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PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

Creating a Fearless Organization

Psychological Safety & Fear

Amy Edmonson, Novartis Professor of Leadership and
Management at the Harvard Business School has written
a must-read book The Fearless Organization. The
book's major premise is that creating a culture of
psychological safety in organizations is a leadership
necessity. Edmonson defines psychological safety as a
"climate in which people are comfortable expressing
and being themselves. More specifically, when people
have psychological safety at work, they feel comfortable
sharing concerns and mistakes without fear of
embarrassment or retribution. They are confident that
they can speak up and won't be humiliated, ignored or
blamed. They know they can ask questions when they
are unsure about something. They tend to trust and
respect their colleagues".

The author writes that "In most workplaces today,
people are holding back far too often - reluctant to say
or ask something that somehow makes them look bad".
What stands in the way? It's fear. "Fear inhibits
learning. Research in neuroscience shows that fear
consumes physiologic resources, diverting them from
parts of the brain that manage working memory and
process new information. This impairs analytical
thinking, creative insight and problem-solving. This is
why it's hard for people to do their best work when they
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are afraid. As a result, how psychologically safe a
person feels strongly shapes the propensity to engage in
learning behaviors, such as information sharing, asking
for help or experimenting. It also affects employee
satisfaction".

Edmonson refers to Project Aristotle, the Google
research project that attempted to define the
characteristics of highly successful teams. It was
concluded that there were five behaviors but
"psychological safety was far and away the most
important". This isn't a surprise for Edmonson as she
writes that "fear limits our ability for effective thought
and action - even for the most talented of employees.
Today's leaders must be willing to take on the job of
driving fear out of the organization to create the
conditions for learning, innovation and growth".
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From a practical
perspective, what
are the
consequences for
organizations
characterized by
fear and a lack of
psychological =
safety? They can be disastrous. She quotes several
examples in her book, including:

¢ Volkswagen - In 2008, Volkswagen was faced
with an unimaginable scandal when "the clean
diesel engines that had anchored its impressive
US sales were discovered to have been -
essentially - a hoax". Chrysler executive Bob Lutz
blamed former CEO Ferdinand Piech because he
had instigated "a reign of terror and a culture
where performance was driven by fear and
intimidation".

e Wells Fargo - The growth of this major US bank
was predicated upon the practice of cross-selling
("selling existing customers additional products").
The company's top leaders placed great pressure
on employees to cross sell or else lose their jobs.
Wells Fargo's failure was the result of a "system
that demanded hitting targets so ambitious they
could only be met by deceit. Employees operated
in a culture of fear that brooked no dissent".

Creating a fearless workplace whose leaders recognize
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that "psychological safety is mission critical" will
produce significant dividends for organizations. When
employees are engaged and feel safe, stellar
performance follows. Two successful organizations with
cultures that promote their employees' psychological
safety are:

¢ Pixar - Pixar Animation Studios has produced 19
feature films, all of which have been commercial
and critical triumphs. This success is based on the
company's Braintrust, a small group that regularly
meets to provide candid feedback to the director.
Co-founder Ed Catmull attributes the company's
success to a culture that promotes candor and
psychological safety. People in the Braintrust
room feel "safe enough to candidly say what they
felt was wrong, missing or unclear".

® Google X - Google X is an independent invention
and innovation lab that has a culture that makes it
safe to intelligently fail. CEO Astro Teller
believes that it's "a superior economic strategy to
reward people for killing unpromising projects
than it is to let unworkable ideas languish in
purgatory for years and soak up resources". Teller
has created a psychologically safe environment
for smart failure.

Creating a Fearless Organization

Edmonson has created a
Leader's Toolkit for building
psychological safety. The
three practices in the kit are:

® Setting the stage -
This practice entails both "framing the work" ("set
expectations about failure, uncertainty and
interdependence to clarify the need for voice")
and "emphasizing purpose" ("identify what's at
stake, why it matters and for whom"). Setting the
stage accomplishes "shared expectations and
meaning".

¢ Inviting Participation - This practice involves
"demonstrating situational humility"
("acknowledge gaps"), "practicing inquiry" ("ask
good questions and model intense listening") and
"setting up structures and processes" ("create
forums for input and provide guidelines for
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discussion"). Inviting participation results in

"confidence that voice is welcome". e

¢ Responding Productively - This practice consists
of "expressing appreciation" ("listen,
acknowledge and thank"), "destigmatizing failure"
("look forward, offer help, discuss, consider and
brainstorm next steps") and "sanctioning clear
violations". Responding productively creates an
"orientation toward continuous learning".

Creating a culture that has psychological safety as its
foundation is a leadership requirement. Edmonson
writes that "in any organization that thrives in our NEURO-LEADERSHIP
complex and uncertain world, leaders must be listening -
intently, with a deep understanding that people are both
the sensors who pick up signals that change is necessary
and the source of creative new ideas to test and
implement".

To better appreciate the essential need for psychological
safety and learn lessons from NASA and Japan's nuclear
plants, visit Robert Paris' blog.
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