
Psychological
Safety
What does research say about how to actually create
psychological safety and therefore effective teams
and organisations?

We summarise findings from two landmark research papers in the
hopes it will help HR, L&D and People leaders make the case for
leadership development.
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Finally the world has
understood!
For those of you who work in HR, it has probably been obvious for a long time
that an open culture built on trust is business critical. If you can achieve this,
many of the results you seek happen as a side effect: attractiveness as an
employer, increased engagement, decreased staff turnover and so on.

However, we know it can be difficult to
get senior management to prioritise and
invest time and money in organisational
culture transformation. Often the source
of this is management not seeing the
connection between crucial operational
outcomes and a culture lacking in trust.
It’s too fluffy!

In 2023, we discovered two
revolutionary new reports, the content
of which could have great influence in
the future and facilitate HR's strategic
work. The content itself is not
particularly new and revolutionary, but
the fact that the reports come from
Gallup and McKinsey is a pleasant
surprise. What’s more, the message and
tone of these two reports is definitely
new from these heavyweight research
institutions. My prediction is that these
findings will be vitally important and
have the potential to break new ground.

My hope is that this little compilation
of report contents will be as sweet
music to your ears as it was to mine,
precisely because they come from
institutions that have the power to
influence the agenda of the world's
business leaders. I hope it can be
useful in HR's business planning as a
tool to make the case for these
important questions to be heard.

Karin Tenelius, 
co-founder and CEO of 

Tuff Leadership Training



Not engaged
59%

Engaged
23%

Actively disengaged
18%

Gallup State of the Global
Workforce 2023 Report
Here are some key findings from the latest research by Gallup which states the
great potential - not least financial - that exists in organisational cultures and
argues why emphasis should be placed on changing them. As you know, Gallup
has been measuring employee engagement in workplaces worldwide every year
since 2009.

41%
of those not engaged when asked
what they would change to improve
their workplace said ‘engagement
and culture,’ much higher than pay
and benefits (28%) and wellbeing
(16%).

What the disengaged
respondents would change to
improve their workplace:

For everyone to get recognised
for their contributions
For the managers to be more
approachable, to talk openly
More autonomy in the work to
stimulate everyone’s creativity
To learn more
To be more respected by
managers
Giving everyone a fair chance
in getting promoted 
Clearer goals and stronger
guidance 

In 2009, global employee engagement was
12%. In 2023 it was 23%. So you could be
happy that engagement has almost doubled
in 14 years and hope that this upward trend
will continue. Or you could be surprised by
the numbers because they indicate such a
huge untapped potential.

For this report, Gallup has some suggestions
for speeding up the process of increasing
engagement. Additionally, they have
calculated the cost of not tapping into the full
potential of the world's employees: Gallup
estimates that low engagement costs the
global economy $8.8 trillion annually, which is
9% of global GDP.

The red thread

The red thread in the report is managers’
leadership style and how they communicate,
which of course we’ve known for decades.
Gallup's CEO doesn't mince words when
summarising their conclusions:

“Bad management leads to lost customers
and lost profits, but it also leads to miserable
lives. Gallup's research on well-being at work
shows that having a job you hate is worse
than being unemployed – and those negative
feelings end up at home and affect
relationships with family. If you're not happy
at work, you're unlikely to be happy in life.”



McKinsey: Psychological safety
and the critical role of leadership
development
The authors of this McKinsey article state: “While the benefits of psychological
safety are well established, a new survey suggests how leaders, by developing
specific skills, can create a safer and higher-performance work environment.”
These are some highlights we want to comment on.

“The survey finds that team leaders’
authoritative-leadership behaviours
are detrimental to psychological
safety, while consultative- and
supportive-leadership behaviours
promote psychological safety.”

“The survey results shows that a
climate conducive to psychological
safety starts at the very top of an
organisation...senior leaders can help
create a culture of inclusiveness that
promotes positive leadership
behaviours throughout an
organisation by role-modelling these
behaviours themselves.”

“By setting the tone for the team
climate through their own actions,
team leaders have the strongest
influence on a team’s psychological
safety.”

Excerpts from article

No manager who is perceived as
authoritarian would admit or even
recognise it. This requires a lot of self-
awareness and personal maturity. 
In Sweden, the most common widespread
complaint about managers is that they
are unclear and abdicated, which can be
just as unfavourable as being
authoritarian.

A common phenomenon when organising
leadership development programmes is
senior management exclude themselves.
“They need to change, not me.” An
absolutely devastating attitude for many
reasons.

Yes! Managers' way of being affects the
working climate more than anything else,
and if their way of being is unfavourable,
it results in a culture of silence and high
staff turnover. It's so important to
prioritise good leadership communication
over expert knowledge when recruiting.
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McKinsey survey continued

HMcKinsey’s research finds that a positive team
climate— in which team members value one
another’s contributions, care about one another’s
well-being, and have input into how the team
carries out its work—is the most important driver
of a team’s psychological safety. And yet...

Just 26%
of leaders create psychological
safety for their teams.

Only 43%
of employees report a positive
climate within their team.

Leaders that best promote psychological
safety in their teams are highly supportive
and consultative, and also challenge the
team. This is called “The Learning Zone.”

“Employees can achieve a “flow state” where
they feel properly supported and challenged,
and also feel capable of rising to the
occasion. They feel energized by their work,
able to complete the work, and enabled to
take necessary risks in 
the process. These employees often request
help from one another—and also offer it.” 
– Professor Amy Edmondson”
So what can organisations do to foster more
psychological safety? Here’s what the
McKinsey paper recommends:

Go beyond one-off training programs and
deploy an at-scale system of leadership
development.

Invest in leadership-development
experiences that are emotional, sensory,
and create aha moments.

Build mechanisms to make development
a part of leaders’ day-to-day work. 

Their research shows that leaders developing
the following skills contributes to creating
psychological safety:

Open-dialogue skills 

Developing high-quality social
relationships in teams 

Mindful listening 

Situational humility (how to develop a
personal-growth mindset and curiosity)

Sponsorship (enabling others’ success
ahead of one’s own)



References for this white paper:
(1) Gallup, 2023 https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-
workplace.aspx
(2) McKinsey, 2021 https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-
performance/our-insights/psychological-safety-and-the-critical-role-of-leadership-
development

Moose Heads on the Table
by Karin Tenelius and Lisa Gill (2020)

Since 2003, Tuff has helped transform the leadership and culture of
organisations all over the world with our groundbreaking training 
programmes and Collaboration Coaching methodology.

About Tuff Leadership Training

We are known for training managers and employees in the
mindset and skills needed to lead in more involving ways.

Learn more about us:
www.tuffleadershiptraining.com
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