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This paper discusses the concept of Psychological Safety,
how it can be adopted by individuals and teams, and what
employers can do to introduce and support it in their
organisations. The paper is based on a webinar hosted by
Xander Talent in August 2021, led by Kathy Coleman and
with a supporting panel of Debra Wiseglass and Dan
Summers. You can ﬁnd a list of further reading and contact
details for Kathy Coleman and Xander Talent at the end of
this paper.
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The Panelists
Kathy Coleman

Coach and Leadership Development Expert
Kathy Coleman spent 30 + years in Change Delivery working for Capgemini
Consulting, Deloitte, Ernst & Young and as an independent Programme
Director. She delivered transformation programmes for organisations
including the John Lewis Partnership, Scottish Power, Deutsche Asset
Management, AXA Life, The RAC, Royal Bank of Scotland and Lloyds
Banking Group.
Kathy now works with individuals and teams who want to dramatically
improve their performance in a way that feels genuinely enjoyable, fun and
satisfying. She helps people understand what has been driving the thoughts
and behaviours that make them unhappy and empowers them to ﬁnd ways
to change them. Working with Kathy her clients report a new-found sense
of ease, conﬁdence and comfort in their work and home lives. In her spare
time Kathy can usually be found out on her bike exploring the beautiful
Cotswold countryside where she lives.

Debra Wiseglass

Group and Development Director
Debra is an experienced HR leader, with over 20 years of expertise in
leadership development, talent, learning and organisation design and
development. Debra started as a business change consultant at Accenture
and EY, delivering large scale business and IT change for public and private
sectors. She transitioned into HR to get deeper into working with
organisations and leaders.
Debra is trained in Organisation Development at Roffey Park, a qualiﬁed
coach, an experienced team facilitator, qualiﬁed in Systemic Team
Coaching, and Thinking Environment Practitioner.

Dan Summers

Client Solutions Director
Dan is the Client Solutions Director at Xander Talent and has always had
the ambition to work with great people to facilitate amazing opportunities.
He is passionate about growing businesses and teams, both internally and
across a client base ranging from early-stage start-ups to large
multi-national corporations.
Dan is a data-driven and insightful consultant, who has studied Change &
Transformation as both a discipline and a marketplace over the course of
his career, building a trusted network of professionals along the way.
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Why are we talking about Psychological Safety?
The past 18 months have been challenging
for all of us. As we work within the easing of
Covid-19 restrictions and adopt a new sense
of normality, businesses are becoming more
focused on not just the physical safety, but
the emotional safety of employees. According
to Harvard Business Review, WFH and hybrid
working makes psychological safety anything
but straightforward (Edmonds & Mortensen).
This is a relatively unexplored area for many
businesses, although it has gained more
prominence since Professor Amy
Edmondson’s TED Talk about her research. It
also received attention when Google
announced the results of its Aristotle Project,
which showed that Psychological Safety was
the number one factor in creating high
performing teams.

What is
Psychological
Safety?
Professor Amy Edmondson, in
1999, described Psychological
Safety as:
“The belief that one will not be
punished or humiliated for
speaking up with ideas,
questions, concerns, or
mistakes.”
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Is this paper for you?
Whilst writing this paper, research was performed to try to understand who might be most interested in this
content.
The ﬁndings revealed that the likely readership would include someone that is:

1

Aged 25-45

2

Highly educated

3

Interested in neuroscience

4

Working in Consulting

5

Excited to be challenged

6
7

Energised to be pushed out of their comfort zone

Looking for some structured methodology to bring back
to a personal workplace.

