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Psychological safety is a shared belief that it is safe to take interpersonal risks at work without fear of
embarrassment, rejection, or punishment. These risks include speaking up, asking questions, admitting
mistakes, offering ideas, and engaging in discussions involving differing opinions. Distinct from
interpersonal trust, which reflects one individual’s perception of another, psychological safety represents
a collective belief embedded within team norms and culture. In healthcare, where work is complex, high
stakes, and emotionally demanding, psychological safety is essential to patient safety, optimal outcomes,
and workforce resilience. It is associated with improved team learning, creativity, innovation, open
communication, feedback-seeking, and overall performance.

Research has identified multiple interrelated factors that enable psychological safety in healthcare
settings. Central to this is a strong culture of safety in which patient wellbeing is consistently prioritized
and leaders demonstrate behavioral integrity by aligning their actions with their stated values. Leaders
set the tone through everyday interactions, particularly in moments of vulnerability or uncertainty.

Example: An attending physician openly acknowledges an omission identified by a learner and expresses
appreciation for the learner’s vigilance. The message conveyed is powerful: speaking up is valued,
hierarchy does not supersede safety, and every team member has a meaningful role in protecting
patients. These moments reinforce that mistakes and near misses are opportunities for learning rather
than blame.

Similarly, principles of just culture strengthen psychological safety by fostering confidence that raising
concerns will lead to constructive dialogue, accountability, and meaningful improvement rather than
humiliation or punishment.

Example: A surgical scrub technician who alerts the attending surgeon to glove contamination. The
physician responds respectfully and acknowledges the technician’s contribution to maintaining patient
safety. This reinforces a shared expectation that all voices matter, regardless of role or status. Such
interactions normalize speaking up and empower individuals who may otherwise feel hesitant to
challenge authority in high-pressure clinical settings.

The relationship between psychological safety and safety culture is inherently bidirectional:
psychologically safe teams are more likely to communicate openly, identify risks early, and engage in
continuous learning, which in turn further strengthens organizational safety culture. Environments that
support continuous improvement and change-oriented leadership also promote psychological safety by
encouraging curiosity, thoughtful risk-taking, transparent discussion of errors, and innovation. Further,
organizations that value staff wellbeing and contributions, leaders who are accessible, and peers who
model respect and collaboration all contribute to creating conditions where individuals feel safe to
participate fully.
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https://sasgog.org/fostering-an-improvement-culture/just-culture/
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