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Psychological Safety: 
The Key that Unlocks 
Engagement, Innovation, 
Inclusion and Innovation

Disclosure of Relevant
Financial Relationships
• The following faculty of this continuing 

education activity has no relevant financial 
relationships with commercial interests to 
disclose:
– Craig E. Deao, MHA
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Faculty
• Craig E. Deao, MHA

– Managing Director, Huron

Learning Objectives
• Define psychological safety as it pertains 

to creation and sustainability of a culture 
of innovation and safety.

• Recall three practical actions leaders can 
take to foster psychological safety.
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Agenda
• Describe the tenets of psychological safety.

• Define the role of psychological safety in 
creating and sustaining a culture of innovation 
and safety. 

• Describe easy to implement, evidence-based 
strategies to increase psychological safety

Healthcare’s Culture
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Eight Distinct Cultures

Source: “The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture” 2018. HBR.

Source: “The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture” 2018. HBR.
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Goal accomplishment

Source: “The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture” 2018. HBR.

Trusting relationships

Source: “The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture” 2018. HBR.
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A Greater Cause

Source: “The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture” 2018. HBR.

Live Your Purpose with a People-Centered Culture

Our foundational approach to building momentum for transformation

Accelerates momentum for 
sustained success by 
achieving goals, KPIs and 
outcomes.

Fuels self-motivation through 
a personal commitment to 
beliefs, values and 
community to drive actions 
and set the flywheel in 
motion.

Leverages the Nine Principles® 
Framework to prioritize the 
behaviors and skills that direct 
passion towards the desired 
results.

PURPOSE

WORTHWHILE 
WORK

MAKING A 
DIFFERENCE
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Which culture is most associated 
with innovation & agility?

• A) Results
• B) Caring
• C) Order
• D) Learning

• E) Purpose
• F) Safety
• G) Enjoyment
• H) Authority

Innovation & Agility

Source: “The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture” 2018. HBR.
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Fear inhibits learning

What Inhibits Learning?

• Loss of power or position

• Temporary incompetence

• Punishment

• Loss of personal identity

• Loss of group membership

A strong culture can 
be a significant 
liability when it is 
misaligned with 
strategy.
Source: “The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture” 2018. HBR.
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Culture of Compliance

Independent

Fail-proof

Need for certainty

Permission-seeking

Maintain status quo

Culture of Innovation

Collaborative

Fail-safe

Adept in ambiguity

Empowered

Question status quo

Product-centric Customer-obsessed

Source: Innosight. 2019.

Commitment > Compliance
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Psychological Safety

• Being able to show and 
employ oneself without fear 
of negative consequences 
to self-image, status or 
career. 

• A shared belief that the 
team is safe for 
interpersonal risk taking. 

What do we 
mean by 
psychological 
safety?
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Determined at the group
level

Highly influenced by group 
leadership

A feature of the group 
environment, not a matter 
of personality

© 2021 Huron Consulting Group Inc. and affiliates.

By moving the ratio to 6 out of 10, 
organizations could realize a
• 27% reduction in turnover
• 40% reduction in safety incidents
• 12% increase in productivity

Gallup, 2017

How it Affects our Work Environment

3 out of 10 workers agree that at work, their opinions seem to count 
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Foster Psychological Safety
Create a culture where people don’t fear punishment 
or embarrassment when they:

• speak up with candor

• offer ideas

• ask questions

• admit mistakes 

It is not about lowering performance standards or just 
being nice.

Edmondson, 2019.

Fostering Psychological Safety

• Honesty

• Vulnerability 

• Communication

• Information sharing 

While it can be motivating to be afraid of 
missing a deadline, afraid of failing the 
customer, or afraid of the prowess of the 
competition, being afraid of one’s boss or 
colleagues is not only unhelpful in an 
environment where technologies, 
customers and solutions are in flux, it’s 
downright risky. 