But wait. None of that is actually true. What you have just read is a targeted attack on your
psychological safety.
How did reading that description make you feel? Did it give you any physical sensations like a raised heart
rate, sinking stomach or a tightening of your jawline? Did you feel like you ﬁtted into our readership category,
or were you worried that you didn’t ﬁt into our audience?
This type of triggering happens to all of us, each and every day. We often don’t even consciously register that
it’s happening. Many of the beliefs we hold about ourselves and our place in the world are formed by early
childhood events, and we never even question them – but they can have a signiﬁcant effect on how we feel
about ourselves and how we interact with others. This is especially true in the workplace.
When these beliefs threaten our psychological safety, there’s an impact on our cognitive functions – we can’t
think clearly or creatively, and we certainly can’t be truly productive. Our emotions, if they are strong enough,
cause us to say and do things we don’t really want to, and that can affect our relationship with ourselves and
others. Consistently acting this way isn’t just damaging to our emotional wellbeing. In the long run, this can be
damaging to our physical health as well.
We can’t go through life avoiding these threats, but we can learn how to deal with them so that we feel
psychologically safe.
I want to explore psychological safety in more detail, why it’s so important in the workplace and what
employers can do to help employees feel psychologically safe.
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Looking after our own Psychological Safety
Psychological safety is typically represented as a team concept and often thought of as the responsibility of
the Team Leader to create. My experience is that it is impossible to create psychological safety for a team until
the team members (and the leader) have created psychological safety for themselves. If I have a limiting belief
that I am not good enough (say) then that belief will be triggered under certain circumstances and may stop
me making a full contribution to the team even when the Team Leader has tried to make the environment
"safe". So we have to start with ourselves and do the work to develop our own psychological safety.
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How do we create our own psychological safety?
From my coaching work I have developed a model
which deﬁnes 3 areas of focus for individuals:

Authenticity

Psychological
Safety
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Authentic leadership is something that’s been
a buzzword for some time. But what does it
mean in practice? It means knowing your own
values – what is important to you and why.
Once you know what your values are, you
create routines and boundaries for yourself
and others that help you live those values and
stick to them – even if it makes you unpopular.
That gives you a strong sense of trust in
yourself. You are rounded, and able to make
decisions for the right reasons rather than
because of external factors or your own
limiting self-beliefs.
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Self-awareness
Being self-aware means identifying your limiting beliefs and understanding that they are not true. When
you have mastered this, you can start to make conscious choices about what you feel and what you
do. The three basic steps to self-awareness are to notice your thoughts and the physical sensations
that accompany them. Then you identify the core belief behind these thoughts and feelings. Finally, you
choose a different behaviour when you recognise the limiting belief.

Confidence
This is when you are realistic and balanced about your capabilities, accepting where you are right now,
in all your imperfections. It’s also about having a growth and possibility mindset. So instead of saying ‘I
am wrong’, you can say ‘it’s OK if I’m not right’. And instead of saying ‘I have failed’, you can say ‘It’s OK
if I don’t succeed – I’ll learn something in the process.”

Someone who has that blend of authenticity, self-awareness and conﬁdence, will take responsibility for their
own thoughts and actions and feelings. They avoid taking responsibility for the thoughts, feelings and actions
of others. They set boundaries for themselves and others and they have a huge degree of self-compassion.
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A psychologically safe team is
a learning team; it is one
where disagreement and
debate provides a healthy
way to draw up better ideas.

How this work translates to a team
When individuals do the work on their own
psychological safety, they can come together and
create high performance teams. These are teams
whose members feel comfortable and safe
mentioning that they do not know how to perform a
speciﬁc task and are not afraid to admit when they
have made a mistake. They ask questions, they take
risks and try new ideas. They fail, and they learn
from it. A psychologically safe team is a learning
team; it is one where disagreement and debate
provides a healthy way to draw up better ideas. They
hold each other accountable and they do not resort
to judgement or blame.

So if psychological safety starts with the individual
then is there a role for the wider organisation in
helping individuals so that the whole team beneﬁts?
And how can this happen - after all not every leader
is a coach or understands psychology.
I believe that employers absolutely have a role to
play and I think there is both a moral and a ﬁnancial
beneﬁt to them ﬁnding ways to help their employees.

