
 
 
 

 
In today’s rapidly evolving business landscape, effective leadership is paramount for 

organizations striving to maintain a competitive edge. As business leaders navigate the complexities 
of modern workplaces, they are increasingly recognizing the significance of fostering a culture of 
psychological safety. Extensive research has demonstrated that psychological safety plays a vital 
role in promoting learning behavior and enhancing team performance (Edmondson, 1999). 
However, it is crucial to distinguish psychological safety from other related concepts such as trust, 
as they are not interchangeable. Psychological safety encompasses the shared belief among team 
members that they can express their ideas, voice concerns, take risks, and make mistakes without 
fear of negative consequences (Edmondson, 1999). It creates an environment that nurtures open 
communication, collaboration, and innovation, which are essential for organizations to thrive in the 
face of uncertainty and change.  

 
 

 
The concept of psychological safety has its roots in the fundamental 

aspects of human nature and has gained substantial attention in recent years due to 
its implications for organizational success and employee well-being. To understand 
its significance in the workplace, it is essential to examine the historical 

underpinnings that have shaped its development and renaissance as a critical interpersonal 
construct. One of the earliest contributors to the understanding of human motivation and 

psychological needs was Abraham Maslow, whose groundbreaking work introduced the 
hierarchy of needs theory (Maslow, 1943). He argued that individuals have a fundamental 

need for safety, both in terms of physical safety and the assurance of protection from 
threats, which is intrinsically tied to their overall well-being and self-actualization. 

 
In more recent years, Amy Edmondson, a leading researcher in organizational behavior and 
leadership, and her colleague, provided a comprehensive analysis of the history, renaissance, and 
future of psychological safety as an interpersonal construct (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). They 
highlighted the concept's importance in promoting learning, innovation, and team performance. 
Building upon this work, a meta-analytic review confirmed the positive effects of psychological 
safety on various organizational outcomes, including job satisfaction, commitment, and creativity 
(Frazier et al., 2016), Further systematic review of the literature sheds light on the crucial role of 
leadership, specifically, in creating a psychologically safe environment and highlighted the 
reciprocal relationship between psychological safety and other organizational factors, such as trust, 
teamwork, and knowledge sharing (Newman et al., 2017). 

FEARLESS LEADERS: 
Unraveling the Crucial Link between Leadership 
Behavior and Psychological Safety 

Exploring the link between leadership and psychological safety sheds 
light on the pivotal role of leaders in cultivating an environment 

where employees feel safe to contribute their unique perspectives, 
challenge the status quo, and unleash their full potential. 

WHAT IS PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY? 



e COVID-19 pandemic has further underscored the 
importance of psychological safety in work organizations; 
high-quality relationships and psychological safety 
facilitate learning from failures, which becomes 
particularly crucial in times of crisis and uncertainty 
(Carmeli & Gittell, 2009). The paradigm shift caused by 
the pandemic has intensified the discussions around 
psychological safety, as organizations recognize the need 
to provide a supportive and safe environment for 
employees to adapt, innovate, and thrive (Snow, 2020). 
 The current workforce climate is characterized by the need for employees to feel a 
sense of meaningfulness, safety, and freedom in their work. Research emphasizes the 
psychological conditions necessary for engaging the human spirit at work. (May et al., 2004) These 
conditions include psychological safety, which contributes to fostering employee engagement and 
commitment. In practical terms, organizations need to create an environment where individuals feel 
safe to speak up, share ideas, and take risks without fear of backlash. 

Several models have been proposed to understand and promote psychological safety within 
organizations. One model for forming a psychological safety climate emphasizes the role of 
leadership, trust, and communication (Shen et al., 2015). Similarly, a popular model by Timothy 
Clark (2020) proposed the "Four Stages of Psychological Safety”, which outlines the progressive 
stages that teams go through to establish psychological safety, including inclusion safety, learner 
safety, contributor safety, and challenger safety. 

Drawing from these historical perspectives, contemporary research, and the changing 
landscape of work, this paper aims to delve deeper into the link between leadership and 
psychological safety. By examining the latest findings, practical applications, and existing models, 
this study will provide business leaders with valuable insights and recommendations to foster 
psychological safety within their organizations, thereby unlocking the potential for enhanced team 
performance, innovation, and employee well-being. 
 
 
WHY DOES THIS MATTER FOR LEADERS? 
 
