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WORKPLACE WELLBEING

Chapter 4

Psychological Safety:
The Foundation of Healthy Teams

Building Trust, Wellbeing and High-Performing Teams

In this chapter
Explore what psychological safety means, why it matters for wellbeing and performance,
how leadership and everyday behaviours shape team culture, and practical ways to build
greater trust and openness at work.
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Psychological Safety: Building Trust, Wellbeing and
High-Performing Teams
The healthiest workplaces are not those where people never make mistakes, never disagree
or never experience challenges. They are workplaces where employees feel safe enough to
be honest, ask questions, admit when they need help and contribute ideas without fear of
embarrassment or punishment.

This is known as psychological safety.

Psychological safety is one of the strongest predictors of healthy, productive and successful
teams. Research has consistently shown that when employees feel psychologically safe, they
are more engaged, more innovative and more willing to learn from mistakes. They are also
more likely to speak up about concerns before problems become crises.

In contrast, workplaces where people fear criticism or judgement often experience poor
communication, increased stress, reduced creativity and higher staff turnover.

Creating psychological safety is not about avoiding accountability or lowering standards. It is
about creating an environment where people feel respected, valued and supported while
maintaining high expectations.

What Is Psychological Safety?
Psychological safety is the belief that you can express yourself without fear of negative
consequences.

In psychologically safe workplaces, employees feel comfortable to:

• Ask questions.
• Admit mistakes.
• Share concerns.
• Offer new ideas.
• Challenge decisions respectfully.
• Request support.
• Provide honest feedback.
• Be themselves.

People know they will be treated fairly, respectfully and professionally.

They do not worry that asking for help will damage their reputation or career.

Why Psychological Safety Matters
Everyone experiences uncertainty at work.

Nobody knows everything.

Everyone makes mistakes.

Employees perform best when they know they can learn without fear of humiliation.

Psychological safety encourages:

• Curiosity.
• Learning.
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• Collaboration.
• Innovation.
• Trust.
• Confidence.
• Open communication.

Without psychological safety, employees often stay silent—even when they recognise
important risks or have valuable ideas.

The result is not fewer mistakes.

It is simply fewer conversations.

The Difference Between Safe and Comfortable
Psychological safety is sometimes misunderstood.

It does not mean:

• Avoiding difficult conversations.
• Never receiving feedback.
• Lowering expectations.
• Agreeing with everyone.
• Never challenging behaviour.

Healthy teams still hold one another accountable.

The difference is how those conversations happen.

Feedback is respectful.

Mistakes become opportunities to learn.

People feel supported while continuing to grow.

The Benefits of Psychological Safety
Better Communication
Employees ask questions rather than pretending to understand.

Problems are discussed earlier.

Information flows more effectively throughout teams.

Increased Innovation
People feel confident sharing new ideas.

Creativity increases because employees are less afraid of failure.

Innovation depends upon people being willing to take appropriate risks.

Better Teamwork
Trust improves collaboration.

People become more willing to support one another rather than competing against
colleagues.

Healthy teams solve problems together.



Space to Breathe Therapy • Workplace Wellbeing Chapter 4  |  4

Improved Wellbeing
Employees experience less anxiety when they know they can ask for help.

Stress reduces because people no longer feel they must hide every difficulty.

Higher Performance
Research repeatedly shows that teams with high psychological safety often outperform
those where fear dominates.

People work better when they feel safe enough to learn.

What Happens When Psychological Safety Is
Missing?
When psychological safety is absent, workplaces often become driven by fear.

Employees may:

• Stay quiet during meetings.
• Avoid asking questions.
• Hide mistakes.
• Work in isolation.
• Avoid taking initiative.
• Keep concerns to themselves.
• Feel anxious about speaking honestly.
• Fear being judged.

This silence can have serious consequences.

Mistakes remain hidden.

Problems become larger.

Innovation slows.

Employee wellbeing declines.

Psychological Safety and Mental Health
Psychological safety plays a significant role in workplace mental health.

Employees experiencing anxiety, depression, stress or burnout are far more likely to seek
support if they believe they will be treated with compassion.

Without psychological safety many people:

• Mask their struggles.
• Continue working while overwhelmed.
• Avoid requesting reasonable adjustments.
• Fear discrimination.
• Delay seeking help.

This often leads to worsening mental health and increased sickness absence.

