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Context to the nugget conversation 

Amy teases out some of the nuances involved in the way Psychological safety applies in different 
contexts. One end being the relatively predictable, repetitive work in the shopfloor of an 
organization like Walmart, the other end being Google X that works on moonshots. She also speaks 
about the similarity of human beings across some of these very different situations.  

Transcription  

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Amy, you also talk about psychological safety in a variety of settings. One 
end of the spectrum we have high volume repetitive work, like in an assembly plant, a fast-food 
restaurant, kidney dialysis center and so on where we need to watch out for a lapse in quality or 
attention. And on the other end of the spectrum, we have creative pursuits, right, Google X, Pixar 
and the like. When I say creative, I mean, innovative more creative pursuits. What are the nuances in 
driving psychological safety in these different types of situations? 

Amy Edmondson (Amy): Such an important question and nuance is the right word because 
fundamentally psychological safety matters across the spectrum. Whether you are doing high 
volume or recurring work or whether you are doing one-off crazy innovative projects but it matters 
in different ways. And I guess the simplest way to put it is that in relatively routine work the reason 
it matters is for continuous improvement and for catching and correcting small deviations, small 
errors that slip in because we are tired or maybe someone isn’t yet up to speed on their training and 
so if you want to make a perfect automobile, for example, everybody’s got to be paying exquisite 
attention to the work and so if they, if someone sees something that’s not quite right, or if someone 
needs help to execute their task, if there isn’t psychological safety, neither one of those two things 
will happen, right? They are not going to speak up about a possible imperfection or error, they are 
not going to ask for help when they are in over their head and the quality will suffer. So, you need 
psychological safety for the routine tasks of continuous improvement and of beautiful execution to 
spec. Whereas on the other end of the spectrum, let’s say Google X or a scientific laboratory, you 
need psychological safety to be willing to take big bets, to be willing to do things that might not work 
out as planned and in the middle and I will describe the middle as the reasonably well understood 
activities that you might do in a supply chain or in a hospital emergency room that are still subjected 
to some uncertainty and some customization so it’s a sort of a nice combination of routine and 
judgment that’s required. And there, psychological safety plays a crucial role in people’s willingness 
to speak up when they think that’s the wrong judgment or wait a minute, maybe we should try this 
and to sort of intervene in a way that prevents the work from falling into the routine when it’s not 
really fully routine or in a way that allows people to discover a better process. So, I guess the main 
point here is that psychological safety always matters. But and the research has shown this, it 
matters more when there’s higher uncertainty. So, when there’s higher uncertainty the performance 
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difference from having psychological safety versus not having it is greater than when the work is 
more certain and more routine. 

DJ: Hmm. And also, I am thinking in terms of the profile of the people let’s say driving psychological 
safety on the shop floor in a Walmart or a Home Depot and let’s say Google X, the profiles of the 
people are different if you know what I mean. 

Amy: Oh, yes. 

DJ: In your research is there a nuance in the way we drive it given the different clusters of people we 
might be working with? 

Amy: You know, you would think that the differences would be bigger than they probably are. In the 
following way the people are very different, their skills are very different, their work environments 
are of course different, but the human being is quite similar. The psychology of being human we all 
share and part of the psychology of being human is that we don’t like our imperfection, right? 
Whether you are a worker on an assembly line or a CEO, you have this very deep desire to be seen 
well by others and sometimes you mistake that desire with a need to feel like people think you are 
perfect and of course none of us are perfect. And it’s that human reluctance to ever be wrong or to 
ever be less than that gets in the way of doing excellent work in a fast-changing complex world. So… 
I guess because my emphasis is on human psychology and interpersonal dynamics, I see more 
similarities than differences but I do appreciate that the differences matter. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Thank you for listening. For more, please visit playtopotential.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Culture: Culture eats Strategy for breakfast but how does one build it. Leaders across domains 
(Academics, Armed Forces, Silicon Valley, Bollywood, Venture Investing) talk about the notion of 
culture and how they go about building it in their organizations. You can access the playlist here. 

Psychological safety: Insights around what it takes to create a Psychologically safe environment for 
leaders and teams to feel safe for taking interpersonal risks which is at the heart of learning, taking 
risk and much more which drives effectiveness in teams especially in an environment of significant 
complexity and interdependency. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 
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Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Amy Edmondson - Nuggets  

 78.01 Amy Edmondson - Nuances of Psychological Safety 

 78.02 Amy Edmondson - Implication on Learn-what vs Learn-how 

 78.03 Amy Edmondson - Impact on leadership transitions 

 78.04 Amy Edmondson - Calculus of silence 

 78.05 Amy Edmondson - Traits that drive psychological safety 

 78.06 Amy Edmondson - Effective feedback processes 

 78.07 Amy Edmondson - Rituals that drive psychological safety 

 78.08 Amy Edmondson - Miracle at Fukushima Daini 

 78.09 Amy Edmondson - Nuances in application - Google-X vs Walmart 

 78.10 Amy Edmondson - The "naïve realism" trap 

 78.11 Amy Edmondson - In Summary - Playing to Potential 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working 

with them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about 

his work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  
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