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 I
n the 1992 film Glengarry 
Glen Ross, supervisor Blake 
loudly berates a group of 
shady investment real estate 
salesmen for their failure to 

sell. He questions whether they are 
even men, and he tells them they 
better start selling. He then threat-
ens to fire everyone except the top 
two salesmen. 

In the 2006 film The Devil Wears Prada, Miranda 

Priestly is a powerful fashion magazine editor who, 

although she often says little, forcefully makes her pres-

ence felt. In one scene, her assistant says, “She’s on her 

way. Tell everyone!” Another colleague yells out, “OK, 

everyone, gird your loins!” They scramble to ensure every-

thing, including themselves, is perfect and ready for her 

arrival. Priestly will tear down those around her with dis-

dainful looks or condescending remarks.

Those examples of abusive bosses are just fiction, 

though, right? Maybe not. 

Search the internet for “worst bosses” and you will find 

plenty of real-life horror stories, such as the one detailed in 

The Muse article “The Worst Boss I Ever Had: 11 True Stories 
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That’ll Make You Cringe” where a manager installed a 

bathroom request button at employees’ desks and regu-

larly denied their appeals.  

Fear-based leadership can be an effective short-

term motivator, but its usefulness rapidly burns out. 

People acclimate to threats and, no surprise, quit work-

ing for abusive supervisors, taking their skills and passion 

elsewhere. Toxic leadership extends beyond screaming 

threats to subtler but equally damaging bullying, silence or 

ignoring, and exclusion. 

Three decades of research by academics and applica-

tions by practitioners have shown that, in contrast, leaders 

who create psychological safety gain and sustain high per-

formance among employees. Psychologically safe cultures 

treat team members with care and empathy.

Talent development professionals play a critical role 

in helping leaders hone their management skills and 

understand why creating a psychologically safe environ-

ment makes business sense and how their organization 

can get there. 

In this issue of TD at Work, we will:

• Provide a brief history of psychological safety.

• Explain the neuroscience of psychological safety.

• Review the reasons it improves performance. 

• Identify ways leaders and organizations can create  

safe cultures. 

• Demonstrate how to measure psychological safety  

and related outcomes.

Historical Roots 

Discussions of employee wellness can be found in the ear-

liest economics writings, for example in Adam Smith’s The 

Wealth of Nations. Deborah Boucoyannis writes that, “In 

Smith, profits should be low and labor wages high, legisla-

tion in favor of the worker is ‘always just and equitable,’ 

land should be distributed widely and evenly, inheritance 

laws should partition fortunes, taxation can be high if it is 

equitable, and the science of the legislator is necessary to 

thwart rentiers and manipulators.” 

Employee wellness began to be institutionalized in  

British labor laws in the early 19th century, yet the impor-

tance of employee mental health was rarely recognized 

until the 20th century. By the 1960s, academics Ed 

Schein and Warren Bennis described the contribution 

that psychological safety made to employee productivity 

and professional development. They noted that it “was 

essential for making people feel secure and capable of 

changing their behavior in response to shifting organiza-

tional challenges.” 

In the 1980s, psychologist Will Schutz developed the 

Fundamental Interpersonal Relations Orientation theory 

and instrument that measures openness as a key aspect of 

productive cultures. The theory provides a way to under-

stand collaborative relationships. In the 1990s, Harvard 

Business School Professor Amy Edmondson extended 

Schultz’s research and conceptualizations to teams.  

Initially hidden in academia, the term psychologi-

cal safety became more popular after Google published 

research that sought to identify why some teams outper-

formed others. Google analysts interviewed 180 teams 

for Project Aristotle and found that psychological safety 

was a potent predictor of high performance. Subsequent 

research—as well as books, articles, and talks—have 

spawned new ways to measure and influence psychologi-

cal safety.  

In Practice

What distinguishes organizations grounded in psychologi-

cal safety in which employees are comfortable express-

ing themselves? Psychological safety measures the quality 

of relationships that employees have with their managers 

and leaders, as well as with peers. 