It’s that kind of team that demonstrates the high
performance that Google delivered after Project
Aristotle – even when the team comes from diverse
organisational backgrounds and even when they are
challenged to do something they’ve never
experienced before.
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High-level ways that organisations
can make a difference
There is a deﬁnitely a role for organisations to play.
Even before the pandemic, there was a growing
awareness that people were struggling with their
emotional health and life was difﬁcult for them. The
pandemic has made those struggles worse and
there is a much greater expectation that the
employer is going to provide help and support. And
what the employer offers is going to be a retention
and recruitment differentiator as we go forward –
particularly for millennials and generation z, whose
expectations go way beyond standard pay and
beneﬁts.
We also work in fast-paced, changing environment
that we can ﬁnd overwhelming, causing us to resist
change. Behavioural Health Counsellor, Amanda
Hathcock, says, “The Amygdala [region of the brain
primarily associated with emotional processes]
interprets change as a threat and releases the
hormones that we know as "ﬁght or ﬂight", but also
fear. It’s the body’s way of protecting you from
change." This notion, on top of our negativity bias
which makes us see things that can go wrong before
we acknowledge everything that can go right, can
threaten our Psychological Safety.
For example, many employers are leaving it up to the
individual to decide whether and how often they
come back to the ofﬁce. On the face of it, that
sounds like something that should make people feel
very psychologically safe. It’s their choice.

But we live in a society where there’s a prevalent
belief that in order to be successful, we have to be
seen to be working long hours. For some, there will
be a belief that if they’re not in the ofﬁce, other
people will be getting more attention from the boss
and therefore they are more likely to do better and
gain promotion. The decision to return to the ofﬁce
is driven by those beliefs that unnecessarily put
employees under stress even when an employer
has the intensions of creating a safer and more
choice-led environment.
When people feel under stress like this, they go into
what’s known as the ‘ﬁght or ﬂight’ mode. This is
controlled by the Amygdala brain function, which
regulates emotions. When it kicks in, we lose our
cognitive function. We lose reason, logic and
creativity, and we can’t do our jobs properly.
Neurological research in this area suggests that it’s
not unusual for people’s Amygdala function to be
engaged so often during the working day that they
are possibly only functioning at between 30% and
50% of cognitive capacity. That’s like paying for
50% of your workforce to do nothing all day. This
is clearly not the most productive way for
employees to work.
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What can leaders do?
1. Challenge the mental health mindset
We all have mental health, but we only talk about it when it has the word ‘issue’ after it. Why is that? Like
physical health, prevention is better than cure. Don’t wait until there’s an issue – do something about it now.
Start with yourself – what are the things you can do for yourself in the coming weeks to improve your own
psychological safety? You can use the diagram above as a guide.

2. Think beyond offering support only when there is a problem
Most organisations have a helpline or directions to support any employees who are struggling. What about
offering something which employees can use at any time to support their mental health before they get to the
point of needing an emergency helpline? You could start to offer therapy, counselling or coaching as part of
your everyday ﬂexible beneﬁts package in the same way as you offer cycle to work schemes or gym
memberships.

3. Widen your Learning & Development offering
Organisations offer PowerPoint skills training, negotiation skills, interview advice and more. What about
training on how the mind works? About inner belief systems? About deﬁning personal values? In addition to
formal training courses, books, podcasts and e-learning are all ways you can encourage people to explore.

4. Re-evaluate your appraisal systems
In an organisation that’s moving at pace and learning and growing, is your current appraisal system as good
as it could be? What if you focused on individual and team learning, rather than past performance? When you
do that, performance and productivity increase as a matter of course. What about feedback? Instead of
saying ‘This is what I want you to hear’ what would happen if you asked: ‘What would you like me to listen to?’

5. Look for the signs of poor psychological safety
If you are noticing anger, irritability, tiredness or emotional outbursts in an individual, this might be a sign that
she or he are in an unsafe state of mental being. Ask what is going on for them that might be affecting their
emotions and their performance. Use kindness and empathy to see how the organisation can help. Use
enablement rather than management – it results in greater loyalty and increased retention. There are many
resources available to employers – we should use them to help and support people with actions as well as
words.

6. Pay attention to line managers
Line managers carry a lot of different responsibilities that team members do not always pay enough attention
to how well we are supporting them. Leaders need to invest in line manager training – not just ‘tasks’ but
understanding themselves and others and how to use that knowledge to create a psychologically safe
workplace. You can’t expect people to have that skill naturally. Focusing on creating psychologically safe line
managers will have an immediate knock-on effect on their teams.
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There has never been a better opportunity for
organisations to revisit values and develop culture. If
you’re managing a return to the ofﬁce, for example, give
people time to reﬂect on what has happened to them.
Some people’s lives may have been changed forever
and they will want to explore and talk about it. Build the
organisation and culture you want rather than the one
you’ve inherited.
There are many ways to build team and individual
Psychological Safety. This paper is a challenge to you
to think about it in more depth and more creatively, and
to commit to giving Psychological Safety the time your
people and your organisation deserve.

Contents | The Panelists | Psychological Safety | Conclusion | Resources | Contact

Page 11

Further information
Programmes and resources
There are many excellent resources to help you build your understanding of Psychological Safety and its
importance and value to your organisation. These are our top recommended books, podcasts and other
resources to get you started.
Professor Amy Edmondson TED Talks: https://www.ted.com/speakers/amy_edmondson
Google Aristotle Project: https://rework.withgoogle.com/print/guides/5721312655835136/

Recommended books
Dare to Lead by Brene Brown
How to win at life without losing yourself by Dr. Pippa Grange
Silencing the Inner Critic by Kristin Neff
The Long Win by Cath Bishop
The Chimp Paradox by Dr. Steve Peters
The Feminine Revolution by Amy Stanton and Catherine Connors
Essentialism and Effortless, both by Greg Mckeown
Chatter by Ethan Cross
The Art of Extreme Self-Care by Cheryl Richardson
Radical Compassion by Tara Brach
The Conﬁdence Code by Katty Kay and Claire Shipman
Podcasts
Feel Better Live More – Dr. Rangan Chatterjee.
What’s Essential – Gre Mckeown
Cross Examination by Ethan Cross
Tara Brach - Tara Brac
Unlocking Us – Brene Brown
Finding Brave – Kathy Caprino

Training courses
The following organisations have useful and thought provoking on-line and in-person courses:
https://balancedminds.com
https://www.londonmindful.com
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Contact Xander Talent
Xander Talent sources diverse and resilient individuals from previously
untapped talent pools. We train these individuals in our bespoke training
academy in specialisms such as Business Transformation, Data Analytics
and Software Engineering. Our holisitic approach to learning teaches
valuable skills such as emotional intelligence, resilience and curiosity and
we equip them with a social purpose through our social enterprise and
charity work. During Xander Associates' placement with your business, our
dedicated resourcing team will embed them into your organisation's
long-term talent eco-system.

Dan Summers
Client Solutions Director
dan.summers@xandertalent.com
+44 (0) 7784 306 741

Contact Kathy
Kathy Coleman runs her own coaching and leadership development
company. She works with senior individuals and teams, particularly those
undertaking change, to increase their likelihood of successful outcomes
whilst also reducing unhelpful behaviours, conﬂict, stress and burnout. Her
aim is to help her clients understand, challenge and overcome the things
that make them unhappy and ﬁnd a better way to deliver phenomenal
success as their authentic selves. If you are interested in talking with Kathy
about how she might help you or your team then her details are below.

Kathy Coleman
Coach and Leadership Development Expert
kathy@kathycoleman.co.uk
+44 (0) 7803 207401
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UK
17 Bevis Marks,
London
EC3A 7LN

USA
232 Madison Avenue,
Suite 1600, New York,
NY, 10016

Germany
WeWork Goetheplatz,
Neue Rothofstraße 13-19,
60313 Frankfurt am Main, Germany

+44 (0) 20 3800 0570

+1 (914) 294-3160

+49 699 517 9935

hello@xandertalent.com
www.xandertalent.com