 
Over the past decade, extensive research has focused on understanding the implications of 
psychological safety for practice and its link to leadership behavior. Leaders clearly play a 
crucial role in setting the tone within their teams by promoting a climate of trust, 
encouraging collaboration, and valuing diverse perspectives (Edmondson & Mogelof, 
2006). The following section examines the importance of leadership and psychological 
safety in different areas, such as the current work climate, individual job outcomes, 
inclusion, physical safety, and business success. 

 
 

 



 
 
First, leaders can role model behaviors 
that contribute to a psychology safe 
environment. Specifically, when leaders 
are open about their own mistakes and 
vulnerabilities, it sends a powerful message 
that taking risks and making errors are part 
of the learning process (Edmondson, 
2018). This authenticity encourages 
employees to be more open and transparent 
about their own challenges and 
uncertainties.  

 

Second, leaders who demonstrate emotional intelligence by empathizing with their team 
members, recognizing and validating their emotions, and providing support, create an environment 
where individuals feel understood and valued (Goleman et al., 2002). Such leaders contribute to 
psychological safety by fostering a sense of psychological well-being and building strong 
interpersonal connections within the team (Dweck, 2006). 

Third, psychological safety is closely tied to a learning-oriented culture, where individuals 
are motivated to acquire new knowledge, take risks, and learn from mistakes. Leaders who embrace 
a growth mindset and encourage continuous learning inspire their teams to do the same (Dweck, 
2006). They create an environment where failures are viewed as opportunities for growth rather 
than sources of blame or punishment. Such leaders foster psychological safety by encouraging 
experimentation, providing constructive feedback, and supporting individuals in their 
developmental journey (Harvey et al., 2019). By cultivating a culture that values learning and 
growth, leaders contribute to the psychological safety that enables individuals to push boundaries, 
innovate, and reach their full potential. 
 Fourth, leaders who promote inclusion can contribute to feelings of psychology safety. By 
encouraging and valuing diverse perspectives, leaders promote an inclusive atmosphere where 
employees feel safe to contribute their unique ideas and opinions (Edmondson & Mogelof, 2006). 
This psychologically safe environment, in turn, has implications for organizational success. 
Specifically, research has found that psychological safety is a key factor in overcoming barriers to 
collaboration in diverse teams (Edmondson & Roloff, 2008). It is also linked to greater levels of 
engagement and lower levels of turnover (Shore et al., 2010). Ultimately, as leaders foster 
psychological safety, organizations overall can accomplish more in the way of equal participation, 
active engagement, and a sense of belonging among employees from diverse backgrounds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What can leaders do to create a culture of psychology safety? 

Role model vulnerability 

Show empathy 

Embrace a culture of continuous learning 

Promote inclusion 



 
Research has shown that 
organizations with a strong 
emphasis on psychological safety 
experience increased employee 

satisfaction, creativity, and 
performance (Kim et al., 2020; Sherf et al., 

2021). A culture of psychological safety allows 
employees to feel comfortable expressing their 
thoughts, ideas, and concerns, leading to enhanced 
collaboration and problem-solving. This then 
contributes to improved innovation and firm 
performance, which makes organizations better 
equipped to seize new opportunities and stay 
competitive in dynamic business environments (Baer 
& Frese, 2002; Tjan et al., 2017). Individuals are 
also more likely to actively participate and take ownership of their work, leading to higher levels of 
motivation and job satisfaction (Avery et al., 2008). Teams reap the benefits of a psychologically 
safe culture, too, as they are better positioned to leverage diverse perspectives, leverage the 
collective intelligence, and achieve superior performance (Sherf et al., 2021). The impact of 
psychological safety very clearly extends beyond its immediate effects! It sets in motion a cascade 
effect within organizations, where the positive outcomes and behaviors associated with 
psychological safety ripple throughout various measures of success. 

 
While psychological safety is primarily associated with interpersonal 
dynamics, it also intersects with physical safety in the workplace. Studies have 

shown that psychological safety plays a role in encouraging employees to report safety-
related incidents and near misses (Appelbaum et al., 2016). Shen et al.’s (2015) 

previously proposed a model for forming a psychological safety climate was created in 
the specific context of construction project management, further citing the importance of safety 
practices and communication in creating an environment where employees feel safe to voice 
concerns and suggest improvements. By considering psychological safety as an integral part of 
physical safety initiatives, organizations (especially those in manufacturing) can enhance overall 
safety outcomes and cultivate a culture of continuous improvement. This continuous learning 
orientation leads to higher levels of individual and organizational adaptability, resilience, and agility 
in the face of challenges and change (Harmon, 2019). 