Social Relationships 
As social creatures, humans thrive in groups. Social rela-

tionships have a profound effect on our emotional and 

physical well-being. We are biologically primed to dis-

cern, through verbal and nonverbal cues, whether those 

around us are friends or foes. An individual’s perception 

that they have a positive social connection with another 

person compared to a social threat results in different 

neurological and behavioral responses. (See The Cyberball 

Experiment sidebar for an example of how that played out 

in a social experiment.) 

Social threats have been shown to significantly elevate 

cortisol, the stress hormone, compared to impersonal 
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stressors. Indeed, social threats keep cortisol high 50 

percent longer than do physical threats. When people 

are devalued, ignored, rejected, bullied, or shamed, they 

typically describe the experience as painful. Pain causes 

people to narrow their focus to the here and now, and it 

impairs their ability to effectively execute tasks. 

Psychological Safety and Trust
Psychological safety is an internal state that enables indi-

viduals to behave authentically, take risks, and express 

themselves candidly. In the workplace, psychological 

safety captures how comfortable employees feel as team 

members. Author Timothy R. Clark asserts there are four 

actions related to psychological safety: 

• Being included

• Feeling safe to experiment 

• Contributing

• Challenging the status quo 

Those factors enable an employee to respectfully dis-

agree with her supervisor’s approach or a manager to ask 

a senior leader for permission to change processes. In 

psychologically safe teams, individuals can perform those 

actions free of social approbation. That is particularly 

important when employees try new approaches that  

may not work as expected. The pain of social threats 

chills innovation.

Absent psychological safety, employees avoid rocking 

the boat for fear of retribution. Yet, when employees feel 

psychologically safe with their colleagues, engagement, 

empowerment, and trust blossom. 

Organizational trust has a substantial effect on per-

formance, so its relation to psychological safety is criti-

cal for talent development professionals to understand. 

Interpersonal trust is an individual’s willingness to give 

control to others with the expectation that they will 

reciprocate—that is, they will be trustworthy. High-trust 

cultures cultivate reliable teams. 

Psychological safety is internally focused—it’s how 

comfortable an employee feels with colleagues. Trust 

is externally focused on how others treat an individual. 

Psychological safety is a necessary precursor to trust. The 

collaboration necessary to achieve organizational objec-

tives is more likely when trust and psychological safety are 

both high.

Further, psychological safety can be equated to 

readiness: Psychologically safe colleagues are ready to 

The Cyberball Experiment

University of California, Los Angeles Professor Naomi 
Eisenberger and her colleagues wanted to under-
stand how the brain responds to social exclusion. To 
do so, in 2003, they imaged participants’ brains using 
functional magnetic resonance to document neuro-
logical responses. 

They created a computer game called Cyberball 
and had participants play it while an MRI machine 
scanned their brains. In the game, three avatars—one 
representing the participant in the MRI scanner—pass a 
ball to each other. As the game progresses, two avatars 
begin playing exclusively with each other, excluding 
the avatar representing the person in the MRI scanner. 

Participants who were excluded from the ball toss 
reported feeling distressed because they were left 
out. The imaging data showed that social exclusion  
activated regions of the brain that process physical 

pain. The more distressed a participant felt, the 
stronger the activation in the brain’s pain matrix. 
Emotional derogation is not only irritating but affects 
brain activity.

In 2010, Nathan DeWall, a psychologist at the 
University of Kentucky, replicated the Cyberball 
findings and added a clever twist: Participants took 
a pill twice a day for three weeks prior to having 
their brains scanned. Half took the pain reliever 
acetaminophen; the others swallowed a placebo. 
Acetaminophen reduced neural activity in the pain 
matrix related to the social exclusion and diminished 
self-reported distress. 

These experiments established the causal effects 
on the brain of social isolation. Social threats grab 
neural bandwidth that individuals could otherwise 
use to contribute to team goals.