Creating psychologically safe workplaces helps remove stigma around mental health.
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Psychological Safety and Neurodiversity
Psychological safety is particularly important for neurodivergent employees.

Many autistic adults and people with ADHD spend years masking their differences in order to
fit into workplace cultures.

Masking may involve:

• Hiding sensory difficulties.
• Forcing eye contact.
• Suppressing stimming.
• Pretending to understand instructions.
• Working excessive hours to compensate.
• Avoiding disclosure.

Masking is exhausting.

When workplaces become psychologically safe, neurodivergent employees often feel more
comfortable discussing adjustments that help them perform well.

Rather than trying to fit the environment, the environment begins to support the individual.

The Role of Leadership
Leaders have enormous influence over psychological safety.

Employees often judge workplace culture by observing how managers respond when things
go wrong.

Supportive leaders:

• Listen carefully.
• Remain approachable.
• Encourage questions.
• Admit their own mistakes.
• Welcome feedback.
• Treat everyone respectfully.
• Respond calmly during challenges.
• Encourage learning rather than blame.

Leadership behaviours are contagious.

When managers model openness, employees are far more likely to do the same.

Creating Psychological Safety in Everyday Practice
Listen Without Interrupting
Employees who feel heard are more likely to speak honestly.

Give people time to finish what they are saying before responding.

Respond With Curiosity
Instead of assuming blame, ask questions.

Examples include:
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• "Can you help me understand what happened?"
• "What support would have helped?"
• "What can we learn from this?"

Curiosity encourages openness.

Encourage Questions
Questions should never be viewed as weakness.

Asking questions demonstrates engagement and a willingness to learn.

Thank People for Speaking Up
If someone raises a concern or admits a mistake, acknowledge their honesty.

Feeling appreciated increases future openness.

Admit Your Own Mistakes
Leaders who acknowledge their own learning create permission for others to do the same.

Nobody expects perfection.

Authenticity builds trust.

Building Trust
Trust develops through consistency.

Employees build trust when managers:

• Keep promises.
• Communicate honestly.
• Treat everyone fairly.
• Respect confidentiality.
• Follow through on commitments.
• Support employees during difficult times.

Trust cannot be demanded.

It is earned through behaviour over time.

What Employees Can Do
Psychological safety is everyone's responsibility.

Employees contribute by:

• Treating colleagues respectfully.
• Listening actively.
• Supporting new team members.
• Sharing knowledge.
• Giving constructive feedback.
• Challenging behaviour professionally.
• Showing empathy.

Healthy workplace cultures are created collectively.
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Measuring Psychological Safety
Organisations can reflect by asking:

• Do employees ask questions openly?
• Do people admit mistakes without fear?
• Are different opinions welcomed?
• Do managers actively listen?
• Are wellbeing conversations encouraged?
• Do employees feel respected?
• Is feedback constructive?
• Do people feel comfortable requesting support?

If the answer to these questions is consistently "yes," psychological safety is likely to be
strong.

The Long-Term Benefits
Investing in psychological safety leads to:

• Better employee wellbeing.
• Lower stress levels.
• Greater innovation.
• Improved teamwork.
• Better decision-making.
• Increased productivity.
• Higher staff retention.
• Reduced sickness absence.
• Stronger organisational culture.

These benefits extend far beyond individual employees.

They strengthen the entire organisation.

Key Takeaways
• Psychological safety allows employees to speak openly without fear of judgement.
• Safe workplaces encourage learning rather than blame.
• Trust is built through consistent leadership behaviours.
• Psychological safety benefits mental health, teamwork and productivity.
• Neurodivergent employees particularly benefit from psychologically safe cultures.
• Every employee contributes to creating a respectful workplace.

Final Thoughts
Psychological safety is not a workplace luxury, it is a necessity for healthy, high-performing
organisations. When people feel safe to ask questions, admit mistakes and share ideas, they
are able to focus their energy on learning, collaborating and achieving meaningful results
rather than protecting themselves from criticism.
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Creating psychological safety requires commitment from everyone, but leaders play a
particularly important role. Their willingness to listen, respond with empathy and encourage
open communication sets the tone for the entire organisation.

The strongest workplaces are not those where people are expected to be perfect. They are
those where people are trusted to be human. By replacing fear with respect, blame with
learning and silence with open communication, organisations create environments where
individuals, teams and businesses can truly flourish.



