual team dynamics (a growing
practical concern in the era of remote work).

In closing, the core message is simple but
powerful: teams perform best when people feel
safe to be themselves and to speak up. Fostering
psychological safety is not merely about
making people feel good — it is about creating
the conditions for teams to unleash their full
potential, innovate, and tackle challenges head-
on. Organizations that recognize and act on this
will likely find their teams achieving the kind
of high performance that provides a
competitive edge in today’s complex world.

In conclusion, psychological safety has been
a cornerstone in my leadership journey. By
fostering openness, inclusivity, and trust, | was



able to cultivate a culture where my team
thrived, students benefited, and the institute
remained adaptive to the evolving demands of
the Guyanese technical and vocational
education sector.
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