Edmondson, 2019.
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Psychological Safety & 
Performance Standards
Separate & Equal

• Build psychological safety to spur 

learning and avoid preventable 

failures

• Set high standards; inspire and enable 
people to reach them

• Share, sharpen and continually 
emphasize a worthy purpose.

Edmondson, 2019.

• A multi-year study of teams at 
Google, codenamed Project 
Aristotle, found that psychological 
safety was the critical factor 
explaining why some teams 
outperformed others 

• Even the extremely smart, high-
powered employees at Google 
needed a psychologically safe 
work environment to contribute the 
talents they had to offer. 

• “Psychological safety was by far 
the most important…it was the 
underpinning of the other four.”

Edmondson, 2019.
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Safety Innovation Diversity, Equity, 
Inclusion

Psychological Safety

Spotting Low Psychological Safety

Good people failing to 
show intellectual 

curiosity

• Dissent seen as 
disruptive

• Trying to figure out what 
the leader wants to hear 
before saying what they 
think

High performers failing at 
tasks and making errors

• Not asking for 
clarification before 
starting a task

• Not asking for help 
along the way

People attempting to 
maintain image of perfect 

knowledge

• Not advertising errors –
not reporting them 
unless there is an 
adverse effect

• Distancing self from 
mistakes so they’re not 
blamed
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Ways to do this:

• Establish shared 
expectations and meaning

• Frame the work

• Emphasize purpose

Setting the Stage

Establish clear 
performance 
standards and 
aligning to 
shared higher-
purpose

Ways to do this:

• Communicate and 
demonstrate that voice is 
welcome

• Practice inquiry

• Set up structures and 
processes

Inviting 
Participation

Actively 
seek input:  
“Situational 
Humility”
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Ways to do this:

• Focus on continuous 
learning

• Express appreciation

• Use shared language

• Ensure feedback is 
constructive

Responding 
Productively:

Demonstrate 
transparency and 
promote candor 
in group 
communication

Ways to do this:

• Communicate and 
demonstrate that failure is a 
source of valuable 
information

• Reframe the role of the 
boss

Responding 
Productively

Respect failure 
and share 
curiosity for 
what can be 
learned
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The 
Engagement
Model
EMPLOYEES:
• Purposeful, worthwhile work
• Feeling valued and involved
• Relationship with supervisor
• Opportunities

Nobody fights their own ideas

Deao, Craig. "The E Factor: How Engaged Patients, Clinicians, Leaders and Employees Will Transform Healthcare." Studer 
Group. (2017)

What ideas do you 
have?
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If you did have an idea, 
what would it be?

Making it Happen
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B E A N
BEHAVIOR 
ENABLERS

Direct ways to encourage 
and enable behavior change

ARTIFACTS & 
NUDGES

Indirect ways to encourage, 
enable, and reinforce 

behavior change

Rituals

Checklists

Coaching

Community
App

Gamification
Choice 

architectureStories

Desktop objects
Prizes

Source: Innosight. 2019.
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Managing Director, Huron

cdeao@hcg.com

Craig Deao is a prominent industry thought leader, accomplished executive, and experienced 
board member helping leaders create better places to work, practice medicine and receive care. 
He serves as a trusted advisor to boards and executive teams on healthcare leadership, especially 
patient experience, employee engagement and patient safety. He splits his time between executive 
management and thought leadership responsibilities as a published author and invited speaker to 
more than 400 healthcare organizations across the United States, Canada, and Australia. Craig 
co-led Studer Group’s journey to become a recipient of the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality 
Award in 2010. In 2016, he combined his experience with the latest evidence to author the book, 
The E Factor: How Engaged Patients, Clinicians, Leaders, and Employees Will Transform 
Healthcare. In addition to his full-time work with Huron, he serves as faculty for the American 
College of Healthcare Executives (ACHE).

www.linkedin.com/in/craig-deao/
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Evaluate This Session
• Download the ACHE 

365 mobile app

• Select Congress

• Go to My Schedule

• Find your session and 
click arrow at right

• Click Evaluate 
Session icon
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