 
The implications of psychological safety extend beyond specific domains and have 

broader significance in the business world as well. Organizational culture plays a 
crucial role in shaping employees' behaviors and attitudes. By fostering 
psychological safety, organizations can create a culture that values openness, 

collaboration, and learning. This culture becomes a key differentiator in attracting and 
retaining top talent, as individuals are more likely to be drawn to organizations that prioritize their 
well-being and provide a supportive and empowering work environment (Bradley et al., 2012; 
Thorgren & Caiman, 2019). Companies like Google have recognized the importance of 
psychological safety in team effectiveness and have incorporated it into their leadership 

What happens when leaders create a psychology safe culture? 
 



development programs (McKinsey & Company, 2021; Re:Work, 2012). As the business landscape 
continues to evolve, psychological safety becomes a critical factor in driving innovation, adapting to 
change, and fostering a culture of continuous improvement (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Tjan 
et al., 2017). 

 
In summary, leadership behavior plays a pivotal role in establishing and nurturing 

psychological safety within teams and organizations. By promoting openness, trust, collaboration, 
and a growth-oriented mindset, leaders create an environment where individuals feel safe to 
express themselves, take risks, and learn and grow.  

 
 

The link between leadership behavior and psychological safety is a 
powerful one, impacting employee engagement, teamwork, innovation, 

and overall organizational success. 
 

 
As businesses strive to create thriving work environments, understanding and embracing the 
critical role of leadership behavior in fostering psychological safety becomes imperative. By 
prioritizing leadership development that cultivates these behaviors, organizations can ignite the 
full potential of their teams and foster a culture of trust, growth, and achievement. 
 

 
 

  
Creating a culture of psychological safety requires deliberate actions and thoughtful leadership. 
To foster psychological safety in the workplace, leaders and organizations can begin to take action in the 
following ways: 
 

WHAT’S NEXT? 

•Leaders should demonstrate behaviors that promote psychological safety, such 
as actively listening to employees, valuing their input, and responding with 
empathy (Herway, 2017). By modeling open and inclusive communication, 
leaders set the tone for psychological safety throughout the organization.

1. LEAD BY EXAMPLE:

•Create opportunities for open dialogue and discussion where all employees 
feel comfortable sharing their ideas, concerns, and perspectives (Adu- Oppong, 
2014). This can be achieved through regular team meetings, feedback sessions, 
or designated channels for anonymous suggestions.

2. ENCOURAGE OPEN DIALOGUE:

•Cultivate a growth mindset and foster a culture that sees mistakes as valuable 
learning experiences (Edmondson, 2018). Leaders should encourage 
experimentation, acknowledge failures, and emphasize the importance of 
learning from setbacks (Hirak et al., 2012).

3. EMBRACE MISTAKES AS LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES:



 
It is important to note that implementing psychological safety requires a sustained effort and a 
commitment to creating a supportive work environment. By adopting these practical tips and investing 
in psychological safety, business leaders can unlock the potential of their workforce, drive innovation, 
and create a work environment where employees feel empowered, valued, and motivated to contribute 
their best.  
 
 

Ultimately, prioritizing psychological safety not only leads to organizational success but also 
demonstrates a commitment to fostering a healthy and inclusive work culture—a key 
differentiator in attracting and retaining top talent in today's competitive business landscape.  

•Create team norms and establish clear expectations that promote psychological 
safety. Leaders can encourage team members to voice their opinions, challenge 
assumptions, and actively participate in decision-making processes (Edmondson 
& Roloff, 2008).

4. FOSTER PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY IN TEAMS:

•Implement communication channels that facilitate open and transparent 
communication across the organization. This can include regular town hall 
meetings, anonymous suggestion boxes, or digital platforms for sharing ideas 
and feedback (O’Donovan & Mcauliffe, 2020).

5. DEVELOP EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION CHANNELS:

•Provide leadership development programs that specifically address the 
importance of psychological safety. This can include training on active listening, 
giving and receiving feedback, conflict resolution, and fostering inclusive 
environments (McKinsey & Company, 2021).

6. INVEST IN LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT:

•Acknowledge and reward individuals and teams that demonstrate behaviors 
aligned with psychological safety, such as speaking up, sharing innovative ideas, 
or taking calculated risks (Rehn, 2019). This reinforces the value of psychological 
safety and encourages others to emulate these behaviors.

7. RECOGNIZE AND REWARD PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY:

•Regularly assess the psychological safety climate within the organization 
through surveys, focus groups, or feedback mechanisms. Use the insights 
gained to identify areas for improvement and implement targeted interventions. 
(O'Donovan & Mcauliffe, 2020).

8. CONTINUOUSLY ASSESS AND IMPROVE:



REFERENCES 
 
Adu-Oppong, A. A. (2014). Communication in the Workplace: Guidelines for Improving Effectiveness. 

Global Journal of Commerce and Management Perspective, 3(5), 208-213. 
 
Appelbaum, N. P., Dow, A., Mazmanian, P. E., Jundt, D. K., & Appelbaum, E. N. (2016). The effects of 

power, leadership and psychological safety on resident event reporting. Medical education, 50(3), 
343-350. 

 
Avery, D. R., McKay, P. F., & Wilson, D. C. (2007). Engaging the aging workforce: The relationship 

between perceived age similarity, satisfaction with coworkers, and employee engagement. 
Journal of Applied Psychology, 6, 1542–1556. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.6.1542 

 
Baer, M., & Frese, M. (2002). Innovation is not enough: Climates for initiative and psychological safety, 

process innovations, and firm performance. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 24(1), 45-68. 
doi:10.1002/job.179 

 
Bradley, B. H., Postlethwaite, B. E., Klotz, A. C., Hamdani, M. R., & Brown, K. G. (2012). Reaping the 

benefits of task conflict in teams: The critical role of team psychological safety climate. Journal 
of Applied Psychology, 97(1), 151–158. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024200 

 
Carmeli, A., & Gittell, J. H. (2009). High-quality relationships, psychological safety, and learning from 

failures in work organizations. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 30(6), 709-729. 
doi:10.1002/job.565 

 
Clark, Timothy R. The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety. National Geographic Books, 2020. Dweck, C. 

S. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. Random house. 
 
Edmondson, A. C. (1999). Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams. Administrative 

Science Quarterly, 44(2), 350-383. 
 
Edmondson, A.C. (2018). The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety in the Workplace 

for Learning, Innovation, and Growth. Wiley. 
 
Edmondson, A. C., & Lei, Z. (2014). Psychological Safety: The History, Renaissance, and Future of an 

Interpersonal Construct. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational 
Behavior, 1(1), 23-43. doi:10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031413-091305 

 
Edmondson, A. C., & Mogelof, J. P. (2006). Explaining psychological safety in innovation teams: 

organizational culture, team dynamics, or personality?. In Creativity and innovation in 
organizational teams (pp. 129-156). Psychology Press. 

 
Edmondson, A. C., & Roloff, K. S. (2008). Overcoming barriers to collaboration: Psychological safety 

and learning in diverse teams. In Team effectiveness in complex organizations (pp. 217-242). 
Routledge. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.6.1542
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0024200


Frazier, M. L., Fainshmidt, S., Klinger, R. L., Pezeshkan, A., & Vracheva, V. (2016). Psychological 
Safety: A Meta-Analytic Review and Extension. Personnel Psychology, 70(1), 113-165. 
doi:10.1111/peps.12183 

 
Goleman, D., Boyatzis, R. E., & McKee, A. (2002). The new leaders: Transforming the art of leadership 

into the science of results. 
 
Harmon, S. R. (2019). Leadership Influence on Occupational Safety: Psychological Safety and Safety 

Climate as Mediators Between Leadership and Safety Performance (Publication No. 27668882) 
[Doctoral disseration, The Chicago School of Professional Psychology]. ProQuest Dissertations 
Publishing.  

 
Harvey, J. F., Johnson, K. J., Roloff, K. S., & Edmondson, A. C. (2019). From orientation to behavior: 

The interplay between learning orientation, open-mindedness, and psychological safety in team 
learning. Human Relations, 72(11), 1726-1751. 

 
Herway, Jake. “How to Create a Culture of Psychological Safety.” Gallup.Com, Gallup, 7 Dec. 2017, 

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236198/create-culture-psychological- safety.aspx. 
 
Hirak, Reuven, et al. “Linking Leader Inclusiveness to Work Unit Performance: The Importance of 

Psychological Safety and Learning from Failures.” The Leadership Quarterly, no. 1, Elsevier 
BV, Feb. 2012, pp. 107–17. Crossref, doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2011.11.009. 

 
Kim, Sehoon, et al. “How Psychological Safety Affects Team Performance: Mediating Role of Efficacy 

and Learning Behavior.” Frontiers in Psychology, Frontiers Media SA, July 2020. Crossref, 
doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01581. 

 
Maslow, A. (1943). A Theory of Human Motivation. 
 
May, D. R., Gilson, R. L., & Harter, L. M. (2004). The psychological conditions of meaningfulness, 

safety and availability and the engagement of the human spirit at work. Journal of Occupational 
and Organizational Psychology, 77(1), 11-37. doi:10.1348/096317904322915892 

 
Nembhard, I. M., & Edmondson, A. C. (2006). Making it safe: The effects of leader inclusiveness and 

professional status on psychological safety and improvement efforts in health care teams. Journal 
of Organizational Behavior, 27(7), 941-966. doi:10.1002/job.413 

 
Newman, Alexander, et al. “Psychological Safety: A Systematic Review of the Literature.” Human 

Resource Management Review, no. 3, Elsevier BV, Sept. 2017, pp. 521–35. Crossref, 
doi:10.1016/j.hrmr.2017.01.001. 

 
O’donovan, R., & Mcauliffe, E. (2020). A systematic review of factors that enable psychological safety 

in healthcare teams. International journal for quality in health care, 32(4), 240- 250. 
 
“Psychological Safety and Leadership Development | McKinsey.” McKinsey & Company, McKinsey & 

Company, 11 Feb. 2021, https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people- and-organizational-

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236198/create-culture-psychological-safety.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236198/create-culture-psychological-safety.aspx
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/psychological-safety-and-the-critical-role-of-leadership-development
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/psychological-safety-and-the-critical-role-of-leadership-development


performance/our-insights/psychological-safety-and-the-critical-role- of-leadership-development. 
 
Rehn, A. (2019, May 21). How Psychological Safety Builds Creative Cultures. Retrieved from 

https://blog.shrm.org/executive/blogpost/How-Psychological-Safety-Builds-Creative- Cultures 
Re:Work. (2012). Retrieved from 

https://rework.withgoogle.com/print/guides/5721312655835136/#:~:text=Code-named Project 
Aristotle - a,a team effective at Google?” 

 
Shen, Y., Tuuli, M. M., Xia, B., Koh, T. Y., & Rowlinson, S. (2015). Toward a model for forming 

psychological safety climate in construction project management. International Journal of 
Project Management, 33(1), 223-235. 

 
Sherf, E. N., Parke, M. R., & Isaakyan, S. (2021). Distinguishing Voice and Silence at Work: Unique 

Relationships with Perceived Impact, Psychological Safety, and Burnout. Academy of 
Management Journal, 64(1), 114-148. doi:10.5465/amj.2018.1428 

 
Shore, Lynn M., et al. “Inclusion and Diversity in Work Groups: A Review and Model for Future 

Research.” Journal of Management, no. 4, SAGE Publications, Oct. 2010, pp. 1262–89. 
Crossref, doi:10.1177/0149206310385943. 

 
Snow, Shane. “How Psychological Safety Actually Works.” Forbes, 4 May 2020, 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/shanesnow/2020/05/04/how-psychological-safety-actually- 
works/?sh=5d6c0c63f864. 

 
Thorgren, S., & Caiman, E. (2019). The role of psychological safety in implementing agile methods 

across cultures. Research-Technology Management, 62(2), 31-39. 
 
Tjan, A. K., Walker, C. A., Renner, S. D., & Delizonna, L. (2017, August 24). High-Performing Teams 

Need Psychological Safety. Here's How to Create It. Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2017/08/high-
performing-teams-need-psychological-safety-heres-how-to- create-it 

 
 

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/psychological-safety-and-the-critical-role-of-leadership-development
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/psychological-safety-and-the-critical-role-of-leadership-development
https://blog.shrm.org/executive/blogpost/How-Psychological-Safety-Builds-Creative-Cultures
https://blog.shrm.org/executive/blogpost/How-Psychological-Safety-Builds-Creative-Cultures
http://www.forbes.com/sites/shanesnow/2020/05/04/how-psychological-safety-actually